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“C hloe, it’s your turn.”
The girl flinched. It was the first time she’d heard her name used in days. In that time, she’d been referred to only as a number. Fifty-seven. It was embroidered on her prison-style yellow joggers. At first, she’d resisted the dehumanization. But after all this time, she was beginning to forget who she really was.
The woman’s voice hardened. “Look at me.”
Chloe’s mouth ran dry. She felt her chest tighten. The only thing that had helped her survive the last few weeks was blocking out the rest of the world. She’d retreated into a castle deep within her mind and barely ventured beyond its walls.
“I can’t. It’s against the rules,” she whispered, her throat coarse and dry from disuse.
“Not in here. Weren’t you paying attention? I could put you on report for that.”
She swallowed. Panic rose within her, accompanied by an itch in her legs to run as far from this hellhole as possible. To not stop running until this place wasn’t even a speck in the distance. She felt the weight of a dozen stares on her skin. She didn’t trust any of them. They were all out to get her.
But she forced herself to look up anyway. She didn’t dare to go on report. She’d heard the cries emanating from that cabin, the voices begging to be freed. A shiver ran down her spine. The precise details of what occurred behind those walls were mysterious, but the direction was clear.
As Chloe’s eye line leveled out, she took in the room she was sitting in for the first time. It was a relatively sterile classroom, empty of desks or tables. The only furniture was a circle of half a dozen hard-backed plastic chairs, all but one of which were occupied by teenagers just like her. And just like her, they were dressed in sweatshirts and joggers—a sea of yellow and gray.
The therapist sat in the final remaining chair. She still had her hair, which coursed over her shoulders and down her back like a river of magma. Chloe focused on the tendrils of crimson at first, not daring to break the habit of the last few weeks and look the woman directly in the eye. A spark of jealousy and anger ran through her.
They tell us we’re all equal. But they lie.
Chloe instantly doused it, forcing herself to breathe slowly in and out. Emotion was the enemy. It would get her punished. Better not to feel at all.
“Do you remember the letter you wrote on the day you arrived?” the therapist asked her. She didn’t know the woman’s name.
“Yes.”
The woman reached for a folder that was leaning against one of the legs of her chair. She picked it up and settled it on her lap.
Smiling, she said, “I’m going to read a passage from it.”
Chloe sat bolt upright, momentarily forgetting where she was and who she was speaking to. “What? You can’t!”
The therapist’s lips tightened into a narrow slit. There was no love in her eyes, not even interest, no sense that she cared for the well-being of any of her patients. She glanced around the circle of teenagers, spreading her arms wide.
“It’s all part of the healing process, isn’t it, kids?”
A chorus of agreement followed. Chloe looked around, searching for any hint that someone was on her side but found nothing. Either her peers’ faces reflected anger or hate back at her, or they were simply avoiding her gaze entirely. It was about 50-50.
“But it’s private…” Chloe protested.
“To the outside world, yes,” the therapist agreed. “But nothing is hidden in here. Secrets stand in the way of the healing process. Secrets are evil.”
She looked down and opened the folder, then cleared her throat and began to read Chloe’s most intimate confidences. Things she’d never even told her best friends. Things she’d been a fool to write down on paper.
“He hits me,” the woman read out loud in a high-pitched, almost eager tone of voice. “I don’t know how he knows, but he waits until I’m asleep. Every time I wake up with his palm over my mouth and lips. He presses down so that I can’t breathe, and then the blows rain down…”
“Stop!” Chloe yelled, jumping to her feet, her chair tumbling to the floor behind her. Salty tears stung her eyes. “This isn’t right.”
The therapist looked up and sneered at her. “Well, that’s not really for you to say.”
Chloe spun on her heel, her vision blurry. She searched for the door.
“Kevin? You can play Chloe’s attacker.”
What?
Confusion made her woozy and lightheaded. She barely heard as the teen rose from his chair and walked over to her. It was only when she sensed his presence over her shoulder that she looked back at him. He was a brute, his face pockmarked by acne, with at least eighty pounds on her. She felt his massive hands close on her shoulders.
“Chloe,” the therapist instructed, her voice reedy and thin, “you lie on the ground. Close your eyes. Pretend you’re sleeping.”
“What is this?” Chloe screamed, trying to squirm free of Kevin’s grip. “This is crazy!”
“Lie down. You have to relive your trauma. It’s the only way to break free of it.”
Chloe started to hyperventilate. Kevin’s fingertips were digging into her flesh hard enough to provoke physical pain. But it was the feeling of being trapped that was worst of all. He had held her down every night.
They couldn’t make her go through that again. It was insane.
And yet Kevin was too powerful to resist. He was older and bigger. He pushed her to the floor and held her down.
The therapist kept speaking. “Close your eyes, Chloe. Close your eyes and breathe deep.”
No, therapist was the wrong word. She was a torturer. She had all these kids under her thumb, and none of them could do a damn thing about it.
Chloe began to sweat. She was trembling from the adrenaline pumping through her system. Her chest was tight, her throat constricted, her breathing almost nonexistent. She needed to get out of here. To escape.
Kevin relinquished his grip on her shoulders for just a second as he repositioned himself on the floor. But it was all that Chloe needed. She was a runner, and though they hadn’t allowed her to practice her hobby since she’d arrived here, she knew she was still faster than all of them. She was going to do what she should have done days ago: start sprinting and never look back.
She twisted and ran, darting through the circle of chairs, sprinting for the door. She heard Kevin roar with frustration behind her and something sharp and reedy echoing from that bitch’s mouth.
Skidding to a halt at the door, Chloe twisted the handle. It caught, causing her a heady moment of panic before the door swung open. She prepared herself to run.
But the men in white were already waiting for her there. They had hard, merciless faces and stony eyes. Acting as one organism, they reached for her, grabbed her arms, and twisted them behind her back. She felt something tear in her shoulder. White-hot agony ran down the nerves in her arm, all the way to the tips of her fingers.
They couldn’t treat her like this. She was only fifteen!
And yet they didn’t care. A hood came down over her head, and she saw only blackness. Then a prick in her arm.
Then nothing at all.
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B lake glanced down at the bunch of fresh-cut white lilies sitting on the passenger seat of her rented Ford, and her lip curled with derision.
Yeah. That’s bound to make it all better.
She pulled her hand away and left them there. No gesture at all had to be better than one that crappy.
Skip Hobson, the CID agent who investigated the murder suicide that had taken Blake’s own parents, had been dead a month now. He’d been in the ground two weeks. But every time she picked up the phone to ask one of his kids if she could pay his widow a visit, they gave her the runaround. Eventually, they just stopped answering.
Blake might have decided to give up calling. Except her brother had contacted Skip before he died. Caleb had been investigating the deaths of their parents. Why? She had no idea. But she trusted Caleb’s instincts, and she owed it to his memory not to give up trying.
And so she was sitting outside a dead man’s home as the warm Florida sun began to give up on its journey through the day’s sky. Waiting for an old woman to be left alone.
After two hours of watching, Blake sensed her opportunity was at hand. She’d spent her whole weekend out here, hundreds of miles from her new home in Northern Pines. And if today was anything like yesterday, which it appeared to be, then Mrs. Hobson’s children were about to head home for the night.
Blake drummed her fingers against the gear selector between the two front seats as she watched a plump woman in her mid-forties hug her mother, wave goodbye, and then make her way to her car.
“Finally,” she muttered as the woman fired up the engine.
Turning her attention back to the house, Blake felt a flicker of contrition as she saw that Sarah Hobson was still watching from the open doorway even as her daughter disappeared into the distance. Her kids were probably the sole remaining bright spark in a chapter of her life that wasn’t supposed to play out this dark.
After a few more seconds, Sarah slowly closed the door. Blake watched through the window as she shuffled back inside the house, using the light thrown by the dying sun. She waited a few minutes for propriety—and to make sure that the daughter didn’t show back up. She needed to speak to Sarah alone.
When she judged that a suitable length of time had elapsed, Blake finally pulled the car door open. She didn’t even think about bringing the flowers, instead bounding up the steps toward the front door. She had her badge in a pocket but was unarmed, since she had been too cheap to pay for checked luggage on the flight over.
Besides, there was no need to unsettle a grieving woman.
Blake pulled her hand back and rapped sharply several times, grimacing with chagrin when she noticed a modern camera doorbell attached to the frame just to her right. She held off pressing it, not wanting to overwhelm the woman she was here to see.
Footsteps announced Sarah Hobson’s approach. She heard a key turn in the lock before the door opened a couple of inches, where it pulled a security chain taut.
“Can I help you?” Sarah asked. She was in her mid-seventies, lean to the point of being undernourished, and her roots were an iridescent white against the dirtier gray of the rest of her hair.
“I sure hope so,” she answered softly. “I’m sorry for coming by without notice, ma’am. But I was hoping to ask you a few questions.”
“Are you with law enforcement?” Sarah asked curiously, her voice quiet and tired. “Do you mind if I call one of my children? I don’t really have the energy to talk much. Not these days.”
Blake felt the urge to grimace and forced herself not to. The last thing she needed was Sarah Hobson’s children interfering. No doubt they believed they were protecting their mother in her time of need. And hell, maybe her reason for being here today was selfish. But Skip Hobson—by his own admission—had spent two decades poring over her parents’ case. As far as Blake was concerned, it wouldn’t be doing his memory justice to sweep all that effort under the rug.
“Ma’am, my condolences on your loss. I spoke to your husband before he passed. He was helping me with something.”
Sarah Hobson’s eyes widened with recognition. “My gosh,” she whispered. “You look just like her.”
Blake frowned, nonplussed. “Just like who, ma’am?”
Sarah closed the door, momentarily causing Blake’s heart to stop before she heard the sound of the chain rattling loosely against the wood as it was removed. The door swung open again to reveal Mrs. Hobson peering out at her.
“Just like your mother.”
“How—?”
Before Blake had a chance to formulate the rest of her response, she was ushered inside.
“Please call me Sarah,” Mrs. Hobson said. “And you must be Blake. Blake Larsen. Can I get you something cold to drink? I’m not sure what’s in the house…”
“Just a glass of water, please,” Blake said, switching rapidly into interview mode. People liked feeling busy, and when they’d already done you a favor, it was conceptually easier for them to continue to do so. “And you’re right. I’m Blake.”
“I should have noticed sooner,” Sarah said animatedly, ushering Blake toward the kitchen. She opened a cupboard and pulled out two highball glasses, which she heaped with ice before holding them underneath the kitchen tap. “Skip—”
The glass in her hand clinked loudly against the sink. She placed it down on the counter and then gripped the edge as a tremor of grief scythed through her.
“I’m sorry…” Blake whispered.
“It’s not your fault, honey,” Sarah replied, pulling herself back upright and straightening. She picked up both water glasses and handed one to Blake before settling into a dining chair. “Skip has been gone a month. But I just keep forgetting. Every time I walk into the living room, I expect to see him sitting in his recliner.”
“I know how that feels,” Blake replied as she sat down opposite her host. “I wish I could say it gets easier. But maybe it does. With time.”
“That’s right,” Sarah said. “Skip told me about your brother. I’m so sorry, dear.”
Blake felt herself tense. For years, she’d hated people knowing about the tragedy that had stolen her childhood. She’d kept it as her little secret, protected from the world. It was only in the last few months, with Ryan, that she’d begun to open up. But Caleb’s death was a whole new wound. Still fresh, tender to the touch, not like the hardened scar tissue of that earlier trauma.
She forced herself to relax. The curiosity of why this woman seem to know so much about her past overcame her innate desire to pull back. “It’s okay. You said your husband spoke about me? Us?”
Sarah’s eyes grew damp at the mention of Skip. She nodded. “All the time. That case—gosh, it was so awful. You don’t mind me bringing it up?”
Blake shook her head.
It’s just scar tissue.
“It cut him deep. Always did when kids were involved. But it wasn’t just that. What happened to your mother always bothered Skip. He rehashed it over and over at the dinner table for years, until I finally made him stop.” She flushed. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. It’s not a pleasant topic. What bothered him?”
“He never found the motive. According to Jack, your parents weren’t in any financial trouble. There was no evidence pointing to infidelity, no impending divorce, no history of suicidal thoughts. Wondering what made your father snap kept him up at night. And wondering if.”
“If he did it?”
Sarah nodded. “He never found anything concrete to suggest a third party was involved. Least not that he told me. But I don’t know that he ever stopped looking. I lost count of the number of times I found him asleep on the couch with that file on his lap.”
Blake froze. “After CID closed the case?”
“Years after. After he retired, too. It was only when we moved to Florida to be closer to my eldest daughter that I finally made him put his notes into storage. At least, the ones he wasn’t hiding from me.”
A memory of her one and only phone call with Skip Hobson floated into Blake’s mind. He’d mentioned pulling his records out of storage. She leaned forward, suddenly vibrating with anticipation at the thought of gaining access to fresh evidence about the death of her parents.
Almost holding her breath, she asked, “Do you know where they are?”
Sarah looked at her as though she was stupid. “Of course, dear. They’re in the office. He brought them back a couple of days before he had his accident. He thought I was going to chide him, but I didn’t mind. It was nice to see that light in his eyes again. Skip never was one for sitting on his hands.”
“Can I see them?”
“Take them with you,” Sarah said, wiping away a tear at the corner of her right eye. “Skip would have wanted you to have them.”
She rose and beckoned for Blake to follow. She led her down a short hallway into an office on which a month’s worth of dust had settled. Blake shivered, wondering if anyone had stepped foot in here since Skip passed. She doubted it. The place was like a shrine to a man she’d never known. His sanctuary.
A hardwood desk sat near the window, and one of the walls was covered in floor-to-ceiling bookshelves that were filled with a variety of law textbooks and works of fiction and nonfiction, as well as dozens of hardbound notebooks. There was no computer.
Sarah stopped dead and looked around the room with an expression of surprise on her face. “They were on his desk. I’m sure they were.”
A pang of worry gripped Blake’s stomach at the prospect of losing this connection to her past. “I’ll help you look.”
They searched the office high and low. According to Sarah, Skip had stored his notes on the case in two cardboard boxes. They were nowhere to be seen. Nor did they turn up anywhere in the rest of the house.
“Perhaps Marie tidied them away,” Sarah suggested. “She’ll be here in the morning. I’ll ask her about it then.”
Blake walked around the desk and stared thoughtfully out the window. It was only when she saw a splinter of wood on the frame that she understood what had attracted her attention.
“Are there any security cameras on the property, Sarah?”
Mrs. Hobson shook her head. “Why?”
Blake slid the window open and stuck her head outside. She saw the mark on the paint instantly. Somebody had pried it open recently enough for the splinters of wood not to have blown off in the wind or the paint scratches to have weathered away.
She sighed. There was no sense in worrying the woman. At least not before tomorrow, when she would find out whether the records had simply been returned to storage. Besides, the damage could easily have been caused by a contractor, or even a relative enthusiastically attempting to loosen a stuck window. Especially since there was no other evidence pointing to a break-in.
“No reason. Would it be okay if I paid you another visit tomorrow evening?”
“Of course.”
Blake prepared to make her goodbyes, but before she was able, Sarah held up a finger. “I should have remembered.”
“You know where they are?”
“Not the boxes, no. But Skip always had a notepad on hand. He kept working on it even when I asked him to put the rest of the files away.”
With fresh energy in her step, Sarah pulled out a dozen or more notepads from the bookshelf on the far wall. She flicked through them, quickly discarding each in turn. Blake saw why—the contents of each were labeled in neat handwriting that denoted what they contained. Invariably, they were cases that Skip had worked over the course of his long career.
Sarah stopped as she opened the second to the last. She let out a little murmur of triumph, then handed it to Blake. “Here you go, dear.”
“Thank you,” Blake said, barely able to resist the urge to flick it open and start reading.
For so many years, she thought she’d squashed the urge to learn about the death of her parents. The truth was she’d only let her hunger ferment into something much stronger. And now that she was indulging it, she’d stumbled on a mystery that she couldn’t currently explain.
Had somebody burgled Skip Hobson’s office?
And if so, why?
Blake glanced around the room. As far she could tell, nothing else was visibly missing. One of the desk drawers was a couple inches open, and she could see a small stack of dollar bills inside—Skip’s pocket money. There was a sterling silver retirement clock on one of the shelves, along with a number of other valuable trinkets. Probably worth a couple hundred dollars.
She frowned but shook off the suspicion. It seemed impossible to believe that anybody would break into a home and pass up the opportunity for a quick score in favor of absconding with a few stacks of old files. The simplest explanation was usually the best one: in this case that the old woman’s kids had tidied the documents away. Waiting another night wouldn’t hurt her.
She gave Sarah a short but grateful hug and promised to return the following afternoon. As she walked back to her car, she felt her phone vibrate in her pocket. She pulled it out, glanced at the screen, then answered it.
“Jed. What’s up?”
“Sorry to disturb you on the weekend, Lieutenant,” the dispatcher for the Northern Pines branch of the Monroe County Sheriff’s Department said ruefully. “But we’ve got a situation down here.”
“What kind?”
“The kind that comes with a body.”
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T he body was already in the morgue by the time Blake pulled up outside the entrance to Pine Ridge Retreat, a troubled teen camp in the woods a few miles outside of town. Three newly painted sheriff’s department vehicles and a line of police tape blocked the entrance to the compound. A rubbernecker in a tattered red raincoat stood on the outside looking in.
Blake had made the journey from Fort Lauderdale back to Northern Pines in record time, making liberal use of her badge both to skip airport security lines and to assure the woman at the airline desk that her reasons for purchasing a ticket forty-five minutes before departure were entirely aboveboard. Still, it had taken almost six hours. And Blake knew that, as with every case, this one would get harder to solve with every passing minute.
Between her rush to get to the airport, the lack of Wi-Fi in the air, and the unfortunate need to actually pay attention to the road as she drove, Blake had only been able to ascertain the vaguest outline about their victim. Chloe Perez, age 15. Found dead by a camp counselor. Cause of death unknown.
“Thank God,” Detective Melissa Wilson said with a sigh of relief as Blake climbed out of her personal vehicle, wearing light blue jeans and a white T-shirt, about the only clean clothes she had left.
Blake held up a hand in apology. The combination of a two-hour flight in the cheapest seat available on the most inexpensive flight she could book, added to an hour’s drive from the airport in Raleigh, had left her back in agony.
She ground her teeth together and reached back inside the car, popped the glove compartment, and removed a blister pack of Tylenol, along with the three-day-old can of energy drink she’d left in a cupholder before she flew. She swallowed three pills, washed them down with the brackish, sugary—and slightly sticky—liquid left in the can, then tossed the now-empty pack onto the driver’s seat before locking the vehicle.
“What are we looking at?” she asked Melissa, taking her surroundings in for the first time. It was about 1 a.m., but the late hour hadn’t noticeably impacted the activity on scene. A white van marked FORENSICS was parked just inside the gate to the campground, which Blake guessed meant that Robyn and Elijah were both already hard at work.
She flushed, embarrassed to realize that they had likely been here for hours. She, by contrast, had been hundreds of miles away, digging up the past.
Melissa didn’t seem to notice. “Hell if I know,” she admitted. “911 received an anonymous text message at 6:31 p.m. today—yesterday, now, claiming that a child had been murdered at Pine Ridge. About thirty seconds later, the text was followed up with a phone call. Deputies arrived at the camp at 6:47 p.m., but security refused access until almost 15 minutes later.”
“Why?”
“They wanted to see a warrant. The standoff was only resolved when the camp leader came out to the gate. He let the deputies in. I arrived five minutes later.”
“Why did it take so long to get in? A 911 report constitutes exigent circumstances.”
“Security prevented it. They weren’t armed, but there were four of them. Initially it was only Deputies Hawkins and Sullivan on-scene. They radioed for assistance.”
“What the hell?” Blake muttered. “Why deny us access?”
“The head of security said he was under strict instructions not to allow anyone entry without explicit prior permission from the camp leader.”
“Okay,” Blake said, ducking underneath the tape line, “we’ll deal with that later. Show me where the body was found.”
Melissa trotted after her, pulling out her cell phone as she did so. “Chloe was in her bunk in the dorm room when the deputies arrived. But I’m pretty sure she was moved there sometime after she died.”
Blake stopped dead and looked her partner in the eye. “Why?”
Melissa tilted her phone screen in Blake’s direction. It was open to the photo gallery. “I snapped these before the medical examiner removed the body.”
Blake’s heart sank at the first image. It was never easy to look at the face of death, but it was always harder when the victim was a child. She swallowed and focused anyway. That was her job. Chloe was dead. But if there was anything suspicious about her passing, then justice could still be done in her name.
Chloe Perez had been a pretty young girl. Her hair was dark, either black or brown, but it was difficult to be sure—she only had a half-inch of it. The rest had been shaved off. Her eyes were closed. She was wearing gray pajamas, and the lower half of her body was covered in a white bedsheet.
The second image showed Chloe rolled onto her side, and her pajama top rolled up about halfway up her back.
“That’s not right,” Blake observed.
“Nope,” Melissa agreed. She swiped through another half a dozen or so images, all of which showed the same story. “The ME noticed it instantly. There’s almost no lividity on her back. It’s much more pronounced on her buttocks, the backs of her calves, and the soles of her feet.”
“Did Scott have a theory?”
Melissa nodded. “He said he’ll carry out the autopsy in the morning. But he thinks it’s highly unlikely that Chloe died in her bunk. The lividity suggests she was in a seated position for some hours after her death.”
“Time of death?”
“It’s preliminary, but he thinks it’s around midday, give or take a couple of hours in either direction.”
“Any idea how she died?”
“Not yet.”
“Well, we know one thing for sure,” Blake said.
“What’s that?”
“This is definitely a murder investigation.”
Melissa nodded grimly. “I think you’re right.”
“So—” Blake said, suddenly eager to get working. Chloe’s face was imprinted on her mind. “What is this place?”
“Pine Ridge Retreat. It’s a troubled teen facility, founded about fifteen years ago according to Royce Kingsley. He’s in charge here, has been for four or five years. According to him, the camp has ninety full-time residents and twenty staff. They all live on site.”
“What story’s he telling?”
“None yet. He’s been holed up with the kids.”
Blake’s mouth tightened. “It’s time we changed that.”
    
THE SOUNDS OF CHICKADEES, finches, and northern cardinals echoed in the sky overhead as the birds began to wake ahead of the approaching dawn. Several times, Blake ducked her head instinctively as a shape swooped toward her in the gloom, only for the muffled flap of its wings to reveal that it was nothing more than a bat on its final hunt before light returned to the sky.
As she accompanied Melissa through the grounds of Pine Ridge Retreat, she was struck by the orderliness of the place. The paths were all neatly maintained, and though tall, spindly trunks towered overhead, their green-laden branches swaying in the gentle witching hour breeze, there was no carpet of pine needles underneath. Somebody swept this place. Regularly.
“What do you guess a stay at a facility like this costs?” she asked Melissa as the outlines of a number of large cabins loomed out of the darkness up ahead.
“You don’t have to. It’s on the website. I looked. Five grand a week. And that doesn’t include therapy.”
Blake let out a low whistle. “Shit.”
“These troubled teen camps are big business,” Melissa said in a measured tone of voice that was intended not to betray her true feelings but failed utterly. At least to Blake.
“You said ninety kids before, right?”
“Yeah.”
“That’s almost a half million dollars a week.”
Melissa didn’t respond. Blake glanced around with fresh appreciation for why the grounds were so neatly kept. This was closer to a high-end celebrity rehab facility than it was a kids’ summer camp.
They approached one of the larger pine cabins, one of the only buildings in the vicinity with visible light gleaming through the windows. It was a single story and looked like it might be a mess hall or fitness center. Blake drew her hand back to rap her knuckles against the front door, but it opened before they had a chance to hit home. A man stood in the doorway, his head shaved down to the scalp. He wore black fatigue pants and a white T-shirt, as well as heavy-duty steel-toed boots.
He didn’t say anything.
“I’m Lieutenant Larsen with the Monroe County Sheriff’s Department, and this is my partner, Detective Wilson,” Blake said, reaching for her badge as Melissa did the same to her side. “We need to speak to Royce Kingsley.”
“That won’t be possible,” the man said impassively. “He’s occupied.”
Blake and Melissa traded surprised glances, apparently equally shocked by the firmness in the man’s reply.
“Yeah,” Blake said dryly. “That’s not really going to cut it.”
The man in the doorway shrugged. “Those are my instructions. Mr. Kingsley is busy with our patients. He’s not to be disturbed.”
“And who the hell are you?” Blake said calmly, yet with a grating force that clearly had an impact on her interlocutor. A muscle on his jaw flickered uneasily.
“Saul,” he said slowly.
“Okay, Saul, let me rephrase that. I guess I wasn’t clear enough. Why the hell are you standing in my way?”
Saul shifted his weight from foot to foot, betraying a hint of anxiety for the first time. “I have my instructions.”
Blake coldly hiked her eyebrow. She shot the man what she knew from experience was a chilling stare, one that she’d perfected over many years in law enforcement. No matter who you were, no matter how hardened, nobody liked to be raked from head to toe by a cop.
Especially not when a dead body was involved.
And doubly so when the victim was a kid.
“So you’re just following orders?” she said.
He took the bait. “Yeah, right. I’m just security. I do what I’m told.”
“Are you the person responsible for denying my deputies access to the crime scene earlier tonight?” Blake asked.
He nodded. “But—”
Blake cut him off before she heard the same excuse one more time. Glancing at Melissa, she asked, “Detective Wilson, isn’t there a term for that? It’s right on the tip of my tongue.”
Melissa played along. “Obstruction, I think.”
“Yeah, that’s right,” Blake said, snapping her fingers. “Obstruction. Saul, did you hit your head tonight?”
His hand rose in the air toward his skull before he caught himself. “My head?”
“I was just trying to come up with an explanation for why somebody might stand in the way of deputies investigating the discovery of a dead body.”
“But I didn’t know she was dead! I was—”
“I know, just following orders,” Blake said through gritted teeth. Thoroughly tired of the conversation, she took a step forward.
Saul didn’t budge.
“Get out of my way,” she said, her tone stiletto-sharp.
The security guard’s shoulders hunched over, and the blood drained from his cheeks. But he still didn’t move. Blake couldn’t understand what the hell he was doing. It was just a job. Was he really so worried about his future employment prospects that he was willing to go toe to toe with the sheriff’s department?
“That’s enough, Saul,” said a man from the other side of the doorway. “Let them through.”
Breathing an audible sigh of relief, Saul stepped away from the door. He blinked slowly as Blake passed him, the tension visibly draining from his face.
What the hell was that about? Blake wondered.
The question faded from the forefront of her mind as she stepped into the building’s well-lit entrance lobby. A second man now stood a few feet in front of her. He radiated an air of self-assurance, his posture easy and relaxed, a clear contrast with Saul’s overstrung tenseness. Blake noted his outfit—tan khakis, white sneakers, and a gray crewneck sweater—as he stretched out his hand in greeting.
“You must be Lieutenant Blake Larsen,” he said as their hands met.
A sharp pinch of electricity ran up Blake’s spine at the comment. She couldn’t say why. She narrowed her eyes as she shook his hand. “Have we met?”
“Not personally,” he said, shaking his head. “But I’ve seen you on television. You’ve developed quite the reputation around here. And in such a short space of time, too.”
Blake hid the expression of dismay that threatened to cross her face. She didn’t regret for a single moment saving the lives of Nina Crawford, Lara Hartmann, and Aaron Weller a few weeks earlier. But if she could turn the clock back and somehow have worn a superhero mask to hide her identity on that fateful day, she would.
“I see,” she said neutrally. “Mr. Kingsley, is there a reason –?”
“Royce,” he said, cutting across her. “Just call me Royce.”
She studied him for a moment, wondering if he was playing games with her. He seemed altogether too relaxed given the situation. A child in his care had died—most likely been murdered. And yet he was playing power games with her.
“Mr. Kingsley’s just fine.”
He spread his hands. They seemed to shimmer as they moved. “Have it your way. Just trying to keep things friendly.”
“That’s not my impression,” she said, keeping her expression intentionally blank.
As with Saul before him, a flicker of surprise crossed Royce Kingsley’s face. “What are you talking about?”
“Mr. Kingsley, do you know where I was six hours ago?”
“How would I know that?”
“Florida.”
“What’s your point?”
“My point is that I flew five hundred miles in the time it took you to speak to one of my deputies. You didn’t even give a statement. Is there a reason for that?”
Kingsley smiled thinly. He squeezed his right hand with his left, digging his thumb into his palm hard enough for the knuckle to whiten. “Lieutenant—what did you say your name was again?”
More games. Blake didn’t dignify the question with a response. He knew who she was perfectly well, as he’d just demonstrated.
“Okay.” He shrugged, releasing his hand as he did so. He made a fist, then released it. “Lieutenant, you have to understand that this is the worst day of my life.”
He spoke with all of the outward physical signs of distress and grief on his features and in his mannerisms. But all of it rang false to Blake. Judging by the restless shift in Melissa’s posture, she felt the same way.
Kingsley continued, “Yesterday morning, I had eighty-eight children in my care. Tonight, I have only eighty-seven. I have to take responsibility for that. It’s a cross that I will bear for the remainder of my life.”
“Uh-huh,” Blake replied. “And how exactly are you responsible, Mr. Kingsley?”
Again, he spread his hands before he spoke. Another tremor. Was it a tell that he was hiding something? “I’m responsible for everything that happens here, Lieutenant. This is my camp.”
“I think you’re not telling the whole truth,” Blake observed.
“Why?”
She pointed at his hands. Once again his left was wrapped around his right in a failing attempt to stop it trembling. “You tell me.”
“Ah,” he said after looking down. “That. I fear that I’m unable to hide it when I’m under stress.”
“Hide what?”
“I have a tremor—a breakdown in communication between my brain and my central nervous system. The doctors were never able to nail down a precise cause. I’m afraid I can’t stop myself.”
Blake’s stomach fell away from underneath her. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have presumed.”
“Don’t be. It’s no surprise that my condition is playing up. Chloe’s murder is a tragedy that I won’t soon forget.”
Blake saw Melissa’s gaze snap toward her out of the corner of her eye. She felt the same rush of adrenaline. Had Kingsley just slipped up?
“How is it that no one in Chloe’s cabin noticed that she was dead until the deputies arrived?” she asked casually.
He shook his head sadly. “Chloe had a cold. We made the decision that she shouldn’t go on tonight’s camping expedition until she was recovered. She was left to her own devices while she recovered. The rest of the girls left this morning. Until we discovered what had happened, they weren’t expected to return until tomorrow.”
If the cabin was empty, it cleared up the question of how nobody had noticed that Chloe’s body had been moved.
Blake pushed harder. “Why do you think she was murdered?”
“That’s easy. I know who killed her.”
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“T he boy’s name is Jackson,” Kingsley explained as he led them toward a row of long, narrow cabins. Blake guessed they were dormitories. Her impression was proved right as the camp leader walked them to the second building and opened the door. “Jackson Mitchell.”
They entered a dimly lit, empty room that contained six bunkbeds on either side, separated by a narrow aisle. To the right of each bed was a metal storage box, painted army green. On each box, Blake noticed two paper nametags, each with a child’s name written on the front. The room was vast, sterile, and most of all—empty.
“Where is everyone?” she asked, looking around as though she expected a surprise party to jump out at her at any moment.
“All of our residents are gathered in the mess hall,” Kingsley explained. “Once we became aware of the tragic circumstances that brought you here, we performed a headcount. That’s how we realized that young Jackson was missing.”
“Deputies have been on scene for hours,” Melissa pointed out. “What took so long?”
Kingsley shrugged. “We have almost ninety children in our care. First we had to wake them up, then assemble them in one place. As you can imagine, many of our patients have been distressed by the night’s events. Several of them took themselves off to be alone. I only came to you once I was sure that Jackson was no longer on the premises.”
Blake ignored the fact that they had come to him, rather than the other way around. “What have you got here, a hundred acres? How can you be sure Jackson isn’t just hiding better than the others?”
“I’m sure, Lieutenant. The security team performed a thorough search. And besides, this isn’t the first time that Jackson has absconded. Though of course, never under these… difficult circumstances.”
“Why are you so sure he’s responsible for Chloe’s death?” Melissa asked as Blake began to walk around the dormitory, remaining close enough to keep the two of them in earshot. “Did Jackson and Chloe have a history together?”
The dormitory contained twenty-four beds, though it appeared that three of them were unoccupied, given that their thin, somewhat stained mattresses weren’t covered by sheets. Blake’s skin crawled at the thought of sleeping on something so unhygienic—not to mention uncomfortable.
The remaining beds were unmade. It looked like their occupants had climbed out and disappeared. She wondered whether the kids had been told why they were being roused from sleep.
“Jackson is one of our more troubled residents,” Kingsley said with a sad shake of his head. He reached out and gripped one of the bunkbeds’ upright posts for support. “He has been involved in physical altercations on a number of occasions.”
“With Chloe?” Blake asked.
Kingsley shook his head. “No. But it’s a pattern of behavior.”
“Why didn’t you stop it?”
Again he spread his shaking hands. With a pained expression on his face, he said, “Lieutenant, the residents of this facility are, without exception, difficult and troubled individuals. Over the last four years, Pine Ridge has turned around the lives of thousands of children. But we’re not perfect. There are some children who are simply too damaged to save. Unfortunately, it seems as though Jackson fits in that category. It’s a tragedy that I feel keenly.”
“Which bed is his?” Blake asked, studying Kingsley’s face for any sign he was holding something back. But he only wore that same pained, hangdog look. Somehow, she felt as though he wanted her to believe that he was more contrite than he actually was.
“Number seventeen, I believe,” he replied.
Blake turned away. She noticed for the first time that each of the beds was labeled with a number and walked to the correct one.
“This one?” she said, crouching down to look at the bottom bunk without turning back to Kingsley.
“That’s right.”
Jackson’s bed had one feature that was unlike all of the others. It was neatly made, the sheets tucked in precise hospital corners. A pair of flip-flops poked out from just underneath the bed frame, arranged so neatly that Blake wondered if doing so had required a slide rule.
“When was he last seen?”
“We ensure that all of the residents are present and accounted for every night before they go to bed.”
“What time is that?”
“Nine p.m.”
“Isn’t that early for a fifteen-year-old?”
“Do you know what the most important factor in the successful training of a service dog is, Lieutenant?”
Surprised by the sudden tangent, Blake didn’t immediately answer. She didn’t have time.
“It’s structure. Experienced trainers crate their puppies at seven p.m. because a well-rested dog is one that is easy to train. Children aren’t so different. Many of our residents come from homes that, despite the best intentions in the world, are not so structured. Perhaps their parents are distracted by their careers, or perhaps their own parents never modeled good behavior for them to copy. Either way, Lieutenant, I have been doing this for a long time. I have learned that when children sleep early and well, they behave.”
Blake saw that Melissa was equally creeped out by Kingsley’s comments. There was nothing necessarily wrong with what he was saying, but still, something about it didn’t sit right with her.
“And you don’t check in with them after lights out?”
He shook his head. “We do not.”
“So he could have been missing for up to eight hours?”
“That’s correct.” The camp leader nodded.
“We’ll need to speak to his parents,” Blake said as she donned a pair of latex gloves and began to rifle through the bed itself, lifting up the top sheet and checking for any contraband hidden underneath. “Along with any other residents or members of staff he’s known to be friends with.”
“Jackson is a ward of the state,” Kingsley said. “As for your second request, that will not be necessary.”
Blake looked up sharply, half wondering whether she’d misheard him. “I’m sorry?”
“Jackson has no friends at Pine Ridge,” Kingsley explained as though it was the most obvious statement in the world. “Nor do I encourage my members of staff to develop friendships with our residents.”
Blake and Melissa traded glances yet again. Each time, the two women grew more visibly startled by what they were hearing.
“He doesn’t have a single friend? You’re sure of that?”
“Positive.”
“How long has Jackson been a resident at Pine Ridge?”
“Two months.”
“You’re telling me this kid has been here all that time without developing a single friendship?” Blake asked skeptically.
“Well, he’s been on report,” Kingsley said, as though that explained everything.
“Huh?” Blake replied, turning her attention back to the bed. She lifted up the thin, flimsy pillow, then the mattress itself. The latter item was almost weightless. She winced at the prospect of being forced to sleep on it.
“Our residents progress through a series of levels during their treatment,” Kingsley said. “We find that having a goal to work toward is a key component of success.”
Finding nothing underneath the mattress, Blake was about to drop it when something caught her attention. She leaned forward and saw that a series of letters had been scratched into the gray metal lacquer. It was difficult to make out what it read, so she pulled out her phone, turned on the screen, and used it for illumination.
“Found something, Lieutenant?” Kingsley asked.
Blake ignored him. The message was simple, the letters scratched deeply into the metal as though their writer had been experiencing a severe rush of emotion as he etched them.
MY NAME IS JAX!
She snapped a quick photo, her eyes lingering on the inscription for a few seconds, wondering what it meant, then dropped the mattress back down against the bed.
“Tell me about these levels,” she said, moving on to the metal lockbox.
There was a latch but no padlock. Blake doubted the kids at Pine Ridge were allowed the luxury of privacy. Perhaps that was sensible—after all, the camp’s administrators needed to be able to check for contraband like drugs. Still, the idea made her skin crawl as she lifted the lid.
“Every resident starts in the same place: Discovery. Think of it like boot camp. We control what they eat, when they wake up, where they go, who they speak to, and how they interact with one another. It’s a vital component of the program. As they pass through Growth and finally ascend to Summit, we progressively give them more freedom and latitude.”
Blake found two compartments inside the lockbox, which had a divider right down the center. The one on the left was marked with the same number as Jackson’s bed. On the very bottom was a stack of identical red jumpsuits. They reminded her of prison uniforms.
“What are these?” she asked.
“As I said, Jackson is on report. Think of it as our fourth level. It’s like Discovery, only more austere. It’s a remediation tool for our most troublesome residents. We only use it sparingly.”
Blake picked the stack of jumpsuits up and set them on the top of the bunkbed’s mattress, along with a number of neatly stacked pieces of underwear and balled socks. There were no personal effects. No books, diaries, cell phone, magazines, or any sign that Jackson Mitchell had a personality at all. It was as though he was a ghost, his life erased.
“What exactly does it entail?” she asked, shivering as goosebumps broke out on her exposed forearms.
“We strip the kids right back to basics,” Kingsley said almost proudly. “They wear red uniforms so that their peers know not to talk to them. We take away the right to call home; though of course that was not applicable in Jackson’s case. They eat separately from the main group, and we put them on specially designed fitness plans.”
“You break them back down again,” Blake said blandly.
“That’s exactly right,” Kingsley agreed, his face lighting up at the realization that she got it. “After all, even the most talented sculptor doesn’t always get it right the first time. Sometimes you have to rework the clay.”
Blake didn’t respond. She didn’t know what to say. She hadn’t had the most ordinary of childhoods. Maybe if things had gone only a tiny bit differently, she might have passed through a place like Pine Ridge rather than the Army.
But looking at the glint in Kingsley’s eye as he finished his speech, she wondered if she would ever have made it out. She took a photo of the inside of the lockbox, then closed the lid.
“I think it’s time we spoke to the rest of your residents,” she said.
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A  strange feeling overcame Blake as she stepped into the camp’s mess hall. The air inside was thick and sweaty from the presence of over a hundred kids and members of staff, all seated along long benches. It took her a few moments to work out the cause.
The large room was almost silent. She could only hear a few hushed discussions, all of which were emanating from the staff members. None of the kids were speaking.
“Do they know what happened to Chloe?” she asked Kingsley under her breath.
“They know that she was taken seriously ill,” he replied, not bothering to lower his voice. “And that she did not make it. Beyond that, I can’t say what rumors might have spread.”
Blake wondered whether shock might explain the absence of conversation. She didn’t exactly have a whole lot of experience with adolescents. Or children in general. But she was pretty sure that no matter what had happened, if you put almost a hundred kids into a room together, random chance would generate at least a few conversations.
Judging by the expression on Melissa’s face, her partner was thinking something similar. Blake couldn’t help but think that it had something to do with the presence of the man currently standing at her side.
“I need you and your staff to step outside,” Blake said.
Kingsley frowned. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible, Lieutenant.”
Blake hiked an eyebrow and fought to keep her voice quiet. The last thing she needed right now was to spook the kids any more than they already had to be. “I’m sorry?”
“Lieutenant Larsen,” he said, gesturing at the rows of kids arrayed around the room. “These children were entrusted to my care by their parents. I cannot allow you to speak to them without either a guardian present or a court order. It’s a matter of policy.”
“Mr. Kingsley, do I need to remind you that one of the kids in your care is now dead?” Blake hissed. “Or that her alleged murderer is apparently on the loose?”
“Be that as it may,” he said, “I’m afraid it’s policy.”
“Fine,” she snapped. “Just don’t interrupt.”
Before she had a chance to walk to the center of the room and introduce herself, Kingsley clapped his hands loudly together. The crack rang out like a gunshot inside the almost silent room. Rows of children turned to face Kingsley, Blake, and Melissa.
As they did, Blake realized for the first time that they were all dressed the same—in jumpsuits, just like the one she’d seen inside Jackson Mitchell’s lockbox. Unlike those, however, none of the kids were wearing red. Roughly a third of them were dressed in gray, another third in yellow, and the remainder in green.
She wondered which of Kingsley’s famous levels each color corresponded to. Yellow had to be Discovery, right? Which left gray for Growth and green for Summit.
Who thought up those dumb names, anyway?
Blake consciously attempted to school her features into a bland mask at Kingsley’s side, despite the fact that she was almost vibrating with frustration at the fact that he’d ignored her yet again by clapping his hands together. He was clearly a man who liked to feel in control.
Perhaps it was no surprise he’d ended up running a troubled teen facility like a POW camp.
“Do I have everyone’s attention?” he called out, waiting barely a beat before saying, “Good. By now you may be aware that Chloe Perez has tragically passed away. I know she wasn’t here long, but even so, it was clear she was a seed waiting to flourish. And that because of Jackson Mitchell, she won’t get that chance.”
In Blake’s peripheral vision, she saw Melissa’s mouth drop wide open with outright shock before her partner clamped it shut. She knew she had to act. Royce Kingsley was potentially tampering with an entire mess hall full of witnesses. Was it intentional? What the hell did the man think he was doing?
She cleared her throat loudly and stepped in front of him. Judging by his body language in response, that didn’t happen often.
“My name is Blake Larsen,” she said. “I work for the sheriff. Right now, we have no idea what happened to Chloe. That’s what we’re here to find out. I want all of you to know that we are approaching this with an open mind. We won’t draw any conclusions unless that’s where the evidence leads us.”
She paused and looked around the room, meeting eyes with as many of the assorted kids as she was physically able to do. Most of them wore blank, guarded expressions, as though they’d been forced to attend some unhinged dictator’s political rally.
“When I entered law enforcement,” she continued softly, hoping to connect with at least some of these teenagers, “I swore an oath to serve and to protect. That’s what I’m here to do. If you know something, if you maybe saw or heard something that didn’t make sense at the time but now just doesn’t feel right, then you can tell me or any of the deputies here in the strictest of confidence. Okay?”
Blake glanced around, expecting to hear a murmur of agreement, or at least see a few nodding heads. But there was nothing. The room, residents and staff alike, stared back at her impassively. They sat like statues.
“Okay,” she muttered to herself instead after a few seconds, just thankful for any sound to help break the silence. You could have heard a feather drop in the room, let alone a pin.
She turned to Melissa and spoke quietly so that Kingsley couldn’t hear.
“We need to split up,” she said. “I don’t know about you, but I get the feeling no one’s going to say a word while he’s around.”
Melissa raised an eyebrow sardonically. “You think…”
“You stay here,” Blake said. “I’ll go with Kingsley and keep him occupied. I’ll ping dispatch as well. We need to get an Amber alert out for Jackson Mitchell. I have no idea what’s going on here. But either he killed Chloe Perez, or he might know who did.”
    
“HERE YOU GO, LIEUTENANT,” Kingsley said a few minutes later as he handed Blake a thick manila folder that contained at least a couple of hundred sheets of paper, bound together with string. “This is Jackson Mitchell’s case file—including his therapy notes.”
Blake glanced around the man’s office. It was neatly ordered, almost obsessively so. As far as she could tell, there wasn’t a single item that was out of place. The surface of his desk was completely empty except for a closed laptop, which was exactly centered in the middle of the available space.
She coughed to hide her surprise. “Is that legal?”
“In the state of North Carolina, yes,” Kingsley said. “Jackson may pose a threat to himself or others. It’s my duty as his guardian to ensure he comes to no further harm. No matter what he has done, I’m trusting you to help keep him safe, Lieutenant.”
“You seem extremely certain that he’s responsible for Chloe’s death, Mr. Kingsley,” she said as she accepted the folder, tucking it underneath her arm.
“Jackson has been experiencing violent thoughts,” he replied with a sad shake of his head. “It’s all there in the case notes. Couple that with his disappearance, and…”
He tailed off as a commotion echoed throughout the administration building, which contained about half a dozen offices of varying sizes. Both of them turned toward the door at the sound of hurried approaching footsteps. The security guard that Blake had met earlier, Saul, stumbled to a halt just shy of the threshold. He was panting.
“What is it?” Kingsley snapped.
“The girl’s father,” Saul said, holding the door frame for support as his chest heaved violently. “He’s here.”
The man had barely gotten the words out before a force of nature stormed through the corridor behind him, pushing Saul aside like a leaf in a tornado.
“Royce,” he yelled, spittle flying from his lips as he stabbed his finger in the camp leader’s direction. “You piece of shit!”
“Mateo,” Kingsley said, taking a step back, his eyes going wide. “Take it easy, okay? The—”
Whatever he was about to say was lost as Mateo barreled toward him, hands raised. He reached for Kingsley’s lapels, his tanned, Hispanic complexion flecked pink with rage.
Melissa stepped forward, her hand reaching for her gun, but glanced back at Blake for confirmation before intervening.
Subtly, Blake shook her head and motioned calmly toward the ground with her open palm. As long as Mateo Perez didn’t actually throttle Royce Kingsley, she was interested to see how this played out.
“What did you do to her?” Mateo shouted, his blazer jacket bunching around his shoulders and biceps as he pushed Kingsley up into the air. “I gave Chloe to you so that you could fix her, not let her die!”
“It wasn’t me,” Kingsley yelped, already struggling for breath as he tore ineffectually at Mateo’s grasp on his chest. “It was one of the kids.”
Out of the corner of her eye, Blake noticed the security guard, Saul, tracking the scrap. A muscle on his cheek was twitching, and he kept glancing between the pair of tussling men and the two cops as if debating whether the consequences of intervening or simply standing back would be worse.
Melissa cleared her throat, and Blake turned back to the quarrel. Mateo Perez’s jaw was clamped tight shut, and his eyes bulged with anger. Royce Kingsley’s ineffective entreaties for him to stop and explanations of what happened to his daughter were clearly bouncing off the shell of his rage without making it through. As Blake saw him draw back his right hand in preparation to strike, she stepped in.
“Mr. Perez?” she said sharply, placing her left arm on the back of his shoulder. She balanced on the balls of her feet and kept enough distance between the pair of them that if he snapped around in a fit of rage and swung wildly at her, she would easily be able to step aside.
He wheeled around, left hand still gripping Kingsley’s lapels, his right in a tight fist. “Who the fuck are you?”
The force of his hissed question struck Blake across her cheeks. The victim’s father struck her as the kind of man who was used to power and to getting his way. Despite the fact that the holster on her hip was extremely prominent, as was the badge clipped to her belt, he didn’t flinch.
“She’s a detective,” Kingsley whimpered as his collar twisted around his throat. “That’s what I was trying to tell you. She’s here to find out what happened to Chloe.”
“That’s correct,” Blake said calmly as a light flashed in Mateo Perez’s eyes. “Sir, I understand you’ve had a serious shock. But I need you to relax.”
“You want me to chill out?” Mateo said, dropping his grasp on Kingsley in an instant and pivoting toward Blake. “Are you for real? My daughter’s dead.”
“And we’re here to find out what happened to her,” Blake said, widening her posture and dropping her hand away from the gun. She sensed he was still fuming with rage, but not close enough to the edge to risk striking a cop.
“Jackson Mitchell happened to her,” Kingsley muttered, wincing as he massaged his neck. His cheeks were rosy, and his jaw worked overtime as he tried to recover from the injury to his pride.
“Have you arrested him?” Mateo demanded.
“I assure you our investigation will leave no stone unturned,” Blake said in a reassuring yet firm tone as she sought to lower the temperature in the room. “But right now, I need to take a statement from you, sir. Are you up to it?”
Mateo leaned forward domineeringly, his index finger extended as he stabbed it to punctuate his words. “I want that little bastard arrested. Now. Do you understand me?”
“Sir, I need you to take a step back,” Blake said, her hand drifting back toward her holster. “Please. For your own safety.”
“Don’t tell me what to do,” he replied dismissively. He reached into his pocket, causing Blake to go for her gun. She flipped open her holster and prepared to draw, breathing a half-sigh of relief as Mateo withdrew only a cell phone.
“What?” he sneered. “You were going to shoot me? Give me your name and badge number. Both of you. Your sheriff is a good friend of mine. I think it’s high time he learned about the incompetence he’s sanctioning in his department.”
Blake heard Melissa cough discreetly at her side. She turned her head fractionally and glanced out of the corner of her eye at the expression on her partner’s face. Her eyes had widened with recognition.
Who is this guy?
Without allowing a hint of the indecision she felt to creep into her tone, Blake said, “Be that as it may, Mr. Perez, I still need to ask you a few questions. Chloe’s mother, too. It’s important.”
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“W hat the hell was that?” Blake murmured to Melissa in a low voice as they walked out of Royce Kingsley’s office. Mateo trailed behind, now barking instructions to someone through his cell phone. She wondered if it was the sheriff. “Do you know him?”
“Yeah,” her partner replied in an equally discreet tone. “Not personally or anything. He’s the speaker of the state house. He goes by Matthew Perez in all his campaign ads. That’s why it took me a moment to make the connection. I don’t follow politics much.”
“Crap,” Blake groaned, reaching up and massaging her temples. She was beyond exhausted now and sensed that she wasn’t going to get a chance to go back home, shower, and have a catnap after all. Now Mateo’s—or Matthew’s—threats to dress them down to the sheriff made more sense. It was plain that this investigation was going to proceed under a magnifying glass. They would have to do everything by the book.
She blinked and shook off the foreboding sensation that was beginning to tug at her.
“Okay. You go put the bat signal out for this Jackson Mitchell kid. And find out if his birth parents are still alive and where to find them. If he panics, he might return to a place he knows. I’ll interview Mr. Perez. Carefully.”
Melissa nodded and shot her a knowing look in response as fresh air greeted their faces as they stepped outside. She turned in the direction of the still-flashing blue and red police lights near the entrance to the camp. “Good luck…”
I’ll need it, Blake thought.
Mateo Perez would need cautious handling. Taking all emotion out of the situation, an individual with both political clout and personal investment in the case could easily throw a wrench in the works. She’d dealt with grieving parents in previous cases whose attempts to help find those responsible for their pain had only thrown sand in the works—sometimes to the extent of allowing killers to walk free. It was always an understandable yet heinous outcome for all parties involved.
She found a quiet spot and waited patiently until Mateo closed out his phone call. His left eye kept twitching, and he looked like he’d swallowed a wasp. Blake knew that everybody grieved differently. She’d seen hardened criminals break down in tears after news of the death of a relative, and the calmest, most mild-mannered of men smolder with rage at the injustice of loss. Mateo definitely fell in the latter camp.
“Is Chloe’s mother here?” she asked.
He shook his head curtly. “She’s at home. I’ll answer any questions you have.”
Blake drew her phone from a pocket and tapped the icon of a voice recording app. “Okay with you if I record this? I don’t want to miss anything.”
Mateo made a dismissive gesture. His chest visibly rose and fell, though he was doing nothing more strenuous than standing. She watched as over and over his hands made fists, flattened out, then balled up again.
“What’s your name?”
“Mateo Estevan Perez,” he said dully, not looking at her. He seemed distracted.
“And Chloe was your daughter?” Blake asked softly.
His gaze snapped up, and his eyes flashed at her. “Of course. Don’t waste my time with stupid questions.”
“I’m sorry. How long was she at Pine Ridge?”
“So far? Two months.”
“When was the last time you saw her?”
“Before she joined the program,” he replied, his hands returning to the compulsive bunching she’d noticed before.
“That’s a long time,” Blake said in a neutral tone. She probed his expression for any hint that he was hiding something from her.
“Do you have something to say? Are you questioning my parenting?”
“Of course not.”
“You’d better fucking not,” he snapped. “The program here at Pine Ridge is exacting. You don’t have any contact with your child for the first three months.”
It was all Blake could do to prevent her eyes from bulging with shock. “Why?”
He shrugged. “Something about keeping them away from triggers that might push them into old patterns of behavior.”
“Were you a trigger for Chloe?” Blake asked.
Mateo’s gaze narrowed. “Everything from her former life is a trigger. It’s a key tenet of the program.”
“When was the last time you spoke to Chloe?”
“I already told you—two months. Weren’t you listening to me? What kind of goddamn detective are you?”
She didn’t respond to his invective. “So you couldn’t even talk to her on the phone?”
He shook his head. “Chloe wouldn’t anyway.”
Blake didn’t understand what he meant but plowed on regardless. “So you don’t know who her friends were here? Who she hung out with, or anyone she might have had a problem with?”
“No. Only what’s in the reports. My wife would have a better handle on that side of things.”
“Reports?”
“Pine Ridge sends weekly updates on how she’s getting along. Was. Dammit.”
“We’ll need copies of those,” Blake said, making a mental note to check Pine Ridge’s own records. Any discrepancy between the information sent to Chloe’s parents and that recorded at the time could prove a worthwhile line of investigation.
“Of course.”
“Why was Chloe at Pine Ridge in the first place?” Blake asked.
Mateo spoke through gritted teeth. “My daughter was a difficult child,” he said.
Blake thought the comment revealed more about the man than he knew. Perhaps it was accurate, but she couldn’t imagine thinking about her own child in those terms—not at a time like this.
“How so?”
“She’s had developmental challenges for years. Naturally, we took her to the best doctors. Specialists in their fields. She cycled through a variety of diagnoses, ADHD, some kind of autism spectrum disorder, but nothing ever stuck. Medication was no use in modifying her behavior. Eventually—”
“And what was her behavior, exactly?”
“She was disobedient. I have a…”—he paused, as if reaching for the right turn of phrase—“a sensitive job. Chloe never seemed to understand that she had her own role to play.”
Blake pasted a curious expression on her face, as if she had no idea what he did. “What do you do?”
He looked at her in disbelief. “You don’t know?”
“I’m new in town.”
He snorted irritably. “Great. That makes me real confident.”
“Sir, I promise you—”
“Can it,” he snapped. “I’ve heard it all before. I work in politics, okay? Chloe didn’t understand that her behavior reflected on me. I’m her father. If I can’t even control my own daughter, then how can I ask my constituents to put their faith in me?”
Blake manfully resisted asking a question of her own. Why should she have to?
“What was she doing?”
“Hanging out with the wrong crowd. Drinking. Marijuana. Maybe harder drugs, for all I know. Though we never detected anything when we tested her.”
“Which was often?” Blake asked.
Her initial impression of Mateo Perez’s parenting style was that it was deeply, counterproductively overbearing. She knew many kids who’d grown up with similar parents. Invariably, they ended up resenting—and testing—boundaries they considered unjust far more than those allowed more latitude.
She reminded herself to keep an open mind. Mateo’s personality grated on her, but that didn’t mean he had anything to do with his daughter’s death—even indirectly. She knew nothing about the girl or her relationship with her parents. Perhaps sending Chloe to Pine Ridge had been an act of love, a final resort when nothing else worked.
“Every week, starting the first time her mother smelled marijuana on her clothes. I believe in law and order, you understand. That has to start at home. Do you read your Bible, detective?”
“Not recently.”
“Children, obey your parents in everything, for this pleases the Lord. Colossians 3:22,” he said. “What kind of man would I be if I allowed hypocrisy under my own roof?”
“And Chloe’s mother?”
“What about her?”
“Are you together?”
“Of course.”
Blake refrained from asking whether they had a happy marriage. She shivered at the thought of spending the rest of her life with a man like Mateo.
Instead, she asked, “Was sending Chloe to Pine Ridge her idea?”
Mateo shook his head. “Mine. We tried things Lana’s way for long enough. Why are you asking me these questions, anyway? When he called me to tell me what had happened to Chloe, Royce told me she was sick. Are you suggesting she didn’t die due to natural causes?”
“That might be the case.” Blake nodded. “We don’t know for sure yet. For the time being, we need to treat Chloe’s death as suspicious, even if it turns out to be a tragic accident. That means moving fast.”
He seemed unmoved by her answer. “Are we done?”
“One final question,” she said. “In Mr. Kingsley’s office, you reacted… intensely. It looked like you were about to come to blows. Why?”
He stared back at her blankly, though she sensed rage simmering just under the surface. “I just lost my fucking daughter. Is there a playbook for how I’m supposed to act?”
Blake shook her head. “No. But you seemed to be accusing him of failing to look after Chloe. Do you have reason to believe he failed in his duty of care?”
“I’m grieving,” he said. “I wasn’t thinking straight. Chloe was a sickly child. We informed Pine Ridge of her full medical history. They knew everything. I’m sure they looked after her properly. Because if they didn’t, I’ll sue them into bankruptcy.”
Blake thought she detected a hint of evasion in his tone for the first time. The only problem was she wasn’t sure which part he was trying to conceal.
“What health problems did Chloe suffer from?” she asked.
Mateo slapped his palm against his thigh with frustration.
“Enough!” he snapped. “You can direct any further questions to my office. Right now, I need to get home to be with my wife.”
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B lake pulled in at Twist and Sprinkle, a doughnut shop that had just opened up on Broad Street which she’d been looking forward to trying for a couple of weeks. Since it was now over twenty-four hours since she’d last slept, she was running on fumes.
A dual hit of caffeine and refined sugar was exactly what the doctor ordered. Melissa was already parked and signaled that she would head inside to order as Blake pulled into a spot of her own. By the time she stepped inside the glass-fronted store, Melissa was already clutching a pair of extra large coffees in takeout cups.
“You’re a lifesaver,” Blake groaned as she accepted one of them.
“Hot and black, just the way you like it,” Melissa said.
Blake said nothing before tipping her head back and draining at least a third of the absurdly large receptacle of steaming liquid. The coffee singed her tongue and scalded the back of her throat—and it was the best thing she’d ever tasted. Maybe it was just the pain of several thousand nerve endings winking out of existence, but she felt more alive as the coffee hit her stomach than she had in days.
“You look like you needed that,” Melissa observed, pressing a frosted, filled doughnut into her fingers.
“What is it?” Blake asked, not waiting for a response before taking her first bite. A burst of lemon exploded on her tastebuds, proving that she hadn’t done permanent damage after all.
“Sexy citrus,” Melissa said with a roll of her eyes. “Their branding, not mine. Lame, right?”
“Uh huh,” Blake said through a mouthful of dough, flakes of frosting already dusting her lips as she took another bite. “But I’m not going to tell them. These are like crack.”
“I hope not,” her partner laughed. “In or out?”
Glancing hungrily at the five remaining frosted treats in the box in Melissa’s left hand, Blake decided that the quasi-Los Angeles, hipsterish vibe of Twist and Sprinkle was a whole lot more appealing right now than the gloomy Criminal Investigations office in which she spent most of her days.
“You have plans for all those?” she ventured as she took the final bite of the doughnut in her fingers.
“All yours,” Melissa said, extending the box toward her.
“Good,” Blake said with a positively indecent yelp of delight. She snatched the box from Melissa’s hand and gestured toward a table near the window. “Then let’s stay here.”
A couple of minutes later, with a hefty burst of sugar coursing through her veins, Blake almost felt ready to tackle the case. Melissa licked her fingers clean before tearing open a complimentary wipe and using it to thoroughly cleanse her skin.
Blake wasn’t nearly done. She leaned over the box, circling her next kill like a lion on the Serengeti. She selected her second doughnut, which she guessed probably had a name like Dirty Dozen and seemed to be composed of chocolate at least three or four ways. She cleansed her palate with another swig of now acceptable-temperature coffee and took a bite.
“Better or worse than the lemon?” Melissa asked.
She shrugged. “Honestly, right now, my insulin’s so far off the charts it’s hard to say.”
After taking a hungry second bite, she held out the half-eaten chocolate doughnut in her partner’s direction. “Wanna try?”
Melissa raised an eyebrow with amusement. “You know, I’m good.”
“Your loss…”
“I’m not so sure about that,” Melissa replied as Blake finished devouring the pastry.
“Okay,” Blake said. “Where are we with this thing? How long until we get a preliminary cause of death?”
“I’m guessing sometime today,” Melissa replied. “Though Scott didn’t seem to think this would be an open and shut case. We can’t rule out suicide at this stage, though we didn’t find any obvious evidence of pill packets or illegal narcotics—”
“Her father seemed to think she had a problem with drugs,” Blake interrupted.
“Maybe. But it didn’t look like an overdose to me,” Melissa said. “And that still leaves the question of why her body was moved to her bunk. We still don’t know where she really died.”
“Or who moved her,” Blake observed. “You think someone from the camp administration got rid of evidence? I’m guessing allowing a minor access to enough medication to commit suicide might leave them open to legal liability—not to mention spark a wave of parents pulling their kids out to protect them.”
“We’ll have to wait for the tox screen to find out. And that could take weeks.”
“Chloe’s dad said she was taking weekly drug tests before they sent her to Pine Ridge,” Blake said. “So at least we’ll have a baseline. I don’t think you graduate from smoking a little weed to schedule I narcotics in the space of a couple months.”
“Yeah,” Melissa replied, staring thoughtfully out the window. “But who knows what happens in a place like that? It was, I don’t know…”
“Weird?” Blake said. “Because I got seriously strange vibes. It’s like they’re brainwashing those kids, not treating them.”
“That would about cover it,” Melissa said, leaning forward to check her phone as it buzzed. “Hey, Jed just sent through the audio file of the original 911 call. Want to hear it?”
“Damn straight.” Blake nodded.
“One sec,” her partner mumbled as she turned the volume up, then tapped play.
A hushed male voice played through the speakers. “Are you listening?”
“Sir, can I take your name and location?”
“There’s no time for that,” the voice said. He sounded almost hysterical. “They killed her, don’t you get it? They fucking killed her.”
The dispatcher’s voice sharpened. “Killed who?”
“Chloe,” the voice said, filling with raw emotion. Blake sensed that its owner was barely holding back tears. “She was my friend. And now she’s gone.”
“Where did this happen? Are you with her now? Can you check her pulse?”
“She’s dead!” the voice snapped. “Cold. She’s been gone for hours. They’re going to say I did this, I know they are.”
“What’s your location, sir?” the dispatcher asked professionally.
“Pine Ridge Retreat,” came the answer. “Get here quick. I have to go. Make sure the cops get here. They’ll hide the body. I know they will.”
“I’m sending deputies now, sir,” the dispatcher said. “Can I take your name?”
There was a short pause, then “No.”
The line clicked dead.
Blake blinked. “Huh.”
“Huh is right.”
“Was that Jackson Mitchell?”
“I’m not sure. We can’t share that recording with anyone at Pine Ridge, not before we know what we’re dealing with,” Melissa said. “But from the records I’ve been able to dig up so far, it looks like Jackson was in and out of the foster system. I haven’t been able to contact his case worker yet, but hopefully, he’ll call me back soon so we can get a voice match.”
“Ask Pine Ridge for any recordings they took of him. It’s possible they tape therapy sessions. From what Royce Kingsley told me, they are happy to share everything they have.”
Melissa picked up her phone once again and began tapping. “I’m on it.”
Reclining in the stylish but extremely uncomfortable wooden chair, Blake closed her eyes and began to massage her temples. A dull but insistent headache was beginning to brew deep within her skull. What she really needed was a couple of hours in bed. But that wasn’t an option. Not with a dead girl’s death to solve and her potential killer still missing.
“What now?” Melissa asked.
“Mmm?” Blake murmured distractedly. She already regretted the second doughnut. The rush of sugar was making her feel lightheaded, a sensation she knew from bitter experience would soon progress to nausea.
“You should get some rest,” her partner said, her tone quickly shifting to one of concern. “How long since you last slept?”
“I’m fine,” Blake said, her eyes snapping open. She took a deep breath in and attempted to hide the exhaustion she felt, though she sensed her efforts were doomed to fail.
Melissa simply arched her eyebrow. Her phone buzzed on the table in front of her, but she made no attempt to check it.
“Okay,” Blake said, putting her palms up in defeat. “I feel like shit. But it’s not like anyone else spent last night tucked up between three hundred-count Egyptian cotton sheets. We’re all in the same boat.”
“True,” Melissa said. “But I didn’t catch a flight yesterday, either. Go home. Take five. The investigation will still be here when you get back. And it will be better for it.”
Blake knew that her partner spoke the truth, that tired detectives made mistakes, and that she was running on considerably less than empty. But Melissa had forgotten one key factor: Blake was the boss. She couldn’t afford to be seen as slacking off. Not on a case that was likely to have overwhelming political and media interest.
She attempted to dodge the suggestion. “What was that message?”
Melissa grudgingly flipped over her phone. “Pine Ridge is going to release all of Jackson Mitchell’s taped therapy sessions. Apparently, they don’t record the group sessions—and wouldn’t share them anyway—so the footage is limited. But they say they are sending everything over.”
“How long?”
“Within the hour,” Melissa said after glancing back down at her phone.
Blake considered the disclosure. She wondered whether Royce Kingsley or somebody else at Pine Ridge could have sanitized the evidence by watching the recorded footage and removing anything that might later prove incriminatory. She had no reason to believe that was the case other than a strange prickling at the back of her neck and the instinctive suspicion of everyone and everything that made her such a talented investigator.
Besides, the reality was she didn’t have a choice. It was unlikely they would get a warrant to review privileged therapy footage without the consent of either Jackson’s parent or guardian—in this case, Royce Kingsley. And presently, they had no probable cause to bring to a judge.
Right now, the only option open to her was to work with Pine Ridge. If they were destroying evidence, then they would most likely leave a trail of breadcrumbs attesting to what they had done.
“Fine,” she finally sighed. “Pull it all together, along with the kid’s records. I’ll swing by my place to shower and pick up some clothes, then meet you back at the station in an hour.”
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W hen Blake pulled up in front of her house, there was already a truck in the driveway. Ryan’s truck. With her engine still running, she stared at the rear of the vehicle for a few seconds. Its running lights were dark, and she saw no movement inside, though the angle wasn’t great.
Is he inside?
A few weeks back, she’d given Ryan a key to her place—strictly for emergencies. Besides him, she didn’t have anyone else in her personal life she trusted. At least not in Northern Pines. And, she reasoned, somebody needed to have a key. What if she slipped in the bath, hit her head, and somebody needed to come fish out her body? She shuddered at the prospect of being found naked and cold by one of her new colleagues.
There were, naturally, other applicable emergencies.
She pushed the image from her mind as she tried to puzzle Ryan’s reason for being here. She felt a flush of heat on her cheeks and realized that it had been over a week since they’d last spoken. She’d grown consumed by her forthcoming trip to Florida, and every drop of mental energy had been expended in her budding obsession with her parents’ case rather than in watering a still budding romance.
Blake grimaced as she remembered that she hadn’t responded to the text he’d sent her the Saturday before last proposing dinner. Nor the one the following morning inviting her to drinks with a few of his buddies. She didn’t even remember opening the ones he’d sent after that.
“You can be an asshole, you know that?” she said to the empty cabin as she pulled up on the curb and killed her engine. She puffed out her cheeks, then forcefully expelled a full lungful of air.
Ryan deserved a lot of things, and being ghosted sure as hell wasn’t one of them. If she was going to end whatever this thing between them was, then she owed it to him to be straight. The problem was, she wasn’t sure she wanted to pull the plug.
In fact, even the thought of doing so grated. Ryan was a good man. Probably one of the best people she had ever met. He was tough when he had to be, funny, honest, caring, and, bluntly, a damn good lover.
But relationships took both time and attention. Between helping to rebuild trust in policing in Northern Pines after the events that had stolen her brother’s life and her own off-the-books investigation into her parents’ deaths, she had neither commodity in abundance.
Put simply, she was stuck.
She reached over to the footwell and grabbed the day bag that she had taken to Florida. The only significant weight inside was the laptop that contained the bulk of her research into her parents’ case.
The thought only added to her growing frustration. With Skip Hobson gone, she had no idea where to turn next. But equally Blake knew herself. She was like a dog with a bone—usually to her own detriment. Unless she closed her investigation to her own satisfaction, she wouldn’t be able to stop thinking about it, turning over different options, running down leads.
All of which would pull her inexorably away from Ryan.
“Stop stalling,” she said irritably to the car as she pulled open her side door and jumped out.
As she hoisted her bag over her shoulder, she saw a flash of movement from inside the truck parked in her driveway. It wasn’t Ryan, but even so, the face was equally familiar.
“Axe,” she said out loud, the frown on her face instantly turning into a smile.
The watchful working dog must have heard her climb out of her truck. But if he was in the cabin, then where the hell was Ryan?
She learned the answer to that question a moment later as she walked up the side of the former Green Beret’s vehicle. He was sitting in the driver’s seat, a paperback novel lying face down on his crotch, his neck wrenched uncomfortably to the right as he slumped against the headrest. He looked so ashen that for a moment she worried that he was dead. But a slight rise and fall in his chest betrayed the truth.
Blake unshouldered her bag and placed it gently onto the grass edging at the side of her driveway. It barely made a sound. She reached out and tried the truck’s door handle. It opened equally quietly.
Axe cocked his head to one side as she pulled the door open, his dark, intelligent eyes observing her curious actions. The very tip of his pink tongue stuck out of his mouth, making him look slightly dorky, despite the fact that she knew that he had the ability to rip her throat out if she so much as looked the wrong way at his owner.
She placed a single finger over her lips as she stared at the dog for a second and was almost certain that he understood what she was trying to tell him. He slumped back against the rear seats, stretching out to grab a rubber chew toy, and held it in his mouth as he kept watching. His thick, furry tail twitched, then wagged a couple of times as she fully pulled the door open. It thumped against the seat, and Ryan stirred for the first time.
Blake knew she had to act fast if she wanted to surprise him. She placed her left knee on the passenger seat, carefully avoiding what appeared to be a brown paper grocery bag, and leaned close to Ryan’s ear.
“Boo,” she said, unable to resist the force that was pulling the corners of her mouth up into a smile.
Ryan jerked awake, his hand involuntarily pushing out and sending the book flying down near his feet. His right hand formed a fist, and he jerked away from the unexpected intrusion, relaxing only after he saw Blake’s grinning face.
“You’re lucky Axe didn’t go for you,” he said, loosening his fist and placing his palm on his chest. He sounded out of breath.
“Who, him?” Blake grinned, jerking her thumb toward the back seat. “He was in on it from the start.”
“I bet,” Ryan grumbled. He glanced over his shoulder to take a peek at his dog. Blake did the same and was pretty sure that Axe was grinning.
“What are you doing here?” Blake asked.
Ryan blinked, seemingly trying to remember the reason for his presence. Though color was returning to his complexion, he still looked a little groggy.
“I brought takeout,” he finally replied, gesturing at the brown bag near Blake’s knee. “Figured if Mohammed wasn’t going to come to the mountain, then the mountain should at least try hiking the other way.”
Blake’s cheeks flushed with heat at the mild rebuke. There was no malice in Ryan’s tone, but she felt it sting anyway.
“Breakfast?” she asked, glancing down at the bag. She couldn’t smell any scent coming off it. There appeared to be three or four paper food containers inside. “I just ate.”
“Dinner, actually.”
Blake’s eyes went wide. “You were here all night?”
Ryan glanced at the clock on the dashboard, then back at her. As always, his eyes seemed to focus on hers without ever feeling overbearing. “Looks that way,” he said.
“Shit, I’m sorry,” Blake said, a rush of guilt rising in her chest. “I was in Florida, flew back after catching a case. It had me up all night. You should have called.”
She regretted the comment even as it was coming out of her mouth and felt an embarrassed grimace seizing up her face.
“I did,” Ryan said, a wry smile on his lips. “Several times, in fact.”
Blake tried moving swiftly on—anything to swim away from the awkwardness she felt. “What was your plan? Netflix and chill?”
“A little more refined than that, but you’re broadly on the right track. Call it Apple TV and relax,” Ryan said. His expression straightened. “Seriously, I wanted to figure out where we stood. If we’re not right for each other, then I’d rather we just came out and said it. No sense wasting time. It’s no secret that I like you, Blake. If you don’t feel the same way back, that’s just fine by me. Just tell me, okay?”
She closed her eyes as frustration battled guilt battled awkwardness battled pretty much every other emotion she had to give. She bit her lip, then glanced down at the bag of food. “Mexican?”
Ryan shook his head. “Szechuan. From that new place on Page Street. You said you wanted to try it.”
Blake groaned out loud. “Can I be honest?”
“That’s why I’m here.”
“You can be a real prick, you know that?”
For the first time, Ryan seemed surprised. He studied her face, clearly trying to puzzle out what emotion she was feeling. The problem he was going to have was that Blake herself didn’t know. “Did I do something wrong?”
“No,” she groaned. “That, unfortunately, is the problem.”
“I don’t follow.”
“It’s simple. I’m out here only thinking about myself, and then you turn up and make me look like a selfish asshole.”
“Not my intention.”
“I know!” Blake exclaimed. “That’s also the problem. Do you get that that only makes me feel worse?”
“I’m—”
“Don’t you dare say sorry. I’m the one who should apologize. I didn’t reply to any of your messages. I disappeared without so much as a text to explain why. Then I let you sleep outside my house all night cuddling a bag of Chinese takeout. Taylor said it best.”
Ryan blinked slowly. “Now I really don’t follow.”
“I’m the problem, it’s me,” Blake deadpanned. “I really am sorry. I’ve been distracted.”
“You have?”
Blake punched him lightly in the shoulder. “You’re not going to get me to say it again.”
“Once is fine,” Ryan said. “And look, I get it. I know you’re busy. And I know you have other things going on in your life, even if you won’t tell me what they are…”
He trailed off for a few seconds, as if hoping she would open up. For once in her life, Blake had no answer. And instead of thinking of a smart response, a way of parrying him without actually resorting to sharing her true feelings, she found herself simply clamming up. This would be a whole lot easier if she didn’t actually like him.
“But I need to know where I stand,” he continued at last. “It’ll be easier for both of us if we are clear about where we see this going. I like you, Blake. That’s no secret. And I want to get to know you better. I know we got thrown in at the deep end. I don’t blame you for wanting to take a step back.”
Blake opened her mouth, searching for some way to respond but not finding the words. She didn’t want to take a step back. Well, she did—but just for the time being. Not forever…
Ryan finished, “So just tell me. Do you see a future for us? Yes or no? I’ll respect your decision, even if I don’t like it.”
A silence stretched out between them as Blake searched for a way she could both have and eat her cake.
“You know,” she said at length, “I think when women say all they really want is for a guy to be honest with them, they’re lying.”
Ryan replied evenly, “Yeah?”
Blake nodded. “Lies make life way easier. Just little ones. Yeah, I’d love to go to that movie with you. Sorry, I’m running late—you know, traffic. Truly figuring out what you want is hard enough. Let alone giving voice to it afterward.”
“I’m sorry if I put you on the spot.”
She laughed. “Don’t be. It should be what we want. I guess good things sometimes have to be hard. You want the truth?”
“I’m not so sure now. But hit me.” He rubbed his arm and shot her a jokey look. “Metaphorically, I mean.”
“Ryan, I like you back. I think you know that. I don’t want to lose you. But I would be messing with you if we started a relationship right now, and I respect you too much to do that to you. I’ve got a lot on my plate. Not just work—the other stuff you mentioned. And then there’s the case I just picked up. I just don’t have the headspace to fall in love with somebody.”
No matter how much I want to, she didn’t add.
He just sat there for a moment processing. On the backseat, Axe stood up, shook himself off, then spun around to lay back down.
“Okay,” he said finally. “I get it.”
Despite the calm acceptance in Ryan’s tone, Blake felt an overwhelming need to confirm that he wasn’t offended.
“I’m not just trying to dodge giving you a difficult answer—you know that, right?”
“I know, Blake.”
Blake turned away. She picked up the bag of takeout and placed it on the floor, then slumped back against the passenger seat and stared out of the window at her house. She realized she was grinding her teeth together and consciously forced herself to stop.
“Fuck,” she muttered. Her head was spinning. Strangely, she no longer felt tired. Just strung out, devoid of emotional energy.
“Yep.”
She exhaled hard. “I have to go. I need a shower. I’m due back at the station in forty-five minutes.”
“Need a hand soaping off your back?”
Ryan made the suggestion so matter-of-factly Blake almost thought she’d misheard him. Hadn’t she just given him a final answer on the status of their formative relationship? Well, not final, but kinda final.
“You look like you could use a hand,” he said. “And luckily that’s the one department I’m still blessed in.”
“Didn’t you hear what I just said?” Blake asked. She dug her nails into her palm out of Ryan’s sight over the center console, willing herself to resist. Though she was still staring out of the windshield, she felt the heat of his gaze prickling the skin on her cheek.
“Loud and clear,” Ryan said easily. “But this doesn’t have to have anything to do with a relationship.”
Blake hiked an eyebrow. She met his gaze in the rearview mirror, already feeling her earlier resolution slipping away. Her mouth dried out as she spoke. “Oh, really?”
“Really. We’re both adults, right?”
“I guess.”
“Then tell me to go, and I’ll drive off right now. Axe needs breakfast, anyway.” He rolled his shoulders first, then his neck. “And I need to stretch.”
Still meeting his eyes in the mirror, Blake realized she couldn’t remember the last time Ryan had blinked. It was like he was staring directly into her soul. She didn’t doubt for one moment that if she asked him to, Ryan would drive back home right this minute and respect her decision not to contact her until she was ready.
Blake swallowed. She had a slice of cake sitting right next to her. And she was hungry.
“You think you can compartmentalize your emotions?” she asked.
Ryan shrugged. “I think so.”
“Should that make me worried?”
“Not overly. I’ll tell you if it’s a problem, and we can end things there. You can do the same for me.”
Blake closed her eyes. Her heart was beating wildly in her chest. There was something insanely attractive about Ryan’s supreme self-confidence. It wasn’t clothed in arrogance but impressed on its own merits. He knew what he wanted. And he planned to get it.
Plans to get me.
“I think you should go,” she said breathlessly.
She noticed a flicker of disappointment in his eyes but no toxicity. He really meant what he said about respecting her decision.
Ryan reached for the engine start button. “I’m on my way.”
Blake’s head thumped against the headrest. “I wasn’t done. I was saying I think you should go upstairs.”
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M elissa half-looked up from her keyboard as Blake entered the Criminal Investigations office. She said distractedly, “You get any sleep?”
Blake quickly turned her head as she felt her cheeks flush. “Not exactly.”
She might not have slept, but she definitely felt refreshed.
“Too bad. Those tapes came in. So did Chloe’s medical records. They had the poor girl doped up to the eyeballs,” Melissa said. “I’m surprised she could feel a damn thing.”
Her tone was neutral, but scathingly so. Blake shared her partner’s unease at the idea of treating a child with such powerful psychoactive drugs. Surely there had to be a better way of treating someone so young and vulnerable. Then again, Chloe’s father had described his daughter as borderline unmanageable. Who was she to second guess the professionals?
“Yeah?” Blake replied, popping into her private office to stow her bag before returning to Melissa’s desk. She pulled up a rolling office chair, sat down on it, and dragged herself to her partner’s side. “Show me the tapes.”
Melissa pulled up a shared folder that included three video files. She clicked one of them at random, and the computer hung for a second before the file opened into a video player. It was labeled with Jackson Mitchell’s initials, along with a date and time that indicated it had been recorded about two weeks earlier.
Blake frowned as the first still image from the paused video flashed up on the screen. She had expected to see Jackson Mitchell’s face in the center of the screen, almost like a deposition tape. Instead, the shot reminded her of the feet of a security camera or one of the backup cameras in a police interrogation room. She guessed the lens was mounted in a ceiling corner by the way it glared down on a spartan office room. Only one person was present at the start, a red-headed woman sitting behind her desk, a coffee cup frozen in her right hand.
Melissa tapped the play button, and both women watched in silence as the video began to roll. The coffee cup met the surface of the desk with a surprisingly audible tap.
“–Enter.”
The door to the office opened, and a figure dressed entirely in red shuffled into the room. His head was shaved, and his hands were clasped in front of him. He moved awkwardly, in a rigid posture that struck Blake as forced—as though he was relearning how to walk after an injury.
“Jesus,” Blake muttered as she caught her first sight of the only suspect they presently had in Chloe Perez’s suspicious death.
Jackson was enormous. Despite still being in his teens, he swallowed up the room, with broad, muscular shoulders that seemed to be locked in battle with the material of his camp uniform. Blake guessed that the kid was pushing six-three, maybe even taller. He had to weigh a couple hundred pounds and was visibly powerful, despite equally obviously still being in the process of growing into his frame.
“You got that right,” Melissa said, reaching for a manila folder to the right-hand side of her keyboard. She flipped it open and paged through a number of documents.
The therapist’s voice snapped, “Sit!”
“She’s not gonna win any prizes for empathy,” Blake muttered. She’d considered going to therapy herself. She had a lot to process after the events of the previous few months.
Years.
But if all therapists were like the woman in the video, then she would have to rethink the idea.
“No kidding…” Melissa agreed.
On Melissa’s computer monitor, Jackson Mitchell complied with the instruction. He lowered himself and sat awkwardly on a hard metal chair that was dwarfed by his bulk. Blake was surprised the legs didn’t buckle and bend under his weight.
“Name?”
Jackson said nothing. Before Blake had time to wonder why, the therapist said, “You have permission to speak. Quickly, boy.”
“Jax,” the kid said, his soft, gentle voice entirely at odds with his physical size. “Jax Mitchell.”
The therapist looked up and stared at him. “Your name is Jackson.”
“I go by Jax,” he replied, his voice quavering.
“Do you enjoy wearing red?”
He shrugged. “Not really.”
“Then your name is Jackson.”
“Why?” he asked.
The woman’s tone hardened. Blake made a mental note to find out who she was and interview her personally. Her manner was vindictive, not compassionate. “What do you mean why? Because I say so. Isn’t that reason enough?”
“I’m trying,” Jackson—Jax—said almost plaintively. “My name is the only thing I have in here. Anywhere. Why do I have to be Jackson?”
The therapist said nothing for a very long time. Blake watched Jax play with his fingers and pick his fingernails against the skin on the back of his hand as the silence stretched out for over thirty seconds. He was visibly uncertain. Scared, even.
“You’re not complying, Jackson.”
“I’m trying!”
“That’s enough. Your speaking rights are revoked. Let’s try this again in one week.”
The two detectives watched in silence as Jax trailed out of the therapist’s office, his shoulders slumped in defeat. A couple of seconds after he exited the room, the video ended. Melissa selected the next in sequence and clicked play.
“Those were the best they could find?” Melissa asked as the final video went black. The additional videos hadn’t added much on the first. Jax seemed willing to bear almost any punishment to continue to refer to himself by his own name. And Pine Ridge’s performing monkey seemed more than happy to inflict it.
“It doesn’t exactly paint Pine Ridge in a good light, does it?” Blake said, speaking through gritted teeth. She felt sick at what she’d just seen.
This was no way to treat children. The phrase “spare the rod, spoil the child”
dropped into her mind. The idea that the only factor that mattered in raising children with discipline had been popular decades before. But it wasn’t true. Discipline was important. But it was nothing without love. Children could not flourish in soil that was devoid of emotion.
“What do you want to bet that they have tapes of the group therapy sessions?” Blake said after a few moments of quiet.
“I wouldn’t bet against it,” Melissa agreed. “Makes you wonder exactly how awful they must be, doesn’t it?”
Blake closed her eyes and replayed the first video in her mind, then thought back to the Pine Ridge mess hall where only a few hours earlier she had addressed the camp’s entire body. She’d seen Jax’s browbeaten posture in many of those kids.
“What do you think that kind of treatment does to someone’s psyche?” Blake asked.
Melissa cocked her head to one side and thought for a moment. “You’re wondering if they accidentally created a ticking time bomb?”
“The thought had crossed my mind,” Blake admitted.
“What next?” Melissa asked.
“Are those Jax’s records?” Blake asked, realizing she hadn’t yet found the time to read through them. Royce Kingsley had given her Pine Ridge’s records, which were bloated with irrelevant detail, but painted a picture of a teenager who said little and acted out a lot, but she hadn’t yet read the state’s side of the story.
Her partner nodded and slid the slim folder toward Blake, who plucked it off the table and opened it. The front page contained a short précis of Jackson Preston Mitchell’s life, or as much of it as was known to the State of North Carolina’s social and law enforcement services.
“Foster kid,” Blake muttered as she read.
The jerk of recognition and kinship she felt squeeze her chest surprised her. Her own brushes with the system had thankfully been brief in length and relatively mild in nature. But there was an inherent heartlessness in the bureaucracy of caring for children who had no one else to love them.
“Yeah. Mom’s name is Lenora Miller. I guess that’s her maiden name. Her last known address is a few miles outside of Carthage. I checked it out on Google Maps. Place is a dump.”
Blake scanned through a few pages of notes from Jax’s social workers over the years, both before he was taken into the care of the state and after. The story they told of the boy’s childhood was a litany of neglect and despair.
Lenora Miller was a committed alcoholic who dabbled in a variety of other addictive substances and resorted to petty crime in order to pay for her habits. Terse paragraphs on home visits indicated that she loved her son, but only when she was sober enough to do so. The rest of the time—days that could spill into weeks during which, Blake inferred by reading between the lines of the dry prose—Jax was left to fend for himself.
“So how the hell did he end up in a place like Pine Ridge?”
Melissa furrowed her brow as Blake flipped through Jax’s records in an attempt to answer her own question. Something about it didn’t add up. Pine Ridge’s tuition ran into the tens of thousands of dollars per kid.
“Maybe his dad comes from money?” Melissa posited.
“There’s no father on record,” Blake replied. She added the curiosity to her mental list of questions to run down.
Jax also had a brief criminal record. Two counts of shoplifting, both of which appeared to involve food and other daily necessities, as well as a case of assault that was dropped before going to court. It wasn’t precisely clear from the caseworker’s notes, but Blake got the impression that Jax had been jumped and given back as good as he got.
Taking a step back, the file painted a picture of the life of a troubled kid from a pained, broken background. A large proportion of the violent criminals Blake had ever apprehended came from similar circumstances. There were hundreds of thousands, probably millions of kids across America just like Jax who were never given the right start in life.
Violence and neglect in childhood had been proven to affect early brain development. Studies on maltreated children showed that by the time they reached maturity, important sections of their brain were smaller than children from happy households. Others had less white matter and higher levels of cortisol—the stress hormone—for the rest of their lives.
Unprompted, Blake’s mind returned to her earlier metaphor of a ticking time bomb. Maybe that’s what Jax had always been, and his mistreatment at Pine Ridge had taken a collection of unstable fissile material and given it the spark it needed to ignite.
She dropped her eyes to the file once more and scanned the list of dates during which Jax had been taken in and out of foster care. Sometimes he was only placed with a foster family for a matter of days or weeks before being returned to his mother. Other periods stretched out longer—three months here, almost nine there. Finally, about three years ago, Lenora Miller’s parental rights were terminated. In the absence of another family member willing to take him in, Jax Mitchell became a ward of the state.
“Did you manage to contact his social worker?” Blake asked, finally pulling her eyes away from the printed lines of stark text.
She needed to speak to somebody who actually knew Jax. Perhaps he’d run before or had friends who weren’t listed in the limited information that social services cleared for wider release. If he had a known bolthole or someone he knew well enough to take him in, they might be able to apprehend him without resorting to the danger of a manhunt.
Melissa shook her head. “No. According to Child Welfare Services, he’s on a cruise with little access to email or phone. They are trying to contact him, but he isn’t expected back on land for four days.”
Blake sighed. “Then let’s go see his mom.”
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L enora Miller’s home was exactly as decrepit as Melissa had promised and Blake expected. It was one story, with an overgrown front yard that had a variety of long-discarded appliances lurking somewhere within, like tumbledown skyscrapers looming out of a ruined city. A rusted Ford sedan sat in the driveway on blocks. Only one of the axles was topped with black rubber. The rest had been stripped down to the final lug nut.
As Blake stepped out of her unmarked vehicle, the sound of a guard dog barking manically in the distance reached her ears. Though the baying didn’t appear to be coming from Lenora’s house, it still sent a shiver running down her spine.
“Someone’s home,” she remarked as Melissa joined her. She gestured surreptitiously at a twitch in the net curtain that covered both front windows.
“Want me to go around back?” Melissa asked.
She considered the question for a few moments, then shook her head in response. Lenora had no incidents of violence on her record. Her crimes were petty and sad in nature, always focused on acquiring her next fix. Neither was she known to own a firearm.
They walked up to the front door, which Blake noticed with some surprise glistened with a fresh coat of paint. It looked like it had been done recently, perhaps even within the previous several weeks. As she glanced around the front porch, she realized that there was other evidence of maintenance in progress. The wood she was standing on was recently sanded, or at least patches of it were. A large paintbrush rested on a can of varnish by the wall.
Blake grimaced. Perhaps Jax’s birth mom no longer lived here. Her immediate guess was that somebody had bought the property and was in the process of restoring it. Despite the detritus of a poorly spent life that surrounded the entire place, the location itself was pleasant. Beautiful, even. This far from the road, it was quiet, and a light breeze wafted through the canopies of decades-old trees high above.
She reached out with a bunched fist and rapped three times on the door. Then she waited. And listened. All that greeted her was silence.
After about fifteen seconds, Blake and Melissa traded glances. They knew full well that somebody was inside. And since Blake’s knuckles still smarted from the force of her knocking, she was certain that nobody within twenty yards could have missed the sound.
For the first time since spying the evidence of restoration on the property, Blake’s conviction began to grow that Lenora Miller was in fact the person on the other side of that door. She guessed that the woman was frozen with indecision, hiding somewhere a few feet behind the window and hoping that this approaching problem would simply go away.
“Mrs. Miller?” she called out loudly. “This is Detective Lieutenant Larsen with the Monroe County Sheriff’s Department. I need you to open up.”
After a few further seconds of quiet, she heard footsteps for the first time, at first grudging and halting, then more rhythmic as the person responsible drew closer to the door. She heard a click as the lock was disengaged, and then the door opened. Just a crack, until the security chain caught it.
“I didn’t do anything, I swear,” the woman inside said.
Blake was certain she was looking at Lenora Miller, though time had treated the woman unkindly. Though she was barely into her fifties, her hair was more gray than blond, and the skin on her face had developed deep crevices well before her time. She held the frame of the door for support with her right hand, her fingernails stained yellow.
The waft of inside air that drifted out had the stale scent of cigarettes, though no fresh smoke. The latter would have been preferable. The death sticks had their downsides, like mouth and lung cancer, but as an air freshener, they hid all manner of sins.
“That’s not why we’re here,” Blake said in a reassuring tone of voice.
“And I ain’t seen Thompson in six months, either,” Lenora continued, her expression hardening through the narrow gap as she realized that it wasn’t her who was in trouble. “Like I told the last cop who came looking for him. The bastard stole my best years from me. You best believe I wouldn’t help hide him from the law.”
“Ma’am, I don’t know who you’re talking about,” Blake said. “But we’re not looking for Thompson, either.”
“That’s a damn shame,” Lenora replied. “He took my savings when he left. Every last damn penny.”
“Did you file a police report?”
“Honey,” Lenora rasped, “the police don’t help people like me. I don’t blame them, either. I’ve caused enough trouble as it is. Sometimes you just gotta roll with the hits.”
Blake wanted to deny the statement, but she knew that it was more accurate than she liked to admit. People like Lenora—and Jax—were where they were because they slipped through the cracks. The bitter truth was that you couldn’t help somebody unless they wanted to be helped. No matter how much money you spent or time you devoted, it was all for naught unless the person was good and ready to accept your help.
Right now, it looked like Lenora might be. She was evidently sober. Blake was close enough to detect the smell of alcohol on her breath, if there had been any to smell. There wasn’t. Nor was she slurring her words, trembling, or displaying any other signs of alcohol withdrawal.
Unfortunately, you got three shots at life if you were lucky. And judging by her record, Lenora had burned through a whole lot more than that. By the time she was ready to accept the help on offer, people had stopped asking. So no, Blake didn’t doubt the woman’s statement.
“You should still do it,” she offered up lamely.
“Why?” Lenora cackled, the laughter hitting as suddenly as a summer squall. “For the insurance payout? Honey, do I got something to tell you…”
“I guess you’re right,” she said. “You mind if we come in?”
“You mind telling me why you’re here?” Lenora fired back, her tone growing a little chillier. Blake guessed that she’d been at odds with the cops so long it was hard to drop the habits of a lifetime.
“Ma’am, it’s about your son. Jackson Mitchell.”
Lenora’s eyes widened with shock. This time, she had no witty retort waiting on the tip of her tongue. In fact, she said nothing at all. The door closed. There was a scrape as the chain was drawn back across, and another click as the door opened once more. This time the movement was wary and halting.
“Then you better come in.”
Jax’s mother said nothing as she led the two detectives through her cramped home. Without seeing the entire place, Blake guessed it was a two-bedroom. They passed one of them on the right, the bed just barely visible beneath piles of cardboard boxes that swallowed up all space in the room. Lenora gave no explanation for the curious sight. She continued on to a small living room. There was no television, only a dark square on the sun stained carpet where the base of one had once sat.
“Can I get you coffee?” she said, gesturing for them to take a seat on a two-piece couch that faced a well-worn armchair. She didn’t join them but stood nervously wringing her hands.
“We’re fine,” Blake said, studying the woman carefully for the first time.
She wore old but clean jeans and a red plaid shirt, and her graying hair was pulled back into a terse ponytail.
Blake opened her mouth to ask her first question, but Lenora spoke over her before she got the chance. The question spilled out of her nervously. “Is Jax okay? That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”
“That’s what we’re trying to find out, ma’am.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Ma’am, Jax disappeared from the care of Pine Ridge last night. Didn’t anybody there contact you to let you know?”
“What do you mean, disappeared?”
Blake sidestepped the question. “I’m sorry to break the news to you like this. We need to ask you a few questions. Anything you tell us might help us find your son.”
Lenora sank into the armchair opposite, the depressions worn into its cushions perfectly contouring her form. As her eyes lowered, Blake noticed old stains and cigarette burns on the leather upholstery. It looked like an attempt had been made to polish them away, with varying levels of success.
“Why did you come?”
Blake glanced at Melissa, who shot her an equally confused look back. “I’m not sure I understand.”
“Why you?” Lenora repeated. “You told me you were a detective. And I saw your car out there. It’s no patrol vehicle. Is Jax in trouble?”
Lenora was smart, there was no doubt about it. Marginalized individuals like her had plenty of reason to distrust the police. She’d met plenty of people just like Lenora who hid things from the cops on principle, since doing otherwise had never worked out well for them.
“That’s what we’re trying to find out,” she answered.
“Tell me what you think he’s done.”
Blake wondered whether she had heard a special emphasis on the words “you think.” Lenora’s face wore an expression that was at the very least guarded and bordered on outright suspicion.
“I don’t know if Jax has done anything at all,” she replied, wondering how much she could say. “But a girl is dead, and your son is missing. We need to speak to him. That’s why we are here.”
Lenora took this information on board without blinking. She held her stare for several seconds longer, then slowly closed her eyes as if to process what she had learned in peace.
Finally, she almost whispered, “I’m not his mother.”
“What?” Blake replied, thoroughly confused by her statement. “He’s listed—”
“I gave birth to him, I’m not denying that,” Lenora said. When her eyes opened once more, they glistened. “But I’ve been no mother to him. I let him down every day of his life. But he wouldn’t kill no girl. I promise you that.”
“What makes you say that?”
“Folks always looked at him wrong on account of his size. He’s big. Maybe that scares some people. Maybe I saw him the wrong way for a while. Treated him bad because I was scared of what he might do to me.”
“What did he do to you?”
Lenora’s expression hardened further, curdling almost into self-loathing. “He carried me from this chair to my bedroom every night after I passed out. Did that at the age of twelve. He was already as big as some men by then.”
Blake reached into her jacket and pulled out a small notepad about the size of her palm. She twisted the cap off a pen and scribbled down a couple of notes that would jog her memory later. “When was the last time you saw Jax?”
“Six months ago. His new foster family were taking him to court. I got a letter. He wanted me to go. But I was—I wasn’t in no fit state.”
Her hand trembled, and Blake thought that she had aged visibly in a matter of seconds.
“What was the charge?”
“Shoplifting. But he did it for me. Knew I wasn’t eating right. I never do, not when I drink. And I was drinking, on account of Thompson leaving.” She looked up sharply. “That was just the trigger, you understand. I drink because I’m an alcoholic. I don’t need no excuse.”
“You’re not drinking now,” Blake observed.
“Not since that day,” she replied vehemently. “All those years I had him, I never once saw pity in Jax’s eyes. No matter what state I was in, and trust me, I’ve tried them all. But he didn’t even look at me. Not once. That woke me up.”
Blake understood now what all the little signs of home improvement were about. Lenora was picking up the pieces of her life as best she could.
“Do you write him?”
“I tried,” she said. “But they returned my letters to sender, so I gave up. I’ve been—hoping that if I held it together until he came out of that place then maybe he would be able to look at me again. I’m not asking to be his mother. I won’t. I don’t deserve to be. Not now, maybe not ever. But I would like to hold him again.”
Blake stayed quiet for a few seconds, wishing she didn’t have to break the solemnity of the moment. “Do you know why he was sent to Pine Ridge instead of a juvenile correctional facility?”
Lenora shrugged hopelessly. “They don’t tell me now I’m no longer Jax’s legal guardian. I heard some new state program was picking up the fees, but beyond that, I couldn’t say.”
After scratching a note on her pad, Blake looked back up. “What about friends of Jax? Is there anyone he would go to at a time like this? Other family members?”
The woman’s face flushed with shame, and Blake realized instantly that she didn’t know the answer.
She waited for just a second in case something came to Lenora’s mind, then said, “That’s okay.”
“No,” came a whispered reply. “It’s not.”
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B lake returned to Pine Ridge later that afternoon. She wasn’t sure what compelled her to visit, so she went alone. She had no specific lead to chase down. Deputies across Monroe County, as well as law enforcement officers in neighboring towns and across the state had been advised to be on the lookout for Jax Mitchell. But so far, the hunt for the missing teenager had turned up nothing.
Before she climbed out of her car, the vehicle’s Car Play lit up to indicate she had an incoming phone call. Melissa’s name flashed up on the central console. Blake punched half a dozen separate buttons before she found the one that answered it.
“Can you hear me?” she said.
“Loud and clear. Just checking in to let you know that Doctor Meyer has booked Chloe Perez’s autopsy in for tomorrow at 9 a.m. Usual place. Meet you there?”
Blake frowned at the slight delay but knew there was no point in complaining about it. Thirty-six hours was comparatively fast compared to some of the jurisdictions in which she had worked.
“You got it. Anything else come through?”
“That’s it.”
“Then I’ll see you in the morning.”
She signed off and pulled the driver’s door open. It wasn’t yet summer, and the light was already beginning to fade into a murky gloom in the sky overhead. There was also a slight chill to the late afternoon breeze. The security officer—not Saul—who met her at the gate was wearing a thin quilted jacket that bore Pine Ridge’s logo—a pine tree towering over a log cabin.
“How can I help you, ma’am?” he said.
“Take me to Royce Kingsley,” she replied.
Now that she was here, Blake realized that she wanted to speak to the therapist she had seen in Jax’s session tapes. If there was any real justice in the world, she would get a free pass at slugging the woman in the face with her closed fist. She lingered on the mental image that thought produced, luxuriating in the comforting hormonal boost it gave her.
“He’s occupied.”
“With what?”
The man’s face remained impassive. Didn’t anybody around here smile? It was like normal human emotions had been trained out of them. “He didn’t say, ma’am. I’m to escort you around the premises and show you whatever you need to see.”
“I need to see Royce,” Blake fired back.
He shrugged. “Then you’ll have to come back some other time.”
Blake narrowed her gaze and studied the man’s face for a few seconds. It was like talking to a brick wall. Sensing that she wouldn’t get far through intimidation, she decided to switch tactics.
“Maybe when he’s finished, then,” she said, glancing around at the neatly maintained path that led into the camp. It looked as though it had been recently swept. She wondered whether the kids did that job. And then she knew she didn’t need to wonder.
After the security officer fell into step a few feet behind her, she stopped and turned to him. “Walk with me,” she said.
A flicker of unease crossed his face, disappearing in an instant. But seeing it at least gave Blake some hope that she wasn’t dealing with a robot. He inclined his head and joined her.
“How long have you worked here?” she asked, setting an easy pace and heading for no place in particular.
“Almost three years,” he said curtly. It was clear that he didn’t want to engage any further than he absolutely had to. But she didn’t intend on giving him that luxury.
“Did you always work security?”
He shook his head. “No.”
After a short pause, Blake prompted, “So what did you do?”
He tensed, his nostrils twitching as though the perfectly reasonable question was causing him a surprising level of mental anguish. “Manual labor. Retail. Whatever I could get.”
“But this is the first time you’ve stuck around, is that right?”
He nodded.
“So why is it different?”
“Pay’s good, I guess.” He shrugged.
Blake ground her teeth together. She had been wrong. This wasn’t like talking to a brick wall; it was like bashing her head against one.
She exhaled slowly. “Is that all?”
“Mr. Kingsley’s a good man. He cares for people.”
Now we’re getting somewhere.
“Cares for people how?”
The security officer gestured around the camp, and Blake noted that this was the first time he’d displayed any hint of animation.
“Look at this place,” he said. “A dozen new kids turn up every week. Most of them are addicts. The rest depressed, or angry at the world. They’re nothing. He shapes them. Gives them a life worth living for.”
He clammed up, as though realizing for the first time that he’d said too much. But something about his tone struck Blake as unusual.
“Is that what he did for you?” she ventured.
“I guess…” he said sullenly.
“How?”
“I was homeless for a few months. When you live on the street, people look right through you. Like you’re not even there. But Mr. Kingsley never did that. He started bringing me food. One night he offered me a place to stay.”
“And then a job?”
“Not until I was sober. Been that way for over three years. I still do tests every month, not because Mr. Kingsley makes me, but because I want to prove to myself that I can.”
Blake made a general murmur of understanding. It was an unusual hiring strategy for a rehabilitation facility. But since Blake believed in the principle that once somebody demonstrated that they could change, their past shouldn’t be held against them, she couldn’t in good conscience argue with Royce Kingsley’s generosity.
But something about it niggled at the back of her mind.
“Speak of the devil,” she said, noticing the camp leader himself emerging from a nearby building with another man in tow. His companion was slightly older, with gray hair, and wore a dark blazer over tan slacks.
The security officer stiffened and took a few steps back. Blake sensed that he didn’t want to be seen talking to her. It was another tiny data point to file away. She didn’t know what it meant or whether it was relevant.
Yet.
She quickened her step to catch up with Kingsley, who had turned the other way down the path and didn’t seem to have noticed she was present. He appeared to be arguing with the man he was with. Both men’s body language was tense, almost aggressive.
Although Blake was by now almost jogging, she tried to remain light on her feet as she closed in on the pair so that they didn’t hear her approach. Perhaps she would catch a few sentences of their conversation.
That plan was ruined when her helpful minder called out, “Sir!”
Royce turned, his face pinched, his lips slightly withdrawn so that she caught just a flash of his teeth. “What?”
On seeing her, his eyes widened, and he consciously relaxed his expression. It was an interesting phenomenon to observe, like watching an actor preparing to step on stage.
“Lieutenant,” he said in an emollient tone. “I wasn’t told you were here. Forgive me.”
“Nothing to forgive,” Blake said lightly.
She said nothing more but let a silence build in the hope that he would fill it. But Royce was evidently much too practiced to fall for such an elementary ruse.
“How can I help you?” he said.
“I was hoping to speak to Jax’s therapist,” she said.
“Didn’t you get the tapes?” he responded brusquely.
“Yes, thank you for sending them over. I just had a few follow-up questions.”
“Unfortunately, Kathy is occupied with our residents at present. You should have called ahead.”
“This won’t take long.”
“I can’t spare her for even a minute. Not tonight. As you can understand, after the tragedy that happened to Chloe, emotions are raw. You can book an appointment to speak to her tomorrow.”
“That’s acceptable,” Blake responded, noticing that Royce’s companion was watching the conversation with keen interest. She gestured at him. “I’m sorry. We haven’t been introduced.”
“No need,” Royce responded. “He was just leaving.”
Blake took a step forward and extended her hand. There was something about Royce’s possessiveness over this unknown and unnamed individual that drove her to investigate further.
“Lieutenant Larsen,” she said with her hand outstretched.
The man hesitated for a moment, evidently sizing her up and weighing his options. Eventually he accepted the proffered hand and replied, “Joseph Drexler. Nice to meet you.”
“What brings you to Pine Ridge?” she asked in a pleasant but probing tone.
“Business.”
“Are you some kind of supplier?”
“An investor. Naturally when I heard about the tragedy, I wanted to come and pay my respects.”
Blake’s eyes narrowed with interest. “Of course. Do you visit often?”
“Not particularly. I have many different interests. Pine Ridge is only a very small part of my overall portfolio.”
“A profitable part?”
Drexler didn’t appear ruffled by her increasingly sharp inquiry. “I suppose. But not overly so. I have been reasonably successful in my career. This place is more of an opportunity to give back.”
“But it doesn’t lose you money.”
“I’m not in the business of losing money,” he replied, his lips thinning. “And if I can do good while making a good deal, that’s a win-win. But as I said, I only own a relatively minor percentage of the company.”
“Who owns the rest?”
“I do,” Royce responded. “Joseph is my business partner. I came to him when I wanted to take over the camp from its original owners. He put up the seed financing to make it happen.”
Blake processed this new information for a few moments and decided to probe further. “It looked like you were arguing just now.”
“Nothing more than a minor disagreement,” Drexler said smoothly.
Blake noticed a minor tic on Royce’s right cheek.
“On what?”
“That’s confidential,” Royce snapped.
“Relax,” Drexler said. “We don’t have anything to hide. The truth is, Lieutenant, I want to get ahead of our present predicament with the media. You know how it is. Some dishonest reporter will no doubt paint what happened in the most negative light.”
“You’re talking about Chloe’s death?”
“Of course,” Drexler said, molding his features into a solemn expression. “Royce has helped so many troubled children. It would be a tragedy if anything were to come in the way of his mission.”
Blake thought she understood where this was going. “You want to go to the media, is that it?”
“They are already sniffing around. It’s inevitable that the story will break,” Drexler said. “All I want is to make sure that our narrative is told. You can understand that, can’t you?”
Before Blake had the opportunity to respond, a familiar crack echoed in the distance. Her neck snapped around in the direction of what she was certain could only be one thing.
A gunshot.
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B lake sprinted with her weapon drawn to a huddle of a dozen or so smaller log cabins of varying size dotted on a small rise in the woods. They looked down on the rest of the camp. She guessed that the buildings housed the camp’s staff members. About half of them were lit inside.
“Dispatch, this is Larsen. Shots fired at Pine Ridge Retreat, shots fired. Send backup,” she shouted between panted breaths. “Shooter is in the cabins on the hill on the east side of the camp.”
She didn’t acknowledge Jed’s answering questions. She had told him all she knew. Now she had only one goal in her mind: to locate and eliminate the threat as fast she could. As she ran, memories of a hundred different school shootings flitted through her mind. But those were different, abstract—filtered through talk radio and the 6 o’clock news, training sessions, and newspapers.
Blake didn’t know what was about to happen. But she knew that whatever it took, she could not fail.
As she approached the log cabins, she skidded to a stop. She realized for the first time that Royce Kingsley had followed close behind. He was unarmed and halted by her side in a low crouch.
“What the hell are you doing?” she hissed, jerking her right elbow in the direction they had just run from.
“This is my camp,” he replied.
“Stay here,” she replied in a low, hard voice, fixing him with a chilling stare to ram home the point. “I don’t need you in my way. This is a police matter.”
Blake kept staring until she was sure he understood her message. It only took a few seconds, but it felt like a lifetime as her blood pounded in her ears. How long had passed since she heard that first gunshot? Thirty seconds?
It was long enough for the shooter to have relocated. The thought sent an icy chill through her veins and sharpened her senses. She closed her mouth and held her breath in an attempt to listen to the night.
Was somebody out there watching?
She heard nothing. Only the rush of blood in her ears and Royce’s anxious and labored breathing. Perhaps the shooter was gone.
She took a step forward, keeping her pistol safely aimed at the dirt and held tight and close to her body as she swept her gaze left and right in the darkness. The cabins were arrayed in a rough pyramidal shape, with one at the point, three in the next row, then five. They were separated by about six feet of space on all sides. The one at the front was dark. Two of the three behind had lights on inside.
Blake closed her eyes and replayed the events of just a few moments before. The gunshot had unmistakably come from this direction. But she hadn’t been facing this way when she heard it. Her neck had snapped around, and try as she might to locate the sound more precisely, it was impossible without a second burst.
That meant the shooter could be anywhere—and she had no backup. She needed to even the odds.
“Sheriff’s Department!” she yelled as loudly as she could, her neck on a gimbal. She hoped to provoke her opponent into making a sound. “Drop your weapon and lie face down on the ground. Do it!”
But she heard nothing. A whisper of doubt crept down her spine. Maybe nobody was out here. Maybe the person she was looking for was already gone.
Click.
Blake froze just long enough to identify the direction from which the noise had come. It sounded like the scrape of a sole on wood. She swung her weapon up and to the right, toward the second row of cabins. She was certain it had come from the rightmost of the buildings. A crack of light glowed from beneath the front door, then broke as a shadow blocked the light for just an instant. Somebody was in there.
But she didn’t call out in warning.
Not this time.
She crept past the first cabin, sweeping her weapon across the glass patio doors on the front, just in case she was wrong, then passed below the porthole on the right side in a crouch. The cabin to the left of the one she was heading for was dark, but still she scanned it just to be certain she wasn’t stumbling into a trap. She wondered how much time had elapsed since she’d called for backup. A minute?
The closest station was in Northern Pines, fifteen miles away. For now, she was on her own.
“Come on out, Dani,” Royce called out from somewhere behind her. His voice had now recovered its usual strength. “Don’t make this any harder than it has to be.”
Dani?
Two equally powerful waves of frustration rolled through Blake’s mind, striking one after the other. First of all, if Royce had suspected who the shooter was, why hadn’t he told her? And second, why wait until she was creeping up on her target to speak up?
She gritted her teeth and muttered under her breath, “Asshole.”
Glancing over her shoulder, she saw that Royce was out of sight. She could see only the dark rear windows of the cabin behind her. She had no way of signaling him to shut the hell up. For a moment, she felt giddy from all the adrenaline flooding through her system.
“Don’t make the cops come in, Dani,” he yelled. “We can fix this. I can help you.”
Shut the hell up, she thought.
But turning around gave her an idea. She saw that the cabin’s rear windows were easily large enough to climb through. Humans were simple creatures. Unless this mysterious Dani had military or law enforcement training—reasonably unlikely, despite the high proportion of veterans in this part of North Carolina—he or she would probably be looking out for trouble in the direction of Royce’s voice. They would be facing the cabin’s front doors.
But she would go in through the back. She glanced behind her once more, peering into the dark cabin she had already passed. It was difficult to be certain, but it appeared as though the rear windows looked into a small bedroom.
Blake quickly devised a plan. First, she would slip around the cabin and test the rear windows. If they were open and it was possible to do so without being detected, she would enter through them. If not, she would create some kind of distraction to tempt the shooter into the bedroom, then use the opportunity to enter through the front.
“I mean it, Dani,” Royce called out. For the first time, the sound of his voice didn’t cause even a flicker of irritation. He was still being a sanctimonious, egotistical prick whose help was neither requested nor required, but since he was going to give it either way, she might as well take advantage. “I know you’re hurting. I can make you better. You know I can.”
She moved off, crossing the narrow path between the two rows of cabins in a flash before pressing herself against the side of the target building. Her heart was pounding, and she struggled to suck in enough oxygen to keep from feeling lightheaded.
“I can make you better?” she thought, replaying Royce’s words in her mind. He sounded like a priest or a therapist. But no one in either profession would share his absolute certainty.
It was impossible to make a promise to fix somebody. You could try, but there was always a chance—probably a likelihood—that it would fail. But maybe Royce was just trying to talk this person off the ledge. She pushed the thought aside. Right now, she needed to concentrate.
Blake ducked underneath the porthole window on the side of the cabin. She paused for a second to listen. This close, she could hear the sound of rustling inside the building. Then the occasional thud, like a wooden drawer being slammed into place. It sounded like the place was being searched.
But that made no sense.
“Come out, Dani,” Royce tried again.
Blake didn’t listen to the rest of what he had to say. She slipped around the back of the building, her pistol up to cover the rear windows. One of them was an inch ajar. She grimaced with satisfaction.
She had her way in.
As she closed the distance to the window, Royce continued his unrequited therapy. The tone and cadence reminded her of a street preacher. But even as she moved into place, a flicker of unease made the hair on the back of her arms stand up.
Something had changed. She just couldn’t work out what.
It took only a second to case her entry point. The window sat just above waist height. The bedroom inside was lit by a single bare bulb. The curtains were only half drawn, so she knew that there was no one inside.
Blake reached up and felt inside the window. Her fingers probed a cool metal latch and pushed it out of place. She pulled the window fully open. It was wide enough for her to climb through.
But to do so, she would need both hands…
“I’m coming in, Dani,” Royce yelled. “You know me. You can trust me. Just hear me out.”
What the hell is that damn fool doing?
It didn’t matter. She was committed now. She had to move fast and end this before that idiot both placed himself in harm’s way and ruined her tactical picture.
With anger pulsing through her, Blake ground her teeth together and made her decision. She slipped her side-arm back in its holster and reached up for the window frame. When both hands closed on it, she pushed up powerfully with her thighs to give herself enough momentum to clamber inside.
It was a fateful choice.
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J ust as Blake drew her chest up and over the window ledge, her eyes widened in shock. Where just a few seconds before, the bedroom had been completely empty, now she saw the shape of a man outlined in the doorway just three or four feet away. His eyes went wide with panic, but he didn’t freeze.
Instead, he sprinted toward her.
Blake tried to pull herself away from the window, to duck the oncoming force of nature, but her momentum was pulling her in the wrong direction. The man leapt up onto the inside window ledge, then jumped two-footed into the darkness.
His feet were aimed right at Blake’s chest.
She had no time to react. She had no time at all, in fact, before an enormous, unstoppable force batted against her rib cage. She grunted as she flew backwards through the air, her body seizing as a shaft of bright white light split her skull.
Feebly, she tried to reach for her weapon. But it was as if the pain had short-circuited her brain. As she staggered backward, none of her muscles responded.
And so she slammed against the ground, gasping feebly for oxygen.
Her attacker fell also, but he rolled nimbly as he made impact just a couple of feet to her right and was up and sprinting within a second. In the darkness, she could barely make out his face, but one thing was undeniably certain: He was enormous. Both of his hands were free. As far as she could tell, he wasn’t armed.
Blake looked up into the night sky, her eyes almost rolling back into her skull. Stars speckled the blanket of darkness above her, and the trunks of pine trees appeared to her as ropes falling from the heavens. She tried to breathe, but her chest muscles were paralyzed. She started to panic. She needed oxygen; her vision was narrowing, as if her brain was slowly shutting down.
She rolled in agony as panic began to overtake her. In the distance, she heard sirens, but they sounded to her like a choir of angels. She was certain that this was the end.
She tried one last time and succeeded in sucking in a tiny mouthful of air. It was enough. She sipped gingerly, and this time breathed in a little more. Her chest began to relax. She pushed herself up off the dirt, her mind still fuzzy from the impact.
How long had passed since the intruder had collided with her?
Blake looked around wildly. She heard footsteps, loud footsteps, sprinting off into the trees. She tried to push herself upright, but her legs felt like jelly. She rolled onto her front and pushed up from the dirt until she was standing on her knees. She reached out and found the trunk of a nearby pine, pulling herself up the rest of the way.
For a moment, she just stood there. She sucked in her first full lungful of oxygen and felt its restorative effects trickling through her system. She pressed two fingers against the left-hand side of her ribs, just below her heart, where the man’s feet had made impact. She inhaled sharply from the pain.
At least one of her ribs was cracked.
Finally, she decided she was recovered enough to go after her attacker. His footsteps through the underbrush were still clearly audible, though she guessed he had at least a fifty-yard head start on her. And he was fast. Damn fast. Occasionally, she caught a flash of movement through the trees, but the silhouette grew more distant with every step.
Blake pushed off with her right foot and shuffled into an uneven, unsteady trot. She could breathe again, but not without pain, and not nearly enough. Within twenty or thirty feet, her vision began to narrow once again.
And with every step, no matter how much speed she was able to pick up, her attacker gained ground. Even when she was finally sprinting through the woods, giving it everything she had, she fell behind.
“Fuck,” she spat into the empty night as she slowed, her heavy, exhausted footsteps now the only ones she could hear. The tips of her boots dug into the underbrush, and she almost tumbled face forward into the earth.
It was over. She had lost.
After a couple of seconds, she reached for her radio and requested air cover and K-9 units. She should have done so already, but the impact had knocked the sense out of her.
The woods around here stretched for miles in every direction. Without eyes in the sky overhead, she doubted they would have any luck in picking up her mystery assailant. Even with them, it was a long shot.
“You okay?” Jed asked, concern evident in his tone. “Backup is three minutes out. The chopper and the dogs will take longer. Working on it now.”
“I’m fine,” Blake growled, frustration dripping from every pore. “Shit. I let him get away.”
She radioed the description of her assailant, though she was able to communicate little. He was tall, at least six foot two, and judging by the pain in her ribs, he must have weighed at least two hundred and fifty pounds.
Was that Jax?
Blake couldn’t be certain, but the description matched the teenager she was looking for. But if it was him, then what the hell was he doing here?
She turned and headed back to the cabin. She’d run almost a hundred yards, so it took about a minute to return. By the time she arrived, she saw Royce staring at her out of the rear window.
In an instant, Blake forgot her exhaustion. Rage surged inside her.
“What the hell are you doing in there?” she yelled. “It’s a crime scene.”
As he replied, his face was inscrutable. “I know,” he said. “You need to see this.”
    
DESPITE THE GRAVITY of the situation, the man had seen no need to keep Skip Hobson’s house under direct surveillance after the untimely passing of the retired CID agent some weeks earlier. He had, however, taken certain basic precautions—including installing high-end, miniaturized fiber-optic cameras into Skip’s home.
They had proved an expensive purchase, but so was the prospect of losing his freedom. Independence was a goal that he valued above all others. For it was only with independence that he could continue to indulge his other hobbies.
He had no wife. He had no children. He had no living family at all, for that matter. It was the way he liked it.
And so the expenditure had seemed reasonable. Besides, in recent years, he had achieved a certain measure of financial independence, though he concealed that fact from all those he was forced to interact with. The cost was not so great that he would need to return to the Hobson residence to retrieve the devices.
They would remain there until the house fell into disrepair or was torn down to be replaced entirely by some much grander home. The thought of their discovery some decades hence by a clueless building contractor tickled the man, as much as anything could. Humor was not an emotion he indulged in. He didn’t see the point.
He’d installed the cameras in certain key locations. The front door, naturally, so that he would be sure to know who visited the grieving family, and when. Skip’s office. And the living room. There was no camera in the master bedroom. He was no voyeur. Though his lips curled into a thin smile at the realization that with the man of the house now comfortably installed six feet under the ground, there was little to watch even if he had wanted to.
The precaution might have been viewed as paranoid by some.
But he now saw that it had been entirely necessary.
All three fiber-optic cameras fed into an off-the-shelf security monitoring system, which smartly monitored the video feed and removed the long, dull sections in which no movement was detected. The monitoring system also came with a basic but effective facial-recognition system. It did not cross-check facial matches against databases of known identities but allowed the system to alert only when a new face was detected. The technology was practically archaic compared to what he was used to in his day job, but it was more than sufficient for this purpose.
And so it was that a single still image of a woman’s face was visible on his computer screen. It was taken from the side as she waited for the front door to open. The license plate of her car was just barely visible in the shot. She was in her early- to mid-thirties, and she wasn’t supposed to be here. As he let the footage play out, he grew absolutely certain of two things.
First of all, this woman was a cop. She had no gun or badge visible, but she didn’t need to. It was obvious from the way she carried herself.
The second was that he knew her. He hadn’t seen that face in a very long time, and she had been younger than. But once he saw one, he rarely forgot it.
And how could he forget hers?
“Blake Larsen,” he murmured, drumming his fingers against his desk. “It has been too long.”
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B lake stared down at a body. Another needless death, the second in only two days. Her heart sank, and exhaustion tugged with equal force at her limbs. The dead woman had been attractive. She was relatively young, perhaps in her late twenties or early thirties.
And now a bullet had chewed through the side of her skull, and she was pretty no longer.
“Get out,” Blake snapped at Royce, who was still standing inside the staff cabin along with one of the camp’s security personnel. “Now!”
For the first time since she’d made his acquaintance, the man meekly did as she asked. She watched as he carefully stepped toward her around the pool of still glistening blood that had formed on the wooden floor. Strangely, it was segmented in clean lines where the thick liquid had dripped down the gaps between the floorboards.
As he passed her, she saw that his lips were moving, but she didn’t take in whatever it was that he was saying. Her head was still ringing from its impact with the ground, she couldn’t breathe in fully, and her rib cage smarted to the touch. She needed to see a doctor, not examine a fresh crime scene. But she had a job to do, so she pushed the worst of the pain from her mind and gritted her teeth.
Blake finally took in the entire scene. She stood just before the threshold of the patio doors at the front of the small cabin but didn’t enter. The structure consisted of only three rooms: a cramped living area, a tiny bathroom, and a bedroom. They were all visible from her present vantage point. The victim’s body lolled against the only major piece of furniture in the room: a threadbare floral-print armchair.
Oddly, it was almost entirely free of blood, since in death the victim had slumped diagonally over the left armrest. The head wound had dripped directly onto the floor. The entry wound was situated on her right temple. She didn’t need to wait for the results of the autopsy to determine the path the bullet had taken through her brain. The bullet had emerged two inches above her left eye, taking a large section of bone and brain matter with it.
Lying in the pool of blood at the base of the armchair was a black handgun, presumably the weapon that had fired the killing shot. Blake would reserve judgment until Robyn, her crime scene tech, reconstructed the scene, but she guessed that the weapon had slipped out of the victim’s own hand.
It looked like a suicide.
But if the victim had killed herself, then how could she explain the presence of the individual who had knocked her over just a few minutes earlier? What was he doing here? Had he murdered her, then attempted to stage the scene as a suicide?
Blake pushed a frustrated sigh through her lips. Finally, her hearing returned. Apparently, Royce had been babbling at her from outside the entire time.
“– she never said she was troubled. I would’ve helped her if I knew. Of course I would. I—”
Right now, Blake couldn’t have cared less about Royce Kingsley’s opinions on life, the universe, or anything else. She spun around and fixed him with a chilling stare. He got the message and quieted instantly.
“What was her name?” she asked, pulling her phone from her pocket and selecting the record function. She noticed with a scowl that the screen had cracked during the scuffle. But it was still functional, and the damage obscured only the top right corner. She could survive without knowing how much battery she had left.
“Dani. Dani Andrews.”
“What was her role here at Pine Ridge?”
“She was a member of staff. She worked in the canteen.”
“Doing what?”
“Cooking.”
“How long did she work here?”
Royce paused for a moment, wrinkles forming on his face as he considered the question. “About six months.”
“And she lives here full-time?” Blake asked, picturing the spartan living space.
“All my staff do. It’s important for our residents to know we are there for them at any time of the day or night.”
“Do you allow your staff members to store weapons on the premises?”
Royce shook his head firmly. He had a visible expression of distaste on his features. “Of course not. I’ve never fired a gun. I hate the damn things.”
“Did you see the man who went out through the window around back?”
“I caught a glimpse of the trees. I couldn’t say for certain, but I think I recognized his frame.”
“Go on,” Blake prompted.
“Jackson,” Royce said. “I think he came back to finish the job.”
“What job?” Blake asked.
He shifted uneasily, then shrugged. “I don’t know. But this is the second body to turn up in the space of two days, and both times, he’s been involved. Doesn’t that strike you as suspicious?”
Blake didn’t engage. “What else did you see? Did you touch anything?”
Royce closed his eyes. His eyelids flickered as though he was retracing his steps through the small cabin.
“I was going to check her pulse,” he said. “But once I was standing over her, I realized there was no point. Nobody could survive a wound like that. I didn’t see anyone inside the bedroom, but I heard something from the back of the cabin. I went through, and that’s when I saw you.”
“What did you touch?”
“Nothing!” he said. “I swear.”
Blake pivoted back toward the crime scene. The only other furniture was a coffee table, a small chest of drawers, and a fold-down dining table that looked large enough to accommodate two people. There was also a small kitchenette. The entire space looked like it had been ransacked. Every drawer was either ajar or pulled fully open.
Random knickknacks were spread across the floor, as though they had been tossed out as someone had searched the place in either a fury, a hurry, or both. A digital camera sat on top of the folding table, but when she checked whether there was anything on the drive, she found that it was empty. She puzzled at the reason for its presence, but found no greater meaning to it.
“You didn’t do this?” she asked, gesturing at the mess behind her.
“I already told you, I didn’t touch anything. I went in to see if Dani was okay. I might’ve stepped in the blood, but I didn’t touch her. I know better than that. Then I went through to the bedroom. After that, you yelled at me to get out. So I did. And now I’m here.”
Blake heard other deputies approaching, voices she recognized, but she didn’t pay attention to them. Not yet. She wrestled with what she was looking at. Nothing about this scene made a bit of sense. Had Dani killed herself, or was she a murder victim? Had she been looking for something in the moments before her death, or was Blake’s assailant responsible for the chaos that had swept through the cabin?
And if so, what had he been searching for? Was it so important that it was worth killing for?
Was he Jax?
A hundred more questions swirled through her mind. But Blake knew that she was painfully short of answers. She hungered to enter the cabin and search the scene but forced herself to wait for Robyn’s forensics team to arrive.
That left Royce Kingsley as her only remaining source of information. She focused back on him. He was studying her warily, though his expression straightened when he realized that he was the one under the microscope.
She considered the possibilities that might have led to Dani Andrews’ untimely death. Perhaps the woman was simply unstable, and the trauma of learning that Chloe Perez had passed had been sufficient to tip her over the edge.
Perhaps.
“Tell me about her,” she said, deliberately leaving the question open-ended.
He shrugged. “She was a troubled girl.”
“Like Saul,” Blake interjected, leaping on the opening Royce had created to probe into one of her own key questions.
“Like all of my staff. Our society is broken, Lieutenant. We toss away people, good people, like broken gadgets. I don’t. I hire from the bottom of the barrel because I believe that everybody is worth saving.”
“And that’s what you did with Dani?”
He nodded. “She had a problem with alcohol. First there was a breakup, a bad breakup. Dani couldn’t leave it in the past. She started wallowing in the pain. And drinking made that pain go away. But she knew that what she had was no life worth living. She was only too willing to welcome my help.”
“How do you help, exactly?”
“I listen.”
“And that’s enough?” Blake asked with a strong helping of disbelief in her tone.
“I told you, Lieutenant. Our society is broken. Everybody has a story worth telling. But the modern world moves too fast for most to hear it. I don’t. My experience is that when somebody stops to listen, most people’s problems don’t sound so bad.”
Blake observed that a strange, almost messianic light was shining in Royce’s eyes now. She made a note of it but didn’t let on that she had noticed.
“That doesn’t explain how she ended up here. Or Saul, for that matter.”
“Part of the healing process is to give back. To help others. To find a tribe. Pine Ridge offers that for adults, just as it does children.”
Blake raised her eyebrow. “Was she paid?”
“Of course. I don’t ask for charity.”
“So you pay your staff market rates?”
Royce’s tongue flicked out to moisten his lower lip. “We have no problem attracting employees.”
“Did Dani have a close relationship with Chloe Perez?”
“Not that I know of.”
“What about Jax Mitchell?”
“Jackson?” He chewed his lip. “I wouldn’t think so. He was on report during most of his time with us.”
“So?”
“Dani knew the rules. She wouldn’t have talked to him. Not until he accepted his place.”
Blake bit her tongue. She wanted desperately to tell Royce exactly what she thought of his “process,” but now wasn’t the time to allow her emotions to cloud the interview.
“Why would Jax have come here?”
Royce frowned. “That, Lieutenant, is a question for you to answer.”
    
BLAKE ALMOST DIDN’T ANSWER the unknown number that flashed up on the car’s entertainment screen as she pulled out of Pine Ridge while the phone’s ringtone played through the speakers. All she wanted was to get home and take a hot shower to ease the tension from her shoulders. The day had already cost her three spam calls.
Unfortunately, she had one of the few jobs left on the planet that required her to answer every single damn phone call she received. With a sigh, she tapped a button on the steering wheel to accept the incoming call.
The system hung for a second, so the harsh electronic chime she’d chosen for a ring tone—to Melissa’s evident and frequent dismay—rang out several more times before the line connected.
“Hello?”
“Is this Lieutenant Larsen?”
The voice was familiar, but even so it took Blake’s exhausted brain a moment to code switch. “Mrs. Hobson? Is that you?”
“Oh, good,” the old woman’s voice said, cracking slightly. “I wasn’t sure whether you’d written a seven or an eight. And please, call me Sarah.”
“I apologize for my handwriting, Sarah. How can I help? Did you find those boxes?”
“I’m sorry, no. I’ve searched high and low, but I just can’t find them. I asked my daughter, but she doesn’t remember either. It’s possible they got put out with the trash after the wake. I don’t think so, but I can’t explain where else they would have gotten to. But my memory hasn’t been very good for the last few weeks. Maybe I put them somewhere and I just don’t remember.”
Blake didn’t reply immediately. A recollection of the scrapes on the window in Skip Hobson’s office flickered into her mind. Could someone have stolen those files? But why—and why only her parents’ case? It had been history for almost two decades.
But Caleb must have been looking into it for a reason…
“Lieutenant, are you still there?”
Shaking herself out of her reverie, Blake answered, “I’m sorry, Sarah. I was just thinking. Has anyone else been in your house? Have you noticed anything missing?”
“Oh, no. Apart from the funeral, I’ve barely left. I don’t think anybody could have taken them. If I find them, I’ll be sure to let you know.”
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“H ow are you holding up, Kathy?” Royce asked. She was holding a freshly brewed cup of coffee despite the late hour, and as she jumped at the unexpected sound of his voice, a few droplets burned the back of her hand.
“You made me jump!” she said, her heart beating erratically as she spun around and saw her boss standing in the doorway to his office.
“Sorry. I just got done dealing with the detective. I didn’t realize anyone was in here. Come inside. Let’s get you wiped down.”
Royce picked up a roll of blue paper towels and tore off a handful, which he handed over to her. She mopped up the now cool coffee gratefully. Some of the coffee had spilled onto her sweater, but the material was dark, so it wouldn’t stain.
“Apart from the third-degree burn”—he smiled, holding out his hand to accept the used towels—“how are you doing?”
As Dr. Kathy Bennett handed back the soiled paper, she felt the heat of attraction crackle on her skin. She always had where Royce Kingsley was involved. He had an intense personal charm that, try as she might, she’d never been able to explain. Intellectually she understood that he was aware of his magnetism and used it to manipulate her.
But emotionally, she found him difficult to resist. At least, she had until recently.
“The count is up to twenty-three,” she said in response. “Since the Pinecone story was posted, more parents have called in every hour to pull out their kids. I’m…”
After tossing the towels into a garbage can, Royce stepped even closer to her. He trailed the fingers of his right hand gently down her arm, causing her to flinch. The way they trembled made the touch even more delicious, and thus her shame at enjoying it that much greater.
“Worried?” he finished. “There’s no need to be. Everything will work out. Nothing worth having comes easy. You know that.”
“I know you’re right,” she said, closing her eyes and fighting the urge to give in. “But I can’t help it. More journalists keep arriving every hour. The Internet never forgets. Will there be anything left after this is over?”
He let his hand stop just above her elbow and squeezed gently. “Look at me, Kathy,” he said.
Slowly, reluctantly, she did as he commanded. She wanted to pull away from his touch, but…
“You know our mission is too valuable for something like this to threaten it. We know what happened here, right? That boy was too far gone for even us to save. He killed Chloe. Last night he came back to finish whatever twisted goal he’s set himself. The detectives will realize that, eventually. And all this will come to an end. Believe me, Kathy.”
“I do…”
The phone on Royce’s desk rang at that moment. He held her elbow for a few seconds before he turned to answer it. She noticed that as he listened, his expression darkened.
“What’s the problem?” she asked as he placed the handset back in its receiver.
“Drexler,” he said, chewing his bottom lip. “He saw the Pinecone story. He just passed the gatehouse.”
Kathy felt a twinge of concern at the mention of Joseph Drexler’s name. “I’ll leave you alone,” she said, turning for the door.
“No. Stay,” he said, his tone commanding. “He seems to like you. Let’s use that to our advantage.”
“Yes, sir,” Kathy replied automatically, falling back into old patterns.
Drexler entered a minute or so later. Kathy shrank back against a wall, her skin crawling at the prospect of being in the room with both men at the same time. They were alike in so many ways. Both had a powerful personal attraction, an unbridled confidence that their path through life was the right one.
The alliance between the two men had always been an uneasy one. Before Drexler, Pine Ridge’s finances had been shaky. After the investor came on board, after he brought his connections to bear, Royce had started talking about expanding. More camps, more facilities, more lives saved by their shared mission.
“What the fuck is happening here, Kingsley?” Drexler snapped. “You told me you had it under control.”
“It is,” Royce said, gesturing at a chair in front of his desk. “Please, sit. I’ll talk you through our action plan. All this will blow over.”
“Bullshit it will,” Drexler said. “You’re just holding on as it is. I drove past a dozen cars on my way in. You telling me they were all new customers?”
“Take a seat,” Royce repeated. “I’ll explain everything.”
“I have places to be,” Drexler replied dismissively. “You’d better get your house in order, Kingsley. I have a significant stake in this business, and I don’t intend to see a dollar of it go up in smoke.”
“A minority stake,” Royce said calmly, squeezing his left hand with his right to stop a developing tremor. Kathy couldn’t help but feel a hint of compassion for him.
“Your share is secured by my financing,” Drexler fired back. “If you can’t pay back the loan, I have every right to take action.”
Kathy pressed herself against the wall. Her stomach churned. She hated the conflict between the two men. She opened her mouth to intervene, but no words came out.
“It won’t come to that,” Royce assured the investor.
“It had better fucking not,” Drexler said as a parting shot. He turned on his heel and strode for the door, eyes widening as he saw her standing there for the first time. He broke step fractionally but reasserted his control as he passed through the doorway.
“Kathy, show Mr. Drexler back to his car,” Royce said, his eyes burning holes into her. “If he wants to, show him around. He’ll see there’s plenty of opportunity here.”
She nodded quickly and darted back out of Royce’s office, breathing a sigh of relief as she did so. The air seemed less thick here in the hallway. She caught up with Drexler as he exited the administration building.
“Kathy, I didn’t see you in there…” he said, turning toward her and stopping.
She shook her head subtly. “Not here. Ask me if you can see my office.”
“What?”
“Just do it.”
“Can you… show me your office?”
Kathy gestured toward a cabin that had recently been extended on the other side of the main square in the center of the camp. “This way.”
He followed with a slightly confused expression on his face. It took about a minute to cross the square before she pushed the door to the therapy building open. It contained her private office, the new isolation room, and a larger conference room for group sessions. She turned and locked the door behind her.
“That’s better,” she said hungrily, reaching for the back of his head and pulling it toward her. She locked on and kissed him deeply.
“No kidding,” Drexler said as she pulled away. He took a breath to replace the oxygen she’d stolen from him. “Fuck, you taste good. How long do we have?”
Not long enough, she thought, savoring his touch as his arms closed around her.
Her breath caught in her throat as a heat rose from deep within her. “Be quick.”
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I t was the following morning before forensics released the crime scene. Dani’s body was added to the butcher’s bill that awaited Dr. Meyer, the medical examiner, and Blake returned to Pine Ridge with the outline of a dark purple bruise covering most of her chest.
It hurt to walk. It hurt to sit. Most of all, it hurt to lie on her front, and since she had slept that way for almost her entire life, she found it near-impossible to break the habit in the space of a single night. So as she approached her partner, she was in a foul temper.
“Good morning,” Melissa said, offering her a brown paper coffee cup. She clutched one more in her right hand. Neither had a lid, so Blake guessed that she had acquired them somewhere inside the camp.
“Is it?”
Melissa’s eyebrows arched. “I guess not.”
Blake had already filled her in on the events of the previous night. It had taken over an hour for a chopper to arrive on scene. By then, her mystery assailant was long gone. The dogs had proven equally unable to pick up his scent—the pursuit not helped by a short but biblical downpour of rain in the early hours of the morning. Robyn’s team had picked up dozens of fingerprints inside Dani’s cabin, but they hadn’t been processed yet.
She drank the lukewarm cafeteria coffee in a couple of gulps and tossed the empty cup into a trash bag that had been tied to a metal stake in the ground holding up the line of police tape that surrounded the cabin. Both detectives checked in with the deputy detailed to manage the crime scene log, then ducked under the tape.
“No suicide note,” Melissa observed once they were inside the cabin.
The absence of a written explanation didn’t necessarily mean much, Blake knew. Such notes were rarer than most people thought. Only about a quarter to a third of suicide victims were found with one by their body.
“Damn,” she muttered, now regretting having finished the coffee so quickly. Her stomach was a pit of acid which seemed to want to eat its way out to meet the bruising on her chest. The heartburn was only just starting, and she knew from bitter experience that it would linger long past lunch.
“Would’ve been too easy, I guess,” Melissa said as they approached the front of the cabin.
The handgun had been bagged and tagged and was no doubt in the evidence room at the station. Robyn had emailed first thing to inform the detectives that the weapon’s serial number was registered to a Dani Sarah Andrews. It had been purchased just a month earlier, at which time a background check was run without flagging any concerns.
Nothing else of interest had been found. According to the crime scene photos, which Blake had flicked through before she left her place that morning, the victim owned very few personal effects. No laptop or cell phone had been recovered either.
Blake walked to the rear of the cabin before going inside. The dirt was freshly disturbed where she had scuffled with the unknown male. She noticed a few specks of white on the ground only a couple of feet from the window and recalled that Robyn had discovered a deep footprint—probably left when he landed. It hadn’t rained in several days, but beneath the canopy of trees overhead, the soil was still relatively moist. It looked like the forensics tech had made a cast of the footprint.
She leaned over and studied it more carefully. The shoe that had created it must have been enormous, like its owner. She winced as she remembered how completely, utterly outmatched she’d been. Things could have gone a whole lot worse for her last night.
It was a sensation that she was both unfamiliar and deeply uncomfortable with. Ever since losing her parents, Blake had striven for independence. She’d always wanted to be the meanest, toughest person in the room, even if she couldn’t be the biggest or the strongest. She remembered her brother telling her once that it wasn’t the size of the dog in the fight, but the size of the fight in the dog that mattered. Mostly that had been true.
But last night was the exception that proved the rule.
“Any news from the search?” she asked.
After making it home the previous night, she’d crashed out on the sofa until 4 a.m., at which point, a gnawing hunger in her stomach had compelled her to vacuum up the scraps of a week-old pizza. Her hunger temporarily sated, she’d crawled upstairs and fallen unconscious on her bed until she woke just a couple of hours earlier.
Thankfully, she wasn’t experiencing any symptoms of food poisoning.
Yet.
Melissa shook her head.
“We don’t have a lot to go on,” she said. “Deputies swept the area all night, but by the time they started, he had a hefty lead.”
Blake made a face but said nothing. She felt ashamed by her failure to apprehend the suspect. She’d barely made it off the ground after he’d barreled into her. She knew that nobody blamed her, but that didn’t stop her blaming herself.
“There’s nothing here,” she said curtly, reaching into her pocket and pulling out a pair of blue nitrile gloves. “Let’s go inside.”
The interior of the cabin was no more illuminating. As she’d seen from the threshold the previous night, every drawer in the place had been pulled open and searched. It was impossible to know whether the intruder had found what he was looking for or not.
Try as she might, Blake could not remember whether he had been holding anything when he ran. But she did recall that he’d worn a dark windbreaker-style jacket. A small item could have been concealed in one of its pockets. She was sure, however, that he hadn’t carried a bag or backpack.
Blake assigned herself the kitchen and living room, leaving Melissa to search the bedroom. The two detectives did a thorough, professional job of it. Blake pulled out and examined every drawer, using a small penlight to search inside the units themselves for anything that might have fallen or been hidden there. She even rocked the small hotel minibar-style fridge left and right, slowly tugging it free of its enclosure to check that nothing was taped behind it.
A patdown of the armchair’s cushions revealed nothing, either. There were no loose floorboards. No cracks or crevices anywhere that might have hidden so much as a USB drive.
Blake finally gave up with a frustrated sigh. At about the same time, she heard Melissa’s cell phone ring tone in the bedroom next door. The sound of Melissa’s search faded as her partner picked up the phone. Blake took a step back and surveyed the empty cabin with a clinical eye.
What the hell were you looking for?
But nothing jumped out at her. There was no flash of insight, no crack of light as the clouds of intrigue that surrounded this case lifted. If anything, the problem seemed even more insurmountable than it had last night. How had a troubled young woman like Dani Andrews found herself at Pine Ridge? And what had prompted her to purchase a firearm just a month earlier? Had someone threatened her?
“That was Robyn,” Melissa said as she entered the room, sliding her cell phone into the rear pocket of her jeans.
“Yeah? Tell me she has something.”
“Two things, actually. She found Jackson Mitchell’s prints on several of the kitchen drawers, the coffee table, and the window frame. And…” She hesitated.
Blake narrowed her gaze. “What is it?”
“She found two sets of prints on the gun. Dani’s, and”—another pause—“Jackson’s.”
“Shit,” Blake muttered.
She realized that until now she hadn’t wanted to believe that Jax Mitchell was the killer she was looking for. She’d been fighting against the cold, inescapable statistical law that governed almost every case she’d ever worked: that the most obvious suspect was usually the person who had committed the crime.
He was a disturbed kid, prone to violence. The state had seen fit to send him to Pine Ridge in the hope of improving his behavior. Instead, a kid was dead, and now a member of staff was, too. Blake might not yet know the exact circumstances behind either death, but it was looking exceedingly likely that the common denominator—Jax Mitchell—was the cause.
Blake realized that Melissa was still talking.
“Say that again,” she said, shaking her head to clear it.
“She found a match for the footprint,” Melissa said. “The imprint matches a Vibram sole, probably from a Merrell hiking boot. Size 14.”
Immediately Blake’s eyes grew unfocused. When he tackled her to the ground, Jax was wearing a windbreaker and hiking shoes, not the sneakers and red jumpsuit that she’d seen in his dormitory locker. Where had he gotten them from?
“What are you thinking?” Melissa asked. The two women had worked together for long enough now that she knew when Blake was on to something.
Blake glanced around the cabin one last time. She was certain she would find nothing more here.
“Come with me.”
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B lake had realized that the residents of Pine Ridge were frequently taken on camping trips. Royce Kingsley had mentioned the practice off-handedly earlier in the investigation, and she had been reminded of it when she’d accessed the camp’s website. The trips were advertised as a vital part of Pine Ridge’s process of molding troubled teens into productive members of society.
Camping encouraged the kids to reconnect with nature, to break down interpersonal boundaries, and to learn self-reliance and manage problem behaviors. Or so the explanation ran.
It stood to reason, therefore, that Pine Ridge owned its own stock of hiking and camping gear. Blake had asked Royce, who led them to an outhouse that contained several dozen numbered sets of sleeping bags, tents, hiking shoes, walking sticks, CamelBak backpacks, and other such pieces of equipment.
A set of hiking boots—the only size 14 pair the camp had ever needed to acquire—was missing. So was a tent, a backpack, a water bottle, and potentially also various clothing layers, freeze-dried meal packs, energy bars, and other consumables that appeared to have been disturbed.
Blake listened to Melissa reporting their discovery to dispatch over the radio as the two women headed to Chloe’s autopsy in their separate vehicles.
“Copy that, Detective,” Jed said. “I’ll let the search parties know.”
The problem, as Blake knew all too well, was that simply knowing that Jax was camping didn’t much help narrow down his location. The kids at Pine Ridge were used to walking as many as twenty or thirty miles in a day while carrying heavy backpacks. They were experienced campers. There was no way for her to know whether either activity helped improve their behavior, but it was obvious just by seeing them walk by that it made them lean and athletic.
She guessed that once daylight had broken, Jax would have found somewhere to hole up, but that still meant he could have been on the move for almost ten hours. Since he was young, fit, and motivated, she figured that he was probably capable of maintaining an average pace of two or three miles an hour over broken ground. It was simply impossible for the sheriff’s department to spare enough deputies to search that vast an area. And between the rain and the time elapsed, it was unlikely that a dog would pick up his scent.
“Nice to see you again, Doc,” she said upon arrival, extending her hand to shake Scott Meyer’s. He was wearing green medical scrubs and was already equipped with several pieces of personal protective equipment including plastic glasses and a facemask.
“The pleasure is mine, Lieutenant, as always,” he said, intentionally emphasizing her rank. She knew he preferred not to be called Doc, but it was a force of habit she found hard to break. It seemed that he had found his own way to repay the favor. “But I wish we didn’t see each other so often. It’s becoming a nasty habit.”
“You heard about last night?” she asked.
He inclined his head. “I did. On first glance, it looks like a suicide. I will of course conduct a thorough investigation as soon as possible.”
The procedure was set up in a different examination room than usual. She guessed that this one was ordinarily used for demonstrations to medical students, given the purpose-built observation room above.
“Who’s that?” she asked curiously, jerking her thumb at a man who was seated on the other side of the glass observation window.
“A representative of the Perez family,” Meyer explained. “The victim’s father insisted that he be present. It’s unusual but perfectly understandable. Surviving family members have a right to attend a postmortem.”
Blake frowned. She’d probably observed twenty or thirty autopsies over the course of her career—many of which had been ruled as suicides or accidents, rather than murder. But this was the first time she had ever encountered this particular scenario.
“How often does this happen?” she asked.
There was a click before a wash of—relatively—warmer air was sucked into the room as Meyer’s assistant entered. This time, her hair was bleach blond, like she was a member of a nineties girl band. She wore pink scrubs and immediately busied herself arranging sample pots on the counter behind the autopsy table.
How did you find yourself in this business? Blake wondered. She’d always found the contrast between the cold, sterile surroundings and Charlotte’s bright, upbeat sense of personal style incongruous. But maybe that was why she did it, like placing fresh-cut flowers on a gravestone.
The medical examiner nodded amiably to the young woman, then turned back to Blake. “It’s unusual but not unprecedented.”
Blake glanced at Melissa, then back up at the unknown man. He was wearing dark, unremarkable clothes, though his lower half was cut off by the lip of the observation window. He had an inscrutable face with sharp, angular features. She guessed that he was an athlete. Perhaps a marathon runner, given his visibly low body fat.
“Can he hear us?” she asked.
“Not yet,” Meyer said, gesturing at a box on the wall that had two LED lights stacked on top of each other—one red, the other green. Only the former was illuminated. “But during the examination, everything you hear, so will he. However, the system only works one way. He can hear us, but we can’t hear him.”
Melissa turned away from the window and made a face at Blake, who didn’t like the idea any more than her partner did. Mateo Perez was a powerful, connected individual. Captain Rogers was already displaying an unusual level of interest in the case, and Blake guessed that she was being pressured from on high to achieve results. The last thing they needed was the victim’s father interfering with their investigation.
But Meyer was right. And besides, it wasn’t like they had a choice in the matter. “Okay. Do your thing.”
The doctor began by signaling to Charlotte to activate the microphone. She pushed a button, and the green LED illuminated. Blake and Melissa took a few steps back to give the ME and his assistant space to work. Next, Meyer turned to the autopsy table and drew back the green sheet that covered Chloe Perez’s body.
This was the first time that Blake had seen it. She fought back the urge to gag. There were no visible wounds, but her hipbones jutted out through the skin, as did her rib cage. There were various yellowing bruises all over her body—several tiny ones on her left bicep and larger marks on both thighs.
“The subject is visibly underweight,” Meyer reported in a matter-of-fact tone, professional tone, the emotional armor .
Charlotte interjected that she had already weighed Chloe and measured her height. She was five foot six and just ninety-two pounds.
“That would give her a BMI of under fifteen,” Meyer observed. He looked up from his work. “Detectives, did the victim have an eating disorder?”
The two women glanced at each other, then Melissa shook her head. “Not that we know of.”
“I advise you to investigate the possibility.”
Blake pulled out her pad and scratched a note. Neither Royce Kingsley nor anyone else at Pine Ridge had mentioned Chloe having an eating disorder. Nor was a diagnosis mentioned in the girl’s treatment notes. She’d seen the crime scene pictures taken when Chloe’s body was discovered, but seeing her naked on the steel mortuary table was a different matter entirely. The poor girl was practically emaciated. Her upper arms were the size of Blake’s wrists.
The detective found herself on the verge of trembling. She glanced up at the unknown man on the observation deck, then turned back and scowled at the autopsy table. Somebody—perhaps many people—had failed Chloe Perez.
I won’t be one of them.
“I note several mostly healed injection marks, most likely from clean sterile needles,” Meyer said as he lifted Chloe’s left arm and examined it from every angle. He paused for a moment at her wrists, his eyes narrowing before he bent lower to study the skin in more detail. From where she was standing, Blake couldn’t see what he was looking at.
“Charlotte, bring me a swab.”
Melissa leaned forward, evidently intrigued by what she was watching. Meyer extended his index and middle fingers and tapped them slowly against Chloe’s wrist, narrowing his gaze as he pulled them away.
Neither detective said a word as Meyer accepted the cotton swab from Charlotte and brushed it against the area of interest on Chloe’s wrist. He did the same a moment later with the right wrist, then dropped the swab into a sample bag.
Only then did he meet Blake’s gaze. “There is evidence of abrasion on Chloe’s wrists, along with what appears to be an adhesive residue.”
“You’re saying she was restrained?”
He nodded. “The evidence is consistent with the application of a constricting device such as duct tape. I should be able to confirm that by analyzing the sample I’ve taken. But there are visible parallel and linear abrasions to the outermost layers of skin measuring approximately four centimeters in width, along with mild bruising underneath.”
Blake’s jaw tightened. “Thank you, Doc,” she said, not trusting herself to say anything further.
Meyer continued his examination, noting similar abrasions around Chloe’s ankles. Besides a few minor contusions, there were no other visible signs of external trauma.
The two detectives withdrew further as Meyer began the internal section of his examination. He made a Y incision on the front of the body to allow access to the internal organs. A foul, rotten smell filled the autopsy room, only barely masked by the background scent of disinfectant. Neither the medical examiner nor his assistant even appeared to notice the odor.
They removed, weighed, and examined each of Chloe’s internal organs in turn. Upon turning to the heart, Meyer’s examination was unusually extreme. Once he was done, he dictated in a loud voice, presumably for the benefit of the recording facilities. Blake listened with intense if incomplete comprehension.
“Examination of the heart reveals notable hypertrophy of the left ventricular myocardium consistent with hypertrophic cardiomyopathy. The left ventricular wall thickness measures 1.5 centimeters. The hypertrophy is asymmetric, with a primary focus on the intraventricular septum, which is disproportionately thick and compared to the posterior wall of the left ventricle.”
He continued in a similar manner for about another minute before finally looking up at Blake.
She raised an eyebrow. “In caveman?”
“The victim had a heart defect known as hypertrophic cardiomyopathy, in which the heart muscle grows abnormally thick,” Meyer explained. “In a girl of this age, I would expect normal thickness to be less than one centimeter. Chloe’s was more than fifty percent greater than that.”
“Did the defect kill her?”
Meyer made a face and looked as though he wanted to scratch his chin before arresting his gloved hand in time.
He chewed his lip thoughtfully—perhaps the next best option—and said, “That is a complex question to answer. There is evidence of muscle wastage throughout Chloe’s body, including the heart—explained by the victim’s evident malnutrition. Theoretically, malnutrition might limit the nutrients available for hypertrophy. In this case, however, I believe that it placed additional stress on an already compromised heart, worsening organ function and potentially contributing to the fatal outcome in this patient.”
Blake’s lips tightened. “Any way of telling whether her malnutrition was due to an eating disorder?”
Meyer spoke carefully. “There’s no physical evidence to support that theory.”
“Thanks.” Blake nodded, feeling sick to her stomach. “Is there anything else?”
“Nothing you won’t see in my preliminary report.”
Blake nodded curtly. “Then I think we have somewhere to be.”
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“D etective.” Royce Kingsley smiled as Blake stormed toward him. He was seated at his desk when she entered his office. Something about the smarmy expression on his face made her want to close her fist and give him something more substantive to think about. “What can I do for you?”
Blake closed his laptop screen and placed an envelope onto the lid without explanation.
Startled, he said, “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
“Housekeeping,” she said, turning on her heel without saying another word. As she marched back out, he sat in silence for a few stunned moments before she heard the sound of paper tearing.
She was almost out of earshot by the time he thumped his desk. It sounded like he had done it with an open palm. He chased after her, still clutching the warrant in his hand.
“What is this?” he demanded.
“What does it look like?” she answered calmly, surveying him with evident disgust.
“You have no right to search this facility,” he spluttered, his face growing redder by the second.
“In fact, I have every right,” Blake said, feeling the heat of her earlier rage at Chloe’s mistreatment give way to an icy cool. “That warrant gives me the right to search every room, basement, dining hall, office, bathroom, and computer in this entire camp if I choose to. And I do.”
“This is unacceptable!” Kingsley snapped.
Blake took a step forward. She was only a little shorter than the camp leader, and in her boots, she was able to meet him eye to eye. She moved forward again until their noses were almost touching. Kingsley seemed startled by her invasion of his personal space.
He swallowed. “What are you doing?”
She ignored him. “What is unacceptable, Mr. Kingsley, is that a judge signed off on a warrant containing attestations that Pine Ridge LLC is responsible for child abuse, child neglect, possible false imprisonment, and contributing to the delinquency of a minor.
“What is unacceptable is that Chloe Perez died on this property less than forty-eight hours ago, and that you are spending your time cooking up a story to feed the press to protect yourself instead of doing your utmost to assist my investigation. I’ll ask you this once: Are you above the law?”
Kingsley glowered at her. She wasn’t sure whether his lack of respect for her authority was because she was a woman, because he’d spent too long bossing around kids who had no ability to resist, or because he was just a prick. But he definitely had a problem with her. She could feel the heat of his anger crackling against her skin.
But to Blake’s immense dissatisfaction, he didn’t act on it. He took a step back instead and shrugged.
“Of course not,” he said. “But I think you’re wasting your time. We know who’s responsible for her death: Jackson Mitchell. Every second you waste here is a second you’re not searching for him. I want to find out what happened to Chloe as badly as you do. I just know you won’t find the answer here.”
He was convincing, Blake thought. She had to hand it to him. She could see why so many parents trusted this man to care for their children. He was… a salesman. A good one. But she wasn’t taken in. She didn’t believe a word he said.
She didn’t respond.
After a few seconds, his bravado faded, and with it his posture.
“Fine,” he sighed. “Search the place. Take as long as you want. Speak to every member of staff, if you need to. You won’t find anything. Pine Ridge has nothing to hide.”
    
“LIEUTENANT, YOU NEED TO SEE SOMETHING,” a deputy said.
He was slightly out of breath and had clearly jogged to find her. The search had been ongoing for over an hour. Kingsley’s only stipulation had been that she wasn’t to talk to any of the camp’s residents without either him or another qualified member of staff present.
The deputy led her to a small cabin on the edge of the camp, one of a cluster of buildings that didn’t appear to be in regular use. It measured only a single story in height and was about the same size as the staff residences in which Dani Andrews had died the previous night. He didn’t seem to know what had been discovered inside, only that he was to fetch her immediately.
Blake hesitated before entering. She saw that the front door was marked with a faded bronze H and vaguely remembered seeing different letters on many of the other cabins. She glanced around but saw nothing to differentiate the building from any of the others. She pushed the door open.
Inside, she saw Melissa crouched by the far corner of an empty room. She didn’t turn around. Like her, her partner wore nitrile gloves and plastic booties. Blake pulled on a fresh pair of the latter without bothering to remove the previous set and only then entered.
“What am I looking at?” she asked, glancing around but not understanding what had caught Melissa’s attention.
Her partner stood and turned to face her. “Can you smell that?”
“Smell what?” Blake asked automatically.
With the door open, all she could smell was the thick, herbal scent of the pine trees overhead. She pushed it closed, took a step deeper into the empty cabin, and took a deep sniff. The familiar odor hit her immediately.
“Someone’s wiped this place down,” she said.
“That’s what I’m thinking,” Melissa agreed. “And recently.”
The smell was disinfectant. Bleach. The room practically stank of it. A window at the far corner of the room was open to allow fresh air inside, but it was only designed to extend a few inches wide. It was clearly insufficient to allow the odor to fade quickly.
“Did you find anything else?” Blake asked from the dead center of the room as she rotated in a slow circle to take in every inch of the interior.
She remembered the liver mortis that had been seen on Chloe’s body—pooling of the blood that indicated she had been left in a seated position for some hours after she died. But the girl’s body had been found in her camp bed. Somebody had moved her postmortem.
Had they taken her from here?
“I haven’t touched a thing,” Melissa replied. “This is exactly how I found it. I almost didn’t step inside once I saw through the window that it was empty.”
“What changed your mind?”
“The lock,” she said. “The three disused cabins nearby are padlocked. Their windows are boarded over. But the lock on that door was recently installed. I’m guessing within the last six or twelve months. It’s not weathered enough to have been there for much longer.”
“Good catch,” Blake said as she completed her steady circle.
As far she could tell, there wasn’t a single scrap of evidence to suggest that anyone had ever set foot in this cabin. They couldn’t take their suspicions about an unusual scent to the judge. There wasn’t a speck of dust or dirt on the floor, no evidence of bodily fluids, no hair—nothing. It was almost like a clean room. She would get forensics technicians in to do a proper examination, of course, but she doubted they would find anything. If someone had expended this much bleach to hide something, there was unlikely to be anything left to find.
Was she overthinking things?
Maybe there was an innocent explanation for why this cabin was unlike the others nearby. Perhaps it had recently been required for some fresh purpose and therefore needed cleaning.
But as she stood there, Blake felt the hairs stand up on the back of her neck. There was something about the atmosphere in that cramped room. It felt cold and dead.
Finally, she lowered her chin to her chest and looked directly down at the ground. For the first time since entering the cabin, her brow furrowed. Like all of the other cabins in the camp, the floor was made of timber. Blake scraped her sole against the boundary of one floorboard and the next. It was uneven.
She sank to her haunches and studied the floorboards more carefully. What had caught her attention?
Then she saw it. There was a square of discoloration about a foot and a half in both width and length on the ground. It was almost imperceptible—she’d only noticed because her foot had bumped against a section of board that was just fractionally sunken beneath the others.
“What is it?” Melissa asked.
“I’m not sure,” Blake murmured.
She ran her gloved fingers across the boundary. It looked like something had rested on the square. Something heavy enough—and hard enough—that its weight had caused a mild indentation on the wood beneath where it sat. The discoloration could be explained by the space underneath being protected from the effects of sunshine and general wear and tear.
Blake peered closer at the floor. She reached into her jacket and pulled out a penlight, which she clicked on and swept across the floor. She noticed tiny scratches on the wood—the fibers inside still fresh and white. The marks were recent.
Acting on a hunch, Blake spun around and walked back to the door. She ran the beam of the flashlight up and down its frame. She saw the same tiny scratches here, too.
“Something was moved out of here,” she muttered. “Something heavy. Bulky, too.”
But what the hell was it? There was no way of knowing. All they had was the dimensions of the object’s base. It could have been anything: a chair, chest of drawers, or filing cabinet. The only curiosity was that it had been placed in the exact center of the disused cabin.
She clicked the penlight back off, chewed her lip, then let out a heavy sigh.
“Okay,” she said. “Let’s get Robyn in here. Maybe she’ll notice something we didn’t.”
Melissa nodded. She lifted her radio from her belt and brought it up to her lips. Before she had a chance to transmit, the handset squawked. “All units, this is dispatch. 10-38 in progress at Pine Ridge Retreat. All available units to proceed at best speed. Repeat, 10-38 in progress.”
It took Blake half a second to translate the radio code in her head. She heard nothing outside that pointed to panic, but a 10-38 meant an individual with a gun. Here, at Pine Ridge. She glanced at Melissa, hoping that she’d misunderstood. But as the blood drained from her partner’s face, she knew she hadn’t.
She drew her weapon. “Let’s go.”
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F or the second time in as many days, Blake sprinted through the troubled teen camp with her weapon drawn and dread flowing through her veins. The tactical setup was abysmal—the camp was made up of twenty or thirty separate buildings of varying sizes, spread out over several acres of woodland. There were dozens of places in which a shooter could hide.
Blake ran a few feet ahead of Melissa and the deputy who had called her to the potential crime scene. Her head was on a constant swivel, searching left and right through the trees. The only people she saw were law enforcement. Her blood pressure surged.
Where the hell were all the kids?
Over a dozen deputies had been assigned to assist in the search of Pine Ridge that afternoon. She saw at least eight of them in her eye line, mostly in pairs, all with raised pistols. The deputies had been drawn from neighboring sheriffs’ stations as well as Northern Pines, so she didn’t recognize all of them.
She reached for her radio. “Dispatch, exactly what am I looking at here?”
Jed replied calmly, though she heard the strain in his voice. “Lieutenant, three minutes ago, a male called 911 claiming to be Jackson Mitchell. He said that he was armed and intended to use his weapon. Additional cars are en route. SWAT is twenty mikes out.”
“Shit!” Blake swore.
Her head was spinning. What the hell was happening here? Had Dani Andrews owned a second weapon? There was no way of knowing for sure, but it was certainly possible that Jax had access to a firearm.
Blake swallowed hard. Jax Mitchell was fifteen years old. He was still practically a child. Did she have what it took to take him down, if it came to it? Whether he was a killer or not, she would have to live with that on her conscience for the rest of her life.
She reached the center of the camp, where the majority of the key administrative and recreational buildings were located around an oval activity yard, and slowed. Droplets of sweat beaded on her forehead. There was almost no wind, and a flag with the camp’s logo hung limply side by side with a Stars & Stripes over the mess hall building. Blake felt sticky and heavy and terrified that she was going to screw things up and get a kid killed.
Maybe more than one.
She reached for her radio. “All units, somebody find a damn member of staff and get this place on lockdown. Now!”
A nearby deputy yelled his assent and ran into the mess hall. He was inside for about thirty seconds and came out holding a walkie-talkie unit in his left hand. By the time he reached Blake, the handset was blaring a constant stream of half-panicked instructions as news spread throughout the camp.
“Where the hell is everybody?” Blake demanded.
He was panting. “About a dozen kids are off-site today. The rest are doing PT out in the woods. They are due back any moment now. No kids reported sick today, so all forty-eight remaining residents should be in the same place.”
“How many members of staff with them?”
The deputy shrugged helplessly. “Just one fitness instructor. He’s not responding to the radio.”
At long last, a harsh electronic tone sounded from external speakers mounted on several of the camp’s buildings. A prerecorded female voice announced that an active shooter was on site, and that this was not a drill. It replayed over and over, building Blake’s tension with every repetition.
“All residents must proceed immediately to designated safe zones. All residents must proceed immediately to designated safe zones.”
Blake closed her eyes for just half a second. Her brain was working in overdrive. Time seemed to slow as she considered the problem in front of her.
What did she know?
The gunman hadn’t yet opened fire. She would have heard gunshots. The camp was big, but not that big. There were no kids presently on site. That meant the only people in the camp’s buildings should be members of staff. And, possibly, the shooter.
Her decision made, Blake’s eyes snapped back open. She yelled for a nearby sergeant, who came sprinting over to her instantly.
“Take half your deputies and get them started searching the buildings one by one. Get some keys and lock them after you’re done,” she ordered before pointing at the roof of the mess hall, which was the tallest building in sight. “Then have someone climb that thing and find me these fucking kids. Get the rest of your guys ready to fan out and protect them the moment we know where they are. Got it?”
“Got it.” He nodded tersely, instantly reaching for his radio and issuing a stream of rapid instructions.
Another deputy ran into the activity yard carrying a shotgun in his left hand and an AR-15 in his right. He tossed the shotgun to another deputy and racked a round into the chamber of his rifle. The sight of the high-caliber weapon should have brought Blake a moment’s relief, but it only added to her anxiety. Every law enforcement officer had seen pictures of what a rifle round could do to a child’s body.
Half a dozen deputies closed on the shelter of the nearest cabin, all with weapons drawn. The one carrying the rifle dropped to his knee and covered them. Behind Blake, another was already halfway up the side of the mess hall. She climbed like she was born to do so.
Blake never stopped moving, her eyes moving from building to building and tree to tree in the background in search of threats. She couldn’t see anyone. She couldn’t hear anyone. Just the incessant, infernal sound of that damn PA system.
“All residents must proceed immediately to designated safe zones.”
She briefly caught Melissa’s gaze. Her partner was in the other group of deputies preparing to clear the camp’s buildings in search of the shooter. They were lined up in front of the door to one of the dorm rooms. She shot her a terse nod.
Stay safe.
“I see them!” the female deputy on top of the mess hall roof yelled. She pointed up toward the ridge, about seventy yards to the left of the staff residences. “They’re a quarter mile out.”
“Stay there,” the sergeant called back, his voice gruff. “Cover our six.”
Blake was already moving. She shouted for the deputies near the mess hall to follow and ran as fast as she could toward the incoming kids. She cursed herself for not planning what action to take next. They couldn’t protect them out in the woods. There were only six deputies and her. If Jax had a rifle, he would be able to engage them far beyond the range of the pistols most of them carried. Even if he didn’t, dozens of kids out in the open was a horrifically inviting and fragile target.
She pulled her radio back up to her lips as she passed a dormitory cabin on the opposite end of the activity yard to the mess hall. It was the closest building to the kids. She squinted at the sign on the front door.
“Clear cabin F next,” she shouted into her handset. “We’ll bring the kids there.”
She didn’t wait for a response. Ahead of her, the trunks of spindly pines stood like matchsticks out of the dirt. Behind, she heard only panting breaths and heavy footsteps. They were in a silent, deadly race with time.
Her pupils danced left and right in search of movement. Finally, she caught a flash of color—yellow—passing through the trees. Her left arm came up, and she yelled, “There!”
The two groups closed on each other in a matter of seconds. A tall male fitness instructor wearing a sweat-stained gray T-shirt and dark shorts was the first person Blake came across. His eyes bulged with fear as she approached him, weapon drawn, though aimed low and into the dirt.
“Who the fuck are you?” he gasped.
“Monroe County Sheriff’s Department,” she barked. “You’re in lockdown. We have reports of a shooter. How many kids do you have with you?”
“What?” he choked.
“Wake the hell up,” Blake hissed as first a handful, then a dozen, then tens of panting, sweaty teenagers stumbled into view. The first of them almost slammed into the back of the fitness instructor before stepping on the brakes the last possible moment.
Finally, the man’s shock seemed to subside. “Forty-eight,” he said. “Everyone we have left. What the hell is happening here?”
Blake turned to order the deputies to form a circle around the rapidly growing crowd of camp residents but saw that they had already taken the initiative. She started counting the kids one by one.
“I need everyone to stand still,” she called out, her chest heaving from the effort of her breakneck pelt through the trees. They were moving like ants, making it impossible to keep her count.
“We’ve received a credible threat. We’re going to make sure all of you get home safe, okay? I need you to stand exactly where you are so I can make sure everyone’s here.”
A panicked murmur greeted her announcement, but the terror of the news that some had probably dreaded most of their young lives at least locked them into place. Blake performed her count at triple-time, seeing that the fitness instructor appeared to be doing the same to her right.
“Forty-eight,” she muttered.
“I get the same,” he affirmed.
“Okay,” she called out in a firm voice, as loudly as she dared. “We’re going to hole up in one of the dorm cabins until we’re sure the camp’s clear. I need all of you to follow me and to do exactly what I or any of these deputies say. Understood?”
She didn’t wait for a response. As she started moving back toward the camp, her radio squawked. “Cabin F is clear. No sign of a shooter. We’re still searching.”
Somewhere in the distance, it was impossible to say from what direction, Blake heard the wail of sirens, which added to the cacophony of footsteps and muffled weeping behind her. Strangely, there was no outright panic. The kids did exactly as they were told. If Blake hadn’t forced her heart to harden to get herself through the event, she might have despaired at the realization that these kids had practiced for a moment like this their entire way through grade school.
“SWAT is inbound,” her radio crackled. “ETA 11 mikes.”
In a matter of minutes, all forty-eight teenagers were safely inside cabin F and lying flat on the ground. They were packed in like sardines, holding each other’s hands, some with tears rolling down their faces, others apparently praying. Deputies pushed mattresses against the windows and blocked out the light. Blake helped shove a storage locker up against the door—the only entrance—to block access from outside. The seconds passed as though in some manic nightmare, yet she and every deputy performed exactly the tasks they needed to without panic.
And then they were ready, the cabin fortified, deputies covering it from both inside and out.
Blake’s heart pounded as she withdrew from the bolted door, her back to the rows of terrified teens, weapon covering the entrance. The heat was already rising from so many bodies packed into one place. Her palms were slick with sweat, which dripped into her eyes and stung and taunted her impotence.
All she could do now was wait.
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“C lear!”
Half an hour later, Blake could still hear the SWAT team’s terse yells as they moved through the camp compound. Dozens of Monroe County deputies, along with cops from a number of local towns who had responded to the call for aid, were swarming Pine Ridge. A makeshift perimeter had been set up surrounding the camp’s main buildings. Each had been torn apart in search of the shooter. The search was now pushing out into the trees.
The only thing that could be known for absolute certain was that Jax Mitchell was nowhere to be found.
“Play it again,” Blake said, flexing and massaging her right hand as she stood in a triangle with Captain Rogers and her partner.
In the interminable wait for backup in the dormitory cabin, her shooting hand had begun cramping up from the strain of keeping her weapon aimed at the doorway. She made a face like she’d chewed a wasp, recognizing the weakness she’d displayed. She needed to toughen up.
Melissa tapped play. The audio of the 911 recording sounded tinny through her phone’s speakers.
“My name is Jackson Mitchell. I have a gun. I’m going to kill everybody at Pine Ridge Retreat. There’s nothing you can do to stop me.”
Click.
Melissa played the audio file two more times. It sounded slightly muffled.
“That’s definitely his voice?” Captain Rogers asked. She looked drained from the pressure of the investigation—juggling so many powerful and interested players couldn’t be easy.
Blake and Melissa glanced at each other, their expressions equally drawn. Eventually, Blake nodded. “I can’t be a hundred percent sure. But it sounds like him.”
Rogers shot her an interrogating stare. “You need to put your personal feelings about this kid aside, Lieutenant. His behavior is…”
She broke off and massaged her temples for a moment before looking back up. “I was going to say escalating, but that isn’t right. He might already be responsible for two deaths. This is looking more and more like a pattern.”
“Captain—”
“I said might, Lieutenant,” Rogers said firmly. “If you think he’s innocent, then you need to prove it. Right now, we’ve got a dead kid and Mitchell’s fingerprints on the weapon that killed a member of the camp’s staff. From where I’m standing, this case looks pretty black and white. You disagree?”
Blake opened her mouth to respond but then clamped it shut. She studied her superior more closely. The woman looked as though she was under intense strain.
“But she’s not just any dead kid, is she?” Blake said acerbically. “She’s a politician’s daughter. And that makes her a story.”
Rogers lips tightened. For a moment, she looked like was about to fire a broadside back before visibly cooling her emotions.
“Good kids don’t call in shooting threats,” she said coolly. “I’ve read Mitchell’s file. He’s been arrested numerous times for assault, in and out of court for years. We’ve got his fingerprints on a potential murder weapon. Now this. Is he really the hill you want to die on, Lieutenant?”
Again Blake opened her mouth as an instinctive heat rose inside her. She didn’t know why she felt compelled to defend Jax Mitchell. The truth was just as Rogers said: The kid looked guilty. Perhaps that first 911 call about Chloe Perez’s death had simply been an attempt to shift the blame.
“If he’s guilty,” she finally said, “I’ll put him away. If…”
She broke off and glanced furiously around the exercise ground. The county’s SWAT team stood in a huddle on the opposite side, near the mess hall. Most of them had taken off their helmets, which were now clipped at their waists. But dressed in olive-green camo fatigues and carrying powerful automatic weapons, they looked like they’d just walked off a foreign battlefield. She watched as a tall man with mousy blond hair lifted a canteen of water to his lips and took a long drink. He tilted his head forward and poured a few droplets down the back of his neck.
“Look around,” she said with a sigh, gesturing at the dozens of heavily armed law enforcement personnel. “This little stunt just put a target on Mitchell’s back. Every cop in the county is going to want to empty their magazine into him. Probably without getting close enough to figure out why the hell he did it.”
Blake detected a hint of compassion in the captain’s eyes as she responded.
“I don’t like it any more than you do, Lieutenant. But Mitchell might be a repeat killer. And he’s claiming he’s armed and threatening to murder other kids. What would you have them do?”
“I don’t know,” Blake muttered, feeling deeply conflicted. The fact was, standard operating procedure dictated that any law enforcement encounter with Mitchell had to be conducted with extreme caution for officer safety. She could imagine a dozen ways in which events could spiral out of control in an instant.
“Look, I want to believe you, Blake,” Rogers said softly, lowering her voice so that only the three of them could hear her words. “Maybe this is all just a misunderstanding. But if you want to prove it, then you need to find the kid. Do you have a single lead on his location?”
Blake shook her head.
Rogers grimaced. “Then I don’t know what to tell you,” she said. “The sheriff’s en route. And—”
“What?” Blake asked sharply.
She’d only met the man once, a few weeks before when he’d briefly passed through the Northern Pines Sheriff’s Department. He’d shaken her hand, asked how she was settling in, and then he was gone. She didn’t get the sense that he was a micromanager. Which begged the question of exactly what he was doing here.
“There are half a dozen reporters outside the gates.” Rogers shrugged. “More arriving every minute. Where else would you expect him to be?”
    
“ISN’T THAT…” Melissa murmured.
Blake’s lips tightened at the recognition that in all likelihood, their job was about to get ten times more difficult. “Yeah. Mateo Perez.”
Chloe’s father stood talking to Sheriff Nicholson near the taped-off area by the front gate of Pine Ridge that had been set aside for the upcoming and impromptu press conference. The two detectives were too far away to hear what they were discussing. Mateo Perez was dressed in a dark suit, no tie. He was wearing odd socks.
The press conference was expected to take place any moment. Camera operators made final adjustments to the framing of their shots as Blake waited in the wings. Every few minutes, a police or civilian vehicle drove down the road that led through the woods to Pine Ridge, where they encountered a deputy assigned to traffic control.
A number of parents had already arrived to collect their children from the camp. Deputies were directing these vehicles to an access road that circumnavigated the grounds—and avoided encountering the press. Blake wondered cynically how many ‘residents’ would remain by the time night fell.
If this doesn’t scare them off, what could?
A sharp whistle split the air, and Blake jerked as she realized that she was being summoned.
“Have fun,” Melissa remarked dryly.
“Yeah, yeah,” Blake muttered.
She glanced down at her outfit, noticing for the first time a streak of dirt on her right knee. She bent down and made a half-hearted attempt to brush it off with little effect. She straightened her jacket and caught Captain Rogers’ eye. Her superior was dressed in uniform and looked markedly more presentable.
Blake walked with little enthusiasm to the space behind the sheriff. She felt like a condemned woman stepping up onto the gallows. During her time in the Army CID, she’d rarely if ever been exposed to the media. Surprisingly, that state of affairs had changed completely over the past few months. In her short time in Northern Pines, she’d been entangled in two—now three—highly newsworthy cases, despite the fact that she was still yet to carve out enough time to attend a media training seminar.
She understood that the public had a right to be kept informed about the activities of public servants. But that didn’t mean she had to pretend to like the pageantry of these staged press conferences. They seemed more about fluffing the egos—and political careers—of men like Sheriff Nicholson.
“You look like you swallowed a scorpion,” Rogers whispered as she drew close to the captain.
Blake consciously sculpted her features into a bland mask. “Better?”
The captain gave her a terse nod and seemed to be fighting off the desire to smile. Blake shuffled in line with Rogers and fought the urge to reach up and scratch her collar. She was suddenly uncomfortably aware of the weight of the cameras that were now upon her—even if they were focused on Sheriff Nicholson and Mateo Perez.
There was no podium. Though Blake was now behind the two men, she saw that Mateo was standing with his arms crossed. She was slightly to his left, so she had a view of his face in profile. He looked furious.
“Thank you, ladies and gentlemen,” the sheriff said, waving away a broken wave of shouted questions as he called the conference to order. “I’ll take questions at the end.”
He gave a sorrowful shake of the head before continuing.
“At 17:39 this afternoon, Monroe County Dispatch received a threat of a mass shooting at Pine Ridge Retreat,” he said. “Sheriff’s deputies and detectives were already on scene, investigating two suspicious deaths that occurred on the premises in recent days.”
Blake’s eyes widened. That wasn’t exactly why she was here.
Nicholson continued, “The victims are Chloe Perez, 15, and Dani Andrews, 31—a resident and member of staff at the facility, respectively. Law-enforcement personnel acted decisively to protect dozens of young adults, at great risk to their own personal safety. I’d like to take this opportunity to pay my personal thanks to Lieutenant Blake Larsen, who was in command on the scene.”
He turned and nodded his thanks to Blake before returning his attention to the cameras. Blake felt her cheeks prickle. Not knowing how to react, she simply said nothing. That appeared to jive with what Nicholson wanted from her.
“Nineteen minutes later, initial elements of the Monroe County SWAT team entered the grounds of Pine Ridge and, ably supported by several dozen deputies and law enforcement personnel, cleared the scene with no loss of life. It is the department’s belief that the shooter was prevented from achieving his horrific goals by the presence of Monroe County deputies at the camp when the threat was called in.”
Blake’s eyebrow started to rise at this confident—and completely evidence-free—statement. After a discreet nudge in the ribs from Rogers, she forced it to drop back into place.
“At this time, the department’s prime suspect in the killings of both Chloe Perez and Dani Andrews, along with today’s threatened mass shooting, is a troubled resident of Pine Ridge known as Jackson Mitchell. We will be releasing the audio of the 911 call shortly. He is a young man with a history of violence, and he is believed to be both armed and dangerous. The public should be aware that my deputies are doing everything they can to find this individual and bring him to a swift and sure justice.”
With every word the sheriff spoke, Blake felt her mercury level rising higher. Jax was a suspect in both suspicious deaths, there was no denying it. The fact that he had called in the shooting threat—whether or not he ever intended to carry it out—only mired him further in suspicion.
But the sheriff hadn’t been briefed on the latest developments in the investigation. He was winging it. And his irresponsible behavior threatened to hinder, not help, her search for the killer.
“I’ll now hand you over to the father of the first victim,” the sheriff said, turning to his side and extending his hand. “My condolences, Matthew. Please know that we will get justice for your daughter.”
They shook hands, and the sheriff stepped aside. Mateo Perez stood alone for several seconds. He looked somehow more shrunken than Blake remembered him. There was none of his earlier bluster. She wondered whether he’d finally accepted what had happened to Chloe. In her experience, grief was like a stormy sea. No two people sailed through it the same.
This time, there was no howl of questions from the waiting press pack. Even the journalists appeared to recognize that some things were more important than hounding a grieving father for a few words of newspaper copy.
Or perhaps they were simply letting him stew.
“My daughter—” Mateo began before breaking off. He took a second and appeared to compose himself. “Chloe was a wonderful girl. I still can’t believe that she is gone. I don’t sleep. I just stare at the ceiling and curse myself for everything I did wrong.”
Blake glanced around. The reporters were spellbound. So was Royce Kingsley. She hadn’t noticed his presence until now but saw that he was watching the proceedings with a close eye. A small gaggle of rubberneckers had also assembled beyond the line of police tape that had been set up to control access to the camp. However, they were few in number. Pine Ridge was deep enough into the sticks that it took both time and effort to visit. The latter condition ruled out most looky-loos.
“Chloe wasn’t perfect. We loved her, but we always knew that she was a troubled young woman. We tried everything to help her: homeschooling, therapy, medical treatment. Pine Ridge was our last resort. My wife and I worried that it wouldn’t be right for her. But in the weeks since she first came here, we began to see a different girl. Chloe was more confident, more upbeat. We could see the light at the end of the tunnel. And now we will never see our light again. No parent should ever have to bury their child.”
Blake frowned. Something that Perez said stuck out in her subconscious, though she couldn’t figure out exactly what. She chewed her lower lip, but it didn’t come to her.
Perez paused and motioned as if to dab at his visibly moistening eyes, then forced himself to stop. He waited for a few seconds to regain his composure. Then he looked up and stared directly into the lens of the television camera pointed at him.
“Jackson, son, turn yourself in to the police. With the Lord’s help, my wife and I will find it in ourselves to forgive you. But you have to take the first step. Surrender yourself, and I swear that I will do everything in my power to ensure that you get the help you need. Just… do the right thing.”
With that, he ended his speech. He turned away without answering any of the questions shouted at him by the now ravenous journalists. He stood facing the camp—and thus Blake—for a few moments, his chin turned slightly up. His eyes seemed unfocused.
As the wall of questions directed at his back reached fever pitch, Blake had the distinct impression that he was like a pier being buffeted by the sea.
It was only when he began walking away that the questions finally died down. One of the TV reporters turned to face the lens and began an excited piece to camera.
Rogers frowned, still staring at where Perez had stood. She seemed to be chewing something over in her mind.
“What’s up, Captain?” Blake asked.
“I’m not sure,” Rogers murmured as the small crowd began to dissipate. “He’s a good speaker. It felt false, but maybe I’ve seen him too often on TV.”
Blake murmured her agreement. She wasn’t exactly sure what she had just witnessed. This new, enlightened version of Mateo Perez was nothing like the man that she had met a couple of days earlier. But was there a cookie-cutter way that a parent should react to the death of their child?
I guess not.
Her eyes narrowed with interest as she noticed a figure moving with purpose through the gathering of people—and only because he was pushing against the flow. He was dressed in old, frayed clothing underneath a red raincoat and had shoulder-length dark hair. He had some kind of container in his left hand. She had a funny feeling that she’d seen him before, though she had no idea when.
She might have thought no more of the coincidence if it wasn’t for the look of compressed rage on the man’s face. It was black, his teeth bared, his eyes little more than dark slits. He picked up pace and began moving forcefully toward Royce Kingsley.
“Hey!” he yelled, raising a bunched fist into the air. “Kingsley, you piece of shit. You killed my son!”
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“W hat the hell?”
Blake’s reactions worked quicker than her lips. By the time the words were fully formed, she’d already taken stock of the situation and decided nothing good was about to happen. An unknown, disheveled-looking man was sprinting toward Royce Kingsley with his fists bunched. He was about ten yards away from impact.
A couple of deputies had also noticed the commotion, but they were moving too slowly to be able to intervene in time. One turned and glanced quizzically in the man’s direction, but the expression on his face was one of interest rather than concern. Blake watched it change out of the corner of her eye.
Shit.
Royce was even slower to respond. His face screwed up with confusion, and the only concession he made to the impending fistfight was to take a step back as his brain decided whether to pick fight or flight.
Blake reached for her holster as she plotted a course that would intercept the onrushing attacker. Royce had been standing a few yards to her right, so the man would run past her. She scanned his frame as thoroughly as she was able. He was tall and skinny, though the baggy clothing draped over him disguised his precise proportions.
What the hell is he holding?
It wasn’t a weapon. It was a cylindrical can, though what it contained was unclear. He was only a couple of feet away now, pulling the arm carrying the object back as if planning to lash out with it. As Blake drove off her right foot and threw herself into a spearing tackle, the limb’s momentum switched, and his bicep drove his forearm forward.
A geyser of color spat out of the can: bright red, like spurting magma. It splattered across Royce’s chest just as Blake’s shoulder hit the man just below his midriff. The paint can spun out of his hand, spilling the remainder of its contents on the ground as Blake wrestled the attacker to the ground. Her bruised and battered ribs screamed in pain until a blessed shot of adrenaline deadened the worst of it.
“Murderer!” he said, gasping for air and wriggling vainly beneath her as she reached around to the leather handcuff case that nestled in the small of her back. He never stopped staring up at Royce Kingsley as she snapped them around his wrists.
Finally, the two deputies who had first noticed that something was amiss came to her aid. One nestled his knee on the man’s back.
“Careful,” Blake muttered, her own chest rising and falling rapidly from the adrenaline of the unexpected scuffle. She quickly assessed that the prisoner had carried nothing more deadly than paint. “Let him breathe.”
The deputy nodded curtly and pulled the man upright. As Blake gathered both her breath and her thoughts, she grew uncomfortably aware of the attention of a number of reporters on what had just happened. Royce’s face was covered in red paint, and he was howling with pain as he blindly attempted to paw the thick liquid from his eyes.
Those who had been in the process of packing their gear up and preparing to leave hurriedly pulled out cameras. A few focused their attention on the prisoner, but most on Kingsley.
“Get him into the back of a car,” she ordered, grimacing as she saw a streak of paint on her left pants leg. She ineffectually attempted to wipe it away. “Somewhere private.”
“Ma’am, who is this man?” one shouted. “Is he a suspect in your investigation?”
Another yelled, “Is that Jackson Mitchell’s father?”
“Did he say Mr. Kingsley killed his son?” yet another asked. “What’s the paint about?”
Blake stared stolidly forward and ignored every single question. As yet more deputies arrived late to the party, she ordered them to push the cordon back to give her some breathing space. The press didn’t like it, but they reluctantly complied.
Rogers came up to her side. She gestured at the cuffed man, who was now being led away, and said, “Quick thinking. You know him?”
“No. I don’t know what the hell just happened.”
“Well, it’ll be the lead item on the evening’s news bulletins, that’s for sure,” the captain said. She made air quotes with her fingers and, with a wry smile on her face said, “Hero Lieutenant Strikes Again.”
Blake tightened her lips. The last thing she wanted was more press attention. After the Dwaine Hilton case a few weeks earlier, a local reporter had released a long feature on her. It had generated over a week of frenzied news requests to both the sheriff’s department media relations office and her own personal email. The chaos had only deepened after the story was picked up by a couple of online national news outlets.
“Lighten up, Larsen,” Rogers laughed, slapping her on the shoulder before she walked away. “And when you find out what the hell just happened, let me know, okay?”
Blake nodded. “Will do.”
She stood where she was for a couple of moments, feeling indecisive, then wheeled around in search of Royce Kingsley. After all, the assailant had come for him. It couldn’t have been a coincidence.
She saw him twenty or thirty feet in the distance, walking quickly toward the camp. He’d managed to wipe the bulk of the paint from his face, but it still covered his clothing. It almost looked like he’d been shot.
Kingsley flinched as he heard her call out his name. It took her a few seconds to catch up.
“What the hell was that about?” she asked.
“It’s nothing,” he said dismissively without meeting her questioning gaze.
“A man just assaulted you. I need to know if it’s connected to this case.”
“It’s not.”
“This usually works better when I’m the judge of that,” she replied acidly. “So why don’t you start by telling me who he is, why he chucked a can of paint at you—and why he just accused you of killing his son.”
Royce grimaced before finally meeting her gaze. She watched as his decision played out on his face.
“Fine,” he sighed. “He’s a vagrant. He lives out there in the woods—at least, we think he does. He’s been building up to this for months. I tried to warn you guys, but you said there was nothing you could do about it.”
“What do you mean you tried to tell us?”
“Saul, one of my security officers, thinks he saw him trespassing on the grounds last month. He gave chase, but the guy disappeared into the trees. We reported it to the sheriff’s department, but we had no CCTV evidence, and nothing went missing. You didn’t even send a deputy out. A couple of times before that, our residents reported seeing a strange man watching them. We increased our patrols and installed additional security cameras. Maybe now you’ll finally take it seriously.”
“That doesn’t explain his accusation. It sounded like he knows you.”
Roy suddenly looked wary. “I can’t say anything about that,” he said.
“What do you mean?”
“It’s a legal matter. That’s all I can say.”
Blake’s head began to spin. “Is there any merit to what he’s claiming? Has another child ever died at Pine Ridge?”
“Of course not!” Royce said forcefully. His fists bunched at his sides before he forced himself to relax.
“Look, speaking purely theoretically here, in this industry, we deal with a lot of troubled individuals. We do our best, and I like to think we have an extremely high hit rate of success, but we can’t save all of them. And sometimes, sadly, despite our best efforts, some of those individuals take their own lives. At times, that happens months, even years after they’ve left our care.”
“Is that what happened to that man’s son?”
“I’ve said everything I can,” said Royce. “If you need anything more, there’s a legal firm I’m directed to refer you to.”
“I might just do that,” Blake said as he walked away.
She stared crookedly at his departing back as she tried to work out whether this had anything to do with Chloe’s death. She sighed out loud, deciding she couldn’t make heads or tails of what was going on. Judging by Royce’s coy answers, she guessed that there was a legal nondisclosure agreement at play. Piercing it wouldn’t be a trivial effort.
Feeling her phone buzz in her pocket, Blake fished it out. There was a message on the screen from Ryan.
Are you okay?
She stared numbly at the letters for a few moments. They grew blurry, then crystallized, then lost focus all over again. She blinked and read the message a second time. Was Ryan just asking, or had he seen something?
A second message shed more light on things.
I heard about the shooting on the radio.
Blake felt a warmth rise in her chest at the thought of Ryan’s concern. It was nice to know that there was somebody out there thinking about her. She’d always been close with her brother, Caleb, but they were both busy people, one or the other of them deployed abroad more often than not. In recent years, their relationship had been characterized by intense periods of bonding during a long visit interspersed with weeks or even months of communications blackouts.
And besides, Caleb’s love language—her lip curled with amusement the thought of her big brother even being aware of that term—had always been acts of service rather than words of affirmation. He was always there for her; he just rarely said it.
Before she had a chance to even decide how to respond, her ring tone blared. It was Ryan.
“I know,” he began brusquely after she answered and brought the phone to her ear. “You’re a big girl, and you don’t need no man checking in to see if you’re okay. But I wanted to do it anyway. So are you?”
“There was no shooting, Ryan.”
“But you thought there was, right?” he asked gruffly.
Blake flinched as she was assaulted by the unexpected memory of discharging her firearm in anger for the first time. She’d been forced to do so several months earlier as the sequence of events that followed Caleb’s murder reached their terrible climax. Her first shoot had been a righteous and just one. There was now one fewer rapist and murderer threatening the streets of Monroe County. And in doing so, she’d helped save the lives of several innocent women.
And yet once, sometimes twice a week, she lay awake at 3 a.m. staring at the ceiling and replaying the shooting in her mind, wondering if there was a way that she could have de-escalated the situation. There was no part of her that regretted the action she had taken. There had been no other choice.
But her bullet had still ripped through a man’s body. He might never walk again. His injuries were justice of a kind, but Blake didn’t believe that her role was to be judge, jury, and executioner, all at the same time.
“Yeah,” she said softly, finally allowing her physical reaction to the stress of the events of the past few hours to play out. She began to tremble and gritted her teeth until the fit was over. “I’m okay.”
“Can I do anything to help? I’m here if you need me.”
“I wish you could,” she said with a tired, mirthless laugh. “I think I’m going to have to put a kid away for murder. And…”
She trailed off.
“What is it?” he prompted.
“I don’t know,” Blake admitted. “I don’t—didn’t—think he was guilty. Of Chloe’s death, anyway. Now I’m not so sure. Maybe I just don’t want to believe he could’ve done it. The truth is the evidence points to him.”
“What’s making you believe he’s innocent?”
Blake sighed. “My own shit. I don’t know. I think I see a little of myself in this kid. I’ve never met him, but I went through some… troubles of my own at about the same age. I got lucky. The cops could’ve put me in a place like Pine Ridge and forgotten about me. But I had people who cared enough to throw me the rope I needed to haul myself back up into the light.”
Ryan was quiet for several moments. At last he said, “Then be that person for him. If he’s innocent, prove it. And if he’s guilty, bring him in. He’s only hurting himself the longer he stays on the run. You know that.”
“That’s what I’m worried about,” Blake said softly. “The sheriff has a personal interest in this one. I’m not certain, but I think the victim’s father is his friend. He’s amped up the entire department to find this kid, and he doesn’t seem to care whether he turns up alive or dead. Just that he’s found.”
“Do you have any leads on his location?”
“We have search parties out combing the woods. He stole camping gear, but for all we know, he’s long gone by now. The only part I don’t get is why he came back the other night. I can’t figure why he would take the risk.”
“Need some help? I’m sitting on my hands right now, and I was planning on going hog hunting anyway.”
“I can’t ask you to do that.”
“You didn’t. I offered.”
“Thanks, Ryan. Listen, I have to go.”
“You go do your thing. I’ll dig out my hiking boot.”
Despite her fatigue, Blake couldn’t help but break a smile. Despite losing the lower part of his leg in the line of duty, Ryan was far more capable than most men she’d ever met. It wasn’t just that he was a crack shot, a brilliant tracker, and in impeccable physical condition—it was his drive that separated him from the rest.
After slipping her cell phone back into her pocket, she stood alone for a moment, chewing her lip until her inner turmoil finally faded. Ryan was right. Whether or not Jax was innocent—and whatever his reasons if he was guilty—it was her job to bring him in.
Alive.
And to do that, she needed to know everything there was to know about him.
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M ateo Perez clenched his fingers around the gear selector on the central console of his car as he watched the black SUV slow as it approached his own vehicle. His face was tense, the tiny muscles that scaffolded the sagging flesh exhausted from days of scowling. The SUV pulled up parallel with his car, so that both drivers’ windows faced each other.
He punched at the window button, his frustration building at the time it took for the glass pane to lower. It crescendoed as the window on the SUV took longer still. When it finally opened, two men sat in the front—one he recognized and one he didn’t.
“You told me you had this under control, Joseph,” Perez said, his voice low and threatening. “It doesn’t look that way to me. It’s hit national news, for God’s sake.”
Online, anyway. And only a sparse article that he only knew about as a result of a Google alert. But still.
“Patience,” Joseph Drexler said. “This will all work out.”
“That’s what you told me before—before all this,” he replied, clenching his fist harder around the gear selector. “Seems to me every time I listen to you this hole of mine sinks a foot deeper.”
“You wanted to stay isolated from the clean-up,” Drexler said. “Have you changed your mind?”
Perez glowered back. The question infuriated him, though in truth he didn’t know how to answer. What he wanted was for this whole mess to disappear.
“Was this all part of your plan?” he finally asked.
Drexler glanced at the man sitting in his passenger seat—the fixer—before responding. All this was the other man’s plan. A flicker on his cheeks might have betrayed unease at the way events were unfolding, or perhaps Perez was reading too deeply into it.
“It has to be this way,” he said, meeting his gaze once again.
“Why?”
“After today, the boy will be public enemy number one. He killed your daughter, remember?” Drexler said, his thin lips turning up into something that resembled a smile. “Then he went back and killed a staff member. Now this. He’s armed and dangerous. Law enforcement will shoot him on sight.”
“And if they don’t? What if they arrest him?”
“No one will believe his story. But we won’t let it get that far.”
Perez looked past Drexler at the man sitting in the passenger seat. “I want to hear you say it,” he said. “Promise me you can make this all go away.”
“I’ve been watching the police investigation. They have nothing,” the fixer said. “I’ll make sure it stays that way. The sheriff has a suspect. He wants this in the rearview mirror just as badly as you.”
“I doubt that,” Perez said.
The fixer leaned subtly forward. He met Perez’s gaze without blinking. His voice was oddly soothing. “Relax. Play your part, say nothing, and this nightmare will soon be over. Can you do that?”
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“H ey, Lieutenant?”
Blake turned to see an unfamiliar face. Well, not a completely unfamiliar face. She knew he was one of the department’s newest deputies. She’d attended his swearing-in ceremony. She just couldn’t remember his name.
“Deputy…” she began, quickly searching for the embossed name badge on his chest. “Malik. What can I do for you?”
Two pairs of patrol deputies exited the armory, each carrying a long weapon. She grimaced as she stepped out of their way. The entire station had been mobilized to search for Jax Mitchell. The sheriff had made it abundantly clear that his primary goal was force protection rather than bringing the teenager in alive.
Blake knew and respected most of the station’s deputies by now, though a couple of the old-timers were still reserved in her presence—possibly a result of her actions causing several of their former colleagues to be arrested by the State Bureau of Investigation.
Samir, that’s it, she thought, the approaching deputy’s first name hitting her in a flash of insight.
He reached into his pocket before he stopped and handed her a small white envelope. It looked like the kind used to send a greeting card.
Frowning, Blake accepted the offering. “What is it?”
Deputy Malik shrugged. “Beats me. I found it in my gear this morning. You weren’t around, so I hung on to it until I was done with my shift.”
Blake turned the envelope over in her fingers. Lieutenant Larsen was written in neat handwriting on the front.
Hearing the sound of a sharp whistle, Blake glanced to her right. She saw Melissa gesturing upward, indicating that their witness had arrived. She hurriedly stuffed the envelope in her back pocket. It was barely the size of her palm, so it slid in easily.
“Thanks, Deputy.”
“No problem.”
“You don’t have any idea where it came from?”
“Wish I did. Weirded me out finding it in my jacket. Felt like I’d been reverse-pick-pocketed.”
    
“DR.…” Blake muttered, glancing down at a stack of paper on the conference room table as if to refresh her memory. In reality, she knew exactly who she was looking at. “Bennett. Thanks for coming down this evening. I know it’s late.”
“It’s fine. Mr. Kingsley asked me to, and I was more than happy to oblige. And y’all can call me Kathy.”
Blake had no doubt that the woman who had just entered the conference room in the Criminal Investigation suite of offices was a native North Carolinian. She had a quiet, almost mousy manner of speaking, but it was the way her vowels elongated that gave it away. Instead of oblige, she almost sang ‘obl-ah-ge.’
“Okay, Kathy it is. My name is Lieutenant Blake Larsen. But you can call me Blake. This is my partner, Detective Melissa Wilson.”
“Melissa’s just fine for me, too.” She smiled. “My husband calls me Mel, but only when he’s hankering for a fight.”
Kathy smiled wanly but didn’t respond to Melissa’s weak attempt at humor. Blake studied her closely for a few moments. It was difficult to reconcile the hard, almost brash woman she’d seen in Jax Mitchell’s videotaped therapy sessions with the one standing before her.
“Please, sit,” Blake said, gesturing at an empty chair. “We won’t take more of your time than we have to.”
“Mr. Kingsley said you wanted to learn more about Jackson’s diagnosis,” Kathy said once she was seated.
“That’s right.” Blake nodded, flicking open a notepad and reaching for a ballpoint pen. She placed it diagonally on an empty sheet and looked up. “After this morning’s escalation, I’m sure you can understand that we need to locate Jackson before he does any more harm to himself or others.”
“Of course,” Kathy said, her upper arms twitching slightly. Blake wasn’t sure why until she realized that she was fidgeting with her hands beneath the table. “It was terrifying. You see that kind of thing on the news, but…”
“Please, take your time,” Blake said.
“I’m fine. Please, proceed.”
“Okay.” She glanced down at her pad. On the left-hand page, she’d written a short list of questions in a shorthand—and handwriting—that only she could understand. “Kathy, just so you know, this conversation is being recorded. For the record, the date is August 11, and the time is 8:17 p.m. It’s nothing to worry about. It’s just for our records.”
“Sure.” Kathy shrugged. “I do the same.”
“Thank you for sending over those videos. We really appreciate it.” Melissa smiled. “It’s clear that Jackson was always a difficult patient. Would that be your assessment?”
Kathy paused before answering. She blinked several times in rapid succession, then nodded. “My fundamental impression of Jackson after several months of treating him is that he has an aggression disorder, coupled with depression and low levels of self-esteem. That’s not unusual in cases like his.”
“How do you mean?”
“Jackson never had a relationship with his father. His mother has a problem with substance abuse. He has been in and out of foster care for over a decade. He was never afforded the opportunity to create and maintain consistent loving relationships. As a result, I believe he perceives a lack of control in his life. Like a vicious dog, he acts from a place of fear, rather than anger. Though the result is often the same.”
“Why do you think he called in the shooting threat? Do you believe he intended to go through with it?”
“That would be speculation,” Kathy said in her soft voice.
“Humor us,” Blake said. “We want the best for Jackson, just like you. Anything you can tell us might help.”
“In theory,” Kathy said after a few moments to consider her response, “patients with aggression disorder can also present with problems with impulsivity. They may act without thinking due to poor decision-making skills and an inability to delay gratification. It’s possible that it was a spur of the moment decision. But I can’t say whether he intended to carry it out without being able to assess him.”
“That’s understandable,” Blake said. “Had he ever expressed the desire to do other people harm before?”
Kathy hesitated. A shadow seemed to pass across her face before she responded. “Yes.”
Blake looked up sharply. “Specific threats?”
She shook her head. “No, of course not. If he had threatened any of Pine Ridge’s residents, we would have acted on it.”
“By calling the police?”
Kathy didn’t meet Blake’s eyes as she responded. Though in truth, she had barely done so once since she entered the room.
“That’s likely, yes. I have no professional or legal responsibility to inform law enforcement under state law; the decision is left to me. But I would have made it.”
“So what were these threats? Were they caught on video?”
“Unfortunately not,” Kathy said, shaking her head. “Not all of my sessions are conducted formally, in my office. Sometimes it’s better to meet my patients where they are.”
Blake scratched a note. “Understandable. And the threats?”
“Some were directed at me,” Kathy said. “Others at Mr. Kingsley, or other members of staff.”
“And did he ever act on these threats?”
“On one occasion, he was physically restrained after acting erratically and threatening another resident.”
“Who?”
“Chloe Perez,” Kathy said.
“What?” Blake said sharply. “Why didn’t you inform us of this earlier? When did this happen?”
“I wasn’t asked. I don’t know, maybe two weeks ago?”
“What was the nature of the threat?” Melissa asked. “Did Chloe say?”
Kathy shook her head firmly. “She refused. My impression was that she didn’t want to be seen as a snitch. I should’ve pushed harder. Maybe things wouldn’t have gone as they did.”
“Do you have contemporaneous notes?” Blake asked.
“I’m not sure,” Kathy said. “No, I don’t think so.”
“Was this kind of event so common it wasn’t even worth noting in Jackson’s file?”
“Not exactly.”
“Then how do you explain the omission?”
“I’m not sure. I should have been more diligent.”
Blake resisted the urge to glance in disbelief at her partner. It was inconceivable to her that an institution caring for minors would physically restrain an individual under their care without even making a note of the event. Whether Dr. Katherine Bennett knew it or not, it was yet another in a long list of strikes against Pine Ridge’s professionalism that Blake would be forwarding to Child Protective Services.
“Okay,” she said placidly instead, scribbling a reminder on her pad. She sensed Kathy’s eyes dropping to the paper in an attempt to read what was being written but knew that her scrawl was far too indecipherable for that.
“So Jackson threatened Chloe?”
“They had an argument.” She nodded. “It got physical. But I already told you, I don’t know any more than that.”
“What about Dani Andrews? Did he have any disagreements with her?”
“Not to my knowledge.”
“Do you have any idea why he was present in her cabin two nights ago?”
“I have no idea.”
“Do you believe that Jackson could be capable of murder?”
She nodded quickly. “Yes, I do.”
“Why?”
“For the reasons I’ve already mentioned. Jackson’s problems with aggression and impulsivity could easily spiral out of control in the right conditions. Or the wrong ones, I guess. My professional view is that if he felt betrayed by someone he believed he could trust, then he might easily snap.”
“Is that what happened with Chloe?”
“I can’t speak to the specifics of his relationship with either Chloe Perez or Dani Andrews.”
“Of course not,” Blake said. She stared directly into Kathy’s eyes, waiting until the woman finally felt unable to resist meeting her gaze any longer. “If you thought Jackson Mitchell was capable of murder, why didn’t you tell anyone? Why didn’t you even note your concerns in his file?”
To Blake’s surprise, Kathy’s eyes flashed. For just a moment, she resembled the woman from the taped therapy sessions rather than the mousy wallflower sitting opposite. As quickly as it appeared, it was gone.
“Clinical psychology isn’t an exact science. I developed an initial impression of my patient, but due to his unwillingness to engage in our sessions together, I was withholding judgment until I was sure. I’ll regret that failure for the rest of my life.”
“What about Chloe?” Blake asked.
Kathy stiffened. “Can you be more specific?”
“Did you fail her?”
“She’s dead, isn’t she?”
“You restrained her, as well as Jax,” Blake observed. “Why?”
“She could be a danger to herself. I already explained how this works when you asked about Jackson. Chloe expressed fantasies of self-harm. On multiple occasions I judged it necessary to escalate her treatment protocol. What else would you have me do?”
Blake didn’t answer the dangling question, parrying instead with one of her own. “Which is when you injected her with drugs.”
“Medicine,” Kathy said quickly. “I think it’s important to treat suicidal ideation as hard and fast as possible. Do you disagree?”
“I’m not a qualified professional.”
“On that,” Kathy said coldly, “we agree.”
“Okay.” Blake leaned back in her chair and glanced at Melissa. “Anything you want to add?”
“I don’t think so.”
Blake reached into her pocket and pulled out a business card. She slid it across the table. “If you remember anything else or find any of your notes, please don’t hesitate to give me a call. Anytime. I don’t sleep much.”
“Can I go?”
“You’re not under arrest.” Blake smiled. “Thanks for coming in.”
The two detectives waited for Kathy to stand up and exit the room, watching her through the glass windows as she walked down the corridor and out of sight.
“She was cagey,” Melissa said at long last. “Felt like she was hiding something.”
“Maybe she’s worried about legal liability,” Blake murmured. She felt the same way as her partner. “You saw those tapes. I can’t imagine that’s standard practice.”
“Or she’s our killer.”
Blake looked sideways at her. “You don’t like Jax for it?”
Melissa chewed her lip. “I think all the evidence we have points in his direction. It’s just that we don’t have much evidence in the first place. We’re trying to bake a cake while we’re short a dozen eggs and a sack of flour. Maybe he’s guilty.”
“But?”
“Like I said, our actual evidence is minimal and flaky at best. There’s no physical evidence to suggest that Chloe was even murdered. Her death might be a case of physical neglect coupled with a pre-existing heart condition. It’s implausible that Jax had anything to do with either of those. Royce Kingsley even admitted that they use calorie restriction to modify behavior at Pine Ridge. Perhaps they went too far.”
“Then what was he doing in Dani Andrews’ cabin?”
Melissa shrugged. “I don’t know. But we have no conclusive proof that her death was anything other than a suicide. Let’s say we catch the kid. What can we even charge him with?”
“Making false threats.” Blake shrugged. It was a class H felony, but Jax was unlikely to do more than a couple months behind bars. “Crap. You’re right.”
“Or he was telling the truth in that first 911 call,” Melissa said. “He didn’t kill Chloe, and he didn’t kill Dani Andrews either.”
“If you’re right, then something else is going on here. And we’re not seeing the full picture.”
Melissa snorted. “You think?”
Blake stayed silent for a long while. Finally, she pushed back her chair. “Either way, we need to find him. And fast.”
Her phone buzzed on the table. She saw Ryan’s name flash on up on the screen and almost didn’t read the contents of the message. When she did, it took a moment to process before it made any sense.
I found him. Looking at his camp site right now. What do you want me to do?
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B lake grimaced as Melissa’s head made an audible thud as it collided with the passenger window at the apex of a hard left turn. As she gunned the engine to once again pick up speed, she shot her an apologetic glance and muttered a terse “Sorry.”
“Don’t mention it,” Melissa groaned, reaching up and rubbing the affected section of bone. Blake spared a glimpse and saw with relief that her partner wasn’t bleeding.
As the sun-dappled road was swallowed by a much darker section cast by the thick woodland canopy overhead, the reflection of the vehicle’s emergency lights was clearly visible on the black hood. The only audible sound was the roar of the car’s engine—they were speeding without sirens. It was a conscious attempt to avoid tipping Jax off. There were too few deputies available to get a thorough cordon in place before he would be able to slip away.
But it was a risk.
“We’re two miles out,” Melissa said, apparently forgetting her pain as she looked back down at the satellite map on her phone.
“Kill the lights,” Blake said. Though it pained her to do so, she loosened the pressure on the gas pedal at the same time. The sound of a revving engine would give the game away just as quickly as a police siren.
The final three minutes felt like driving through molasses. Blake ground her molars down to their roots as she attempted to steal glances at the map.
“Keep your eyes on the road,” Melissa chided. “I have a husband to get back to.”
Finally, they arrived at the map coordinates that Ryan had called in. Blake popped her door and jumped out, reaching down to slap the Velcro fastening on the side of her flak vest into place. The protective equipment was the only concession either woman had made to procedure. They should have called Ryan’s tip in. SWAT should be on standby. A dozen deputies should be converging on their location at this very minute.
They had done none of those things. Which meant that if this went sideways, both of their jobs were on the line. Blake had decided that if it came to it, she would fall on her own sword to spare Melissa the repercussions. But there was no guarantee that that ploy would work. She was grateful for Melissa’s loyalty.
She just wasn’t sure she deserved it.
“Ready?” she said in a low whisper as she drew her service weapon.
Melissa nodded. The two women scanned each other critically, each checking that the other was suitably attired and equipped. That done, they moved into the tree line without another word being said.
Blake’s brow knotted with every step deeper into the woods.
How the hell did Ryan end up out here?
She flinched as a twig cracked underneath her right heel, then cursed herself for losing her focus. She could ask him later. Right now, she just needed to concentrate on staying alive. And more importantly, keeping her partner that way.
She redoubled her focus and scanned the ground ahead of her with fierce intensity, searching for any signs that the earth had been recently disturbed. Something must have caught Ryan’s attention to lead him this deep into the middle of nowhere. Her gaze moved rhythmically from side to side in search of footsteps, discarded trash, or any other sign of human disturbance.
But it just looked like any other acre of pine woodland in the state. The floor lay an inch thick with dropped needles that deadened the sound of most of her steps but covered sticks and twigs that lurked like traps in the underbrush.
Blake glanced to her side, attracted by a low click from Melissa’s tongue. Her partner was standing about fifteen feet to her right, service weapon close to her body and aimed toward the dirt. Melissa glanced at the cell phone held in her left hand, then gestured deeper into the woods, somewhere up and to the left.
He’s up there, she mouthed.
She answered with a curt nod, dropping her gaze back to the ground before she dared to keep pushing ahead. The section of ground immediately ahead of her dipped into a shallow trench-like depression. The base was coated with small stones and had dried into a hardened shell of mud. It was a dried-out streambed. Not much of an obstacle but enough to prey on any lack of concentration.
Blake hopped over it and landed gently on the other side. She had rarely trained to operate in terrain like this while in the Army—most CID work was done behind a desk—but her natural athleticism had reasserted itself in recent months and currently shone through. Mostly. Despite the low intensity of the pursuit, Blake’s brow was soaked in sweat, and her heart was bouncing off her already battered rib cage, sending little aftershocks of pain reverberating throughout her body.
The two women moved hopscotch style for the next hundred yards—first Melissa would dart forward ten or twenty feet, then she would stop, scan the terrain ahead of her, and cover Blake’s advance. Then the whole process repeated itself.
It was a slow and painstaking way to travel. And it allowed plenty of thinking time. Too much. Her palms grew first clammy, then slick, and she found herself in an endless cycle of drying them against her pants, barely buying herself a few seconds’ grace.
Melissa’s left hand came up into an awkward fist, the fingers clasped over her phone. Blake understood the signal instantly and froze. She scanned the area in search of whatever detail had alerted her partner. She narrowed her gaze as she saw an unusual puddle of gray on the otherwise green and brown surface of the woodland floor. It was about thirty feet up ahead.
Blake cautiously made her way forward to examine the item. Before looking down, she searched the tree line in every direction for any hint of danger. Once she was satisfied that there was no immediate threat, she crouched and turned her attention down.
The object was a T-shirt. It had either been discarded or had perhaps fallen unintentionally. It wasn’t dirty enough to have been out here long. The real giveaway that it was a piece of evidence, though, was the Pine Ridge logo that was just barely visible amid the folds.
Looking up, Blake saw that Melissa had registered the significance of their discovery. The two women looked around them, hunting for any other sign of human disturbance. Somewhere in the distance, she heard the dull roar of a powerful vehicle’s engine. It sounded relatively close—perhaps within a mile—though it was difficult to be certain in this environment.
There’s something up there, Blake mouthed, raising her arm and pointing another forty or fifty feet through the trees and slightly to the right.
In the darkness cast by the tree canopy, it was difficult to make out any more detail than a vague sense that what she was looking at simply didn’t belong. Whatever it was, it was almost at the summit of an incline on the terrain. A number of fallen pine trunks lay lengthwise on the ground, some relatively recent, others half-swallowed by foliage, wood becoming earth and a home for fresh growth that formed long mounds several feet high.
They made it about halfway up before a sound caused Blake’s chin to snap up and the hackles on the back of her neck to rise. Melissa wheeled around, her weapon raised and ready to fire. Blake caught herself just in time, recognizing something familiar in the tone.
“Pssst. Over here!”
Ryan was lying flat on the ground on the other side of one of the pine trunk mounds. He wore hunting gear, and the camouflage made him almost invisible. He raised his hand to signal his location. The two women moved toward him and crouched down.
“His camp’s fifty yards that way,” Ryan said, gesturing further to the right, just over the summit of the low hill. He picked up a pair of binoculars that rested on a soft case on the ground. “Looks like he’s been there a couple of days. I think he’s there now.”
“You think?” Blake said.
“There’s a tent. I saw movement, but it could’ve been the wind. Didn’t get eyes on the kid. Retreated here so I didn’t get spotted.”
“Good move.”
Blake noticed the side-arm holstered at Ryan’s waist but said nothing. She reached out and squeezed his arm in thanks, flushing when she realized that Melissa had noticed. She played it off as best she could.
“What now?” Melissa whispered. “Should we call it in?”
“No,” Blake decided instantly, giving a quick shake of her head. “Let’s go take a look first.”
She turned to Ryan and nodded at him to take the lead. He rose silently, reminding her of one of the first nights after they met, when the two of them had moved stealthily through the darkness to stake out a warehouse from which a drug running operation was taking place.
Just like then, he appeared to float over the woodland floor. Blake and Melissa walked as quietly as they were able, but their movement was still accompanied by the whisper of moving pine needles and the occasional muffled snap of a thin twig.
It took them several minutes to climb the gentle slope. The two detectives moved at Ryan’s measured pace, rather than at the almost physical urging of Blake’s inner impatience. As the crest of the slope came into view, Ryan flashed a clenched fist and lowered himself nimbly to the ground. Blake noticed with surprise that the change in his gait was barely noticeable. If she didn’t know he had a bionic foot, she probably wouldn’t have noticed.
Ryan lowered himself onto his front and belly-crawled to the summit. Blake and Melissa followed suit. They lay side by side and peered over the edge.
The campsite was sparse. Blake recognized the color and model of the one-person tent from the storeroom at Pine Ridge. It had been erected at the base of a tree trunk, and someone had taken the time to rest a few thin branches and scraps of foliage against its walls to disguise its silhouette. A handful of seemingly empty plastic water bottles were scattered around the entrance, and a plastic grocery bag seemingly stuffed with trash hung limply in the air.
Where did the supplies come from?
The tent’s entrance was zipped shut, and the temporary structure was entirely motionless. There was no way of knowing for sure whether anyone was inside. But as Blake and Melissa traded glances, she felt a certainty growing inside her. They had located the subject of their investigation.
“So what now?” Ryan asked in a low voice.
“It’s time to get some answers,” she replied. “Melissa and I will take it the rest of the way.”
Ryan simply nodded, his face expressionless. Blake had always liked that about him. He was the protective type, but unlike most men, it wasn’t for the sake of his own ego. He knew when to park his feelings.
“Melissa—take right,” Blake said, gesturing at a path down toward the hollow in which Jax’s tent was erected. “Let’s get as close as we can before we introduce ourselves. Sound good?”
“You got it,” Melissa replied.
Blake turned to Ryan. She shot him a thankful look. “You okay to cover us?”
He slowly drew his weapon. “Yep.”
“Then let’s do this.”
She carefully climbed to her feet. The slope down to Jax’s tent was short and sharp—significantly steeper than the hike up. Unlike the soft, pine needle-strewn woodland floor, it was pitted with small stones.
With a curt nod, both she and Melissa began the brief climb down. Tiny pebbles skittered downward, like hail sliding down a tin roof. Blake winced at the sound, but there was no helping it. Every step she took knocked more loose. She had visions of Jax coming out blazing. The descent was exposed, without tree cover to protect them, and unstable underfoot. She didn’t trust her aim in these conditions. Knowing Ryan was covering her was comforting, but it was a long shot for a pistol, even for him.
She breathed a sigh of relief as she reached the bottom of the slope without incident. The tent was only twenty feet away now. A quick glance to her right revealed that Melissa was also down. She shot her a thumbs-up, paused for a second to catch her breath, then flicked a two-finger gesture forward.
Let’s move.
Blake chose every footstep carefully. She felt as though Ryan’s influence was guiding her every movement. Ten feet. Then five. Now she was practically standing over the gray and red tent, almost close enough to reach out and touch it.
She inhaled slowly but deeply and waited for Melissa to join her. It only took a few seconds. The two women stood separated by no more than a man’s length, both with their pistols drawn and aimed.
Now Blake held up three fingers. Two.
One.
“Monroe County Sheriff’s Department,” she called out in a firm, commanding voice that carried through the trees. “Come out with your hands up. Now!”
For a heartbeat, Blake heard nothing at all. She began to wonder if the tent was empty, after all. And then a rustle of movement.
A hoarse voice yelped inside, breaking in a high-pitched squeak in the unmistakable fashion of a teenage boy. “What?”
“Jax, is that you?” Blake said, leavening her imposing tone with a dash of softness. “Come out, kid. We just want to talk.”
“How—”
Crack.
Before Jax had a chance to finish, or even barely start his sentence, the unmistakable reverberation of a rifle shot echoed through the woods. Blake instinctively flinched and watched out of her peripheral vision as her partner did the same. She ran her free hand up and down her torso, searching for a wound. It took a couple of seconds to realize that neither she nor Melissa was injured.
She began to believe she had heard nothing more than an errant shot from some distant hunting party. But the sound was close. Way too close.
Blake looked down. A one-inch hole had been punched through the canvas several feet to her left. The bullet hadn’t missed her and Melissa. They just weren’t the target.
Jax was.
She dropped to her knee, spun, and reflexively brought her weapon up to cover the tree line. She scanned frantically left and right in search of the shooter. But there was nothing. No one was out there.
“Blake, get down!” Ryan yelled. She just barely saw movement at the top of the slope as he jerked into action.
“Where did that come from?” Melissa hissed.
“Jax, get out of there right now,” Blake called, shuffling toward the tent opening and blindly reaching for the zipper with her free hand. She searched fruitlessly for it for a couple of seconds before breaking and turning her attention to the fiddly metal part. “We need to go!”
Two more cracks sounded in quick succession. Then a third, which landed a couple of feet too high. A puff of splinters burst from the trunk of the pine that towered over Jax’s tent.
“Come on, kid!” Blake hissed, automatically loosing off two rounds of her own in the direction of the incoming fire. Her heart redoubled its pounding, the beats coming in erratic, jumpy bursts. “You’re not in trouble. But we need to move right now.”
Several more gunshots echoed through the trees in the distance. Blake cringed and ducked in anticipation of more incoming fire, righting herself a moment later. The sound of the caliber was different. Ryan was returning fire.
Instantly understanding that he would keep the shooter pinned down, Blake spun around and turned her full attention to the tent zipper. In one swift movement, she pulled it down, across, and up, and dived inside.
Her blood ran cold.
She was too late.
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A n ambulance peeled away from the red brick entrance to the emergency room at the Cape Fear Valley Medical Center in Fayetteville, punching its lights and sirens as it accelerated toward its destination.
Blake slowed to let it pass, grinding the top and bottom rows of her molars so hard against one another, her jaw muscles threatened to lock up. A dull headache was beginning to build, sending columns of pain up the side of Blake’s right temple. It hurt to chew. But as thinking about her failure hurt more, she embraced the distraction.
“There’s a space,” Melissa said, pointing to a parking spot not far from the entrance.
The two detectives had barely spoken on the fifty-mile journey from the scene of Jax’s shooting. Blake didn’t break her grim silence as she guided the unmarked cruiser between the two white lines. There was nothing to say. Whoever had shot Jax had gotten away. With the superior firepower, accuracy and range offered by a rifle over pistols, they had been able to keep the three of them at bay long enough to escape.
Blake’s boots were coated in dust and fragments of half-decayed pine needles. Her eyes still stung from the grit thrown by the rotors of the helicopter medevac that had carried Jax out of a clearing in the forest. The last news they had was that he’d arrived at the emergency room about a half hour earlier. Since then, silence. They didn’t even know whether he was dead or alive.
“Dammit,” Blake muttered as she reached for the door handle, the end of the journey breaking the semi-meditative state she’d slipped into since watching the chopper lift off.
She saw for the first time that her fingers were stained in dark dried blood. Her throat knotted up at the memory of scrambling over to Jax’s fallen body, his almost adult frame appearing strangely shrunken as he struggled for breath on the ground, pink foam bubbling from the bullet wound that had entered through the rib cage on his left-hand side. Another gunshot wound had pierced his stomach, and by the time Blake had collapsed on her knees at his side, there was a dinner plate-sized bloodstain on his olive-green T-shirt.
For a moment, just a fraction of a second, she had frozen. It had seemed impossible that anybody could survive such wounds. It was only when Ryan appeared at her side, the steel blade of a razor-sharp pocketknife gleaming in his hand that she’d jerked back into action. As Ryan sliced the sodden material of his T-shirt from the belly to the neck in one swift yet deliberate upward cut, Blake ran her fingers along the teenager’s blood-soaked skin in search of further injuries.
As he gasped for breath, his body almost fitting against the earthy ground, she cleared his airway and tilted his head back.
“Blake?”
Melissa’s voice punctured Blake’s reverie. Realizing that her partner was staring at her, an expression of concern obvious on her face, she shook herself and pulled the car door open.
“Sorry.”
“Don’t be.”
Ignoring the shocked expressions on the faces of passers-by, Blake strode toward the entrance. Her front was covered in barely dried blood, her knees dark with filth, her hands stained. She looked more like a creature from a horror film than a law enforcement officer.
“Can I help you?” a security guard asked, swiftly intercepting the two women as they strode through the automatic glass doors. His hand moved toward the radio on his belt as if to request assistance.
Blake gestured at the badge on her belt and neatly sidestepped him as she made a beeline for the reception desk. She cut to the front of the line, quickly assessing that nobody in it was in any immediate danger to life and limb.
“I’m looking for Jax Mitchell,” she said brusquely.
“Who?”
Placing both blood-stained palms on the glistening white plastic of the reception desk, Blake leaned forward. Her voice dropped a full octave and grew dangerous. “The kid who just got medevacked here. He’s got two bullet wounds to his front. Kind of hard to miss.”
The woman behind the counter’s eyes widened, then drifted to Blake’s left, where Melissa was standing. Her partner held her badge out.
“I can look,” she said quickly. “What did you say his name was again?”
“Jackson Mitchell,” Blake said, impatiently drumming her fingers against the desk surface.
“I don’t have anybody by that name,” the receptionist said after a moment’s pause. “They must not have processed him yet.”
“Look harder,” Blake hissed.
In truth, she wasn’t sure exactly why she needed to find where Jax was being treated. It had taken the first ambulance almost twenty minutes to arrive. He’d long since slipped into unconsciousness by the time she had helped the EMS workers stretcher his limp form to a nearby clearing large enough to accommodate the helicopter. She’d had enough time to interpret the concerned looks on their faces. It was unlikely he would wake up anytime soon. It was possible he never would at all.
“Okay, I have a John Doe being prepped for surgery for bullet wounds to the chest and abdomen,” the receptionist said, the words spilling from her lips as if she was worried Blake might escalate to violence. “Actually, he’s just gone in.”
“How’s he doing?”
The woman simply shrugged helplessly.
Blake flexed her right hand into a fist, drawing a concerned glance from the receptionist.
“Can you help us find where he’s being treated?” Melissa interjected, clearly concerned where this was leading.
Another weak shrug. “He’ll be in surgery for hours. Visitors aren’t allowed into the operating theaters.”
“We’ll wait,” Melissa replied, turning toward a row of plastic chairs fixed against the wall behind her.
Picking up a pen and a scrap of paper, the woman scribbled down a room number and directions to a private waiting room. Blake wondered whether it was standard procedure when the cops came calling or whether it had something to do with their disheveled and bloodstained appearances.
“If it helps,” the receptionist added as they began walking off, “the aircrew haven’t left yet. At least, I didn’t hear them take off. If you’re quick, you might catch them.”
    
THEY FOUND the two Carolina Air Care EMS paramedics in a staff break room. Both appeared to have washed up and changed into fresh uniforms, but Blake detected the same emptiness in their eyes as she guessed she would see if she was foolish enough to risk looking into a mirror.
“I’m sorry,” she said after she introduced herself. “I didn’t catch either of your names earlier.”
“Don’t be. It’s not every day we get called to pick up a shot kid,” one of the paramedics replied, looking up with a faint glimmer of recognition in her eyes. She was a petite Asian woman, Blake guessed Vietnamese by birth, whose diminutive size belied a fierce strength that she’d demonstrated in helping lift Jax into the chopper. “Thank God. It’s Marianne.”
Her partner introduced himself as Jemal. He had a powerful build, his face pockmarked by teenage acne scars. Other than that, he didn’t talk much.
“How’s he doing, Marianne?” Melissa asked.
The paramedic shrugged sadly. “It’s going to be touch and go,” she said. “The surgeons were already scrubbed up by the time we touched down, so he went right into surgery. That’s good. But I haven’t heard anything since then. Do you know him?”
The question struck Blake. She didn’t know Jax Mitchell. In fact, she’d never actually met the kid. But she’d looked more deeply into his life than she guessed anyone had in years. She knew things about him that very few others did.
Her throat grew heavy. “Not exactly. But we’ve been looking out for him.”
“The docs here are good,” Marianne said softly. “We drop patients off all the time. If he can be saved, they will.”
Blake nodded slowly. She didn’t trust her voice. Strangely, she thought of Ryan and realized that she hadn’t thanked him for finding Jax. There had been too much going on. The only thing that had mattered was getting to the hospital.
“He woke up,” Marianne said, looking up from her coffee and searching for Blake’s gaze. “About ten minutes into the flight. Only for a few seconds.”
“Did he say anything?” Melissa asked.
“He didn’t do it,” Jemal said gruffly. He lifted his coffee cup to his lips and took a long swig.
“How do you know?” Blake asked.
“No,” Marianne said. “That’s what he kept saying. I didn’t do it. I didn’t do it. Over and over again before he slipped back under. I thought he was going to flatline right then. But his heart kept beating. Barely.”
“Thank you,” Melissa said.
“Just doing our job,” Marianne said.
But Blake sensed that she appreciated Melissa’s words. Being a paramedic was like being a cop. You shouldered the worst that humanity could throw at you, day after day, week after week, for crappy pay and less recognition. Most of the time, it was your mistakes that defined you, not the successes that nobody ever saw. It was important to be reminded that you mattered.
The two detectives walked to the private waiting room, where they found an en suite washroom. Twenty minutes later, both had cleaned themselves up as best they could. Blake could do nothing about the dried bloodstains on her clothes, but at least her skin was no longer stained rust red. She had a bug-out bag with a fresh outfit in the cruiser, but right now she couldn’t summon the energy to go get it. As she watched Melissa collapse listlessly into a squeaky faux-leather armchair, it seemed her partner felt the same way.
They sat in silence for a long time. The clock above the door was digital, but Blake felt as though she could hear the seconds ticking over, as harsh as any mechanical clock. Minutes turned into hours without any update. Melissa stepped out, returning with the news that forensics had processed the shooting scene. Nothing they had found would break the case wide open.
Blake let her face sink into her hands. She rubbed her temples in an attempt to dispel her headache, which had settled in for the long haul. She thought about finding a nurse and asking for some painkillers but stubbornly decided against it. She almost welcomed the pain, as if it was some kind of penance for her failure.
If he dies, it’s on you.
Jax Mitchell was no more guilty of killing Chloe Perez than she was. She couldn’t yet prove it, but she knew it in her bones. He was a victim in all this, just as Chloe was, just as Dani Andrews was. Somebody clearly wanted him out of the picture—the question was: why?
And if she had just realized that in time, maybe he wouldn’t be lying on some cold metal table in the bowels of this sterile hospital, with surgeons slicing fresh cuts into him in a desperate attempt to save his life. An image of his bloodied form greeted her as she blinked. There had been so much blood. It was hard to believe that anyone could survive the injuries he’d suffered. He had a man’s body, but he was still a boy. And if by some miracle he lived, he would bear the scars for decades to come.
“We fucked up,” Blake said, finally breaking the silence in the waiting room. “We missed something.”
“Yeah. We did.”
“He wanted the world to know he didn’t kill Chloe,” Blake said, thinking out loud. “Even though he didn’t know whether he was going to live or die, he wanted to make sure that someone was listening.”
“It feels like the world has ignored Jax for a very long time,” Melissa said quietly.
“Well, not us. Not any longer,” Blake said fiercely. “I don’t care what it takes. We’re going to get the bastard responsible for this.”
Melissa looked up and matched her gaze. “I’m with you. But where do we start?”
Blake thrust herself upright. Her legs felt heavy and were slow to respond. She scrunched her hand into a fist before releasing it several times, then paced around the cramped room to get her blood going. The movement helped clear some of the fog that had overcome her over the past few hours. She was never good sitting on her ass. She needed to keep moving, keep turning the case over in her mind.
But this newfound clarity did little to change the facts on the ground. If Jax Mitchell wasn’t responsible for Chloe’s death, then that meant somebody else was. And they were no closer to catching the real killer than when they started. The camp’s therapist, Kathy Bennett, gave Blake the creeps. She was certain the woman didn’t have the right temperament to care for troubled kids. But did that make her a killer?
Similarly, there was no doubt that Royce Kingsley was singularly unsuited to act as guardian for a guinea pig, let alone dozens of impressionable teenagers. The standards of care at Pine Ridge were clearly insufficient, bordering on outright neglect. But what motive could he have had to harm Chloe?
And how were Dani’s murder and today’s attempted murder of Jax connected to Chloe’s death? Was the same person responsible for all three crimes?
Then there was the mass shooting threat Jax had called in. He might not have killed Chloe or had anything to do with Dani Andrews’ death, but why make that call?
There was also the man who had accosted Kingsley at the press conference, claiming he had killed his son. Pine Ridge security claimed he had trespassed on camp grounds on multiple occasions. He was clearly mentally unwell. Could he have had some role in Chloe’s death? It was a leap, but it wasn’t like she was swimming in hard leads right now.
Finally, what about Joseph Drexler, Royce Kingsley’s financier? The exchange she had seen between the two men was heated—especially for a man who professed not to care about the money. But was there anything more to his interest than concern about his investment?
Blake sighed. She had a whole lot of questions but damn few answers.
Chewing her lip, she reached back and hooked her thumbs into the rear pockets of her jeans. The right thumb brushed against what felt like a scrap of paper. Frowning, she pushed her entire hand inside and tugged it out.
It was only when she pulled it out that she recognized the envelope that a deputy had handed her right before she sat down to interview Kathy Bennett. She cocked her head and studied it for a couple of seconds, then slid a nail underneath the sealed flap.
“What’s that?” Melissa asked as she tore the envelope open.
As Blake read the short passage of text, a frisson of energy ran through her. She let the envelope to her side and stared into Melissa’s eyes. “I think we found that start you were looking for.”





26

“H i,” Blake said in a gentle tone of voice as the front door to an enormous McMansion swung open, revealing a slight female teenager with almost elfin features. Her hair was recovering from being shaved in the recent past. She now had about an inch of dirty blond fuzz, but without the framing of longer hair to soften her features, she looked almost gaunt. “Are you Abby?”
Abby Thornton was the name scrawled at the bottom of the note Blake had read in the hospital. There were no contact details, but only one Thornton family was registered with the DMV within fifty miles, so she hadn’t proven difficult to track down. According to her criminal record, she was fifteen years old, with a couple of citations for shoplifting in the past nine months, along with a note on her police file that indicated she’d been picked up while visibly intoxicated.
The girl nodded silently. She seemed wary, her eyes rapidly shifting back and forth between Melissa and Blake. She didn’t let the door swing fully open, but instead used it as a physical shield. She was wearing expensive-looking Nike sneakers and had an Airpod in her left ear.
“Are your parents home?” Blake asked, wondering what the source of the girl’s troubles were, given the evidence of her outwardly enviable life.
This time, Abby shook her head.
“Okay,” Blake replied, skilfully masking the look of relief that might otherwise have swept across her features. “Do you mind if we talk anyway? My name’s Lieutenant Blake Larsen. I got your note.”
“I know who you are,” Abby said. Her tone was surprisingly confident given the way she was shielding her body. “You introduced yourself at camp.”
“That’s right. You were there?” Blake asked, trying to remember Abby’s face from the crowd of teenagers who had stared silently back at her in the mess hall.
Abby nodded.
“Are you doing okay, Abby?” Blake asked cautiously. “The last few days must have been hard.”
“Okay?” she responded with surprising force, her eyes flashing with anger. “What do you think?”
Blake trod cautiously. “I’m not sure. That’s why I’m asking.”
“My friend is dead. And I just saw on the TV that Jax got shot while you were arresting him. Did you do it? They’re saying he might not make it.”
“That’s possible,” Blake allowed. “The best doctors are looking after him, but the truth is we don’t know whether or not he’ll pull through. But no, I didn’t shoot Jax. Nor did my partner, or any cop, for that matter.”
“You’re lying,” Abby snapped.
“I’m not, Abby.”
“So what were you doing there? Are you trying to say it was just a coincidence? Yeah, right. You wanted him to die so that all this mess would disappear. I know you did.”
The derision dripped off Abby’s tongue so freely it caused Blake to wonder where the girl’s distrust of authority had come from. It was clearly deeply rooted. But then, she realized, it would be more surprising to find someone who had cycled through Pine Ridge who still trusted that adults were looking out for them. They had plenty of evidence to the contrary.
She decided that she had to play Abby straight. That was her only hope of gaining her trust. Any other approach risked turning the girl off completely.
“We were there to arrest him,” she said. “That’s our job. He made threats against you and other residents. We needed to make sure he wasn’t going to act on them. But Abby, I’m a detective. I’m not interested in hiding secrets. I prefer bringing them out into the open.”
Abby studied her suspiciously, her gaze so piercing Blake felt as though her skin was being scraped with sandpaper. The longer it went on, the more Blake sensed she was seesawing between earning the girl’s confidence and losing it completely.
“Why did you write that note, Abby?” she said, taking a chance. “You wrote that Jax and Chloe were friends, that he would never do anything to hurt her.”
“Because it’s the truth!” Abby said, flinging her hand up and scraping her fingernails against her scalp. She seemed frustrated. “Even when he was on report, Chloe found ways of communicating with him. She got in trouble for it, but she never cared. She was a hundred times the person those pigs will ever be.”
“Jax disappeared right after Chloe was found dead,” Blake said. “Do you know why?”
“He probably knew that they would pin her death on him,” Abby said suspiciously.
“Who are they?”
“Mr. Kingsley never liked Jax. No one in the administration did. They had a hard-on for punishing him. He couldn’t do anything right, no matter how hard he tried. Chloe thought they needed, I don’t know, a scapegoat.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“Like, somebody they could punish to show the rest of us what the consequences were for stepping out of line. That whole place is fucked. I’m never going back. I don’t care what my parents say. I’ll run away before going back there.”
Blake could tell by Abby’s rigid posture that she meant every word of it. This was definitely more than just a troubled teenager’s natural dissatisfaction with authority. Even with the best of intentions, rules didn’t always make sense at that age, when the developing brain naturally began to bridle at restriction and attempt to test the boundaries. But Abby seemed almost terrified at the thought of returning to Pine Ridge.
“What’s it like there?” she asked. “I won’t repeat anything you tell me. I just want to get to the bottom of your friend’s death. And I want to bring whoever is responsible for shooting Jax to justice. It sounds like something’s rotten at the camp.”
“You won’t believe me. My parents don’t listen.”
“Try me.”
Abby paused for a moment to collect her thoughts. She looked down at the ground, and her shoulders slumped. When she began speaking, her tone was exhausted rather than angry. Her rage seemed to have burned out.
“I steal things,” she admitted. “I don’t know why. I don’t need to. I have everything I want. The first time I took something, I got this rush. It was only a bottle of perfume. But I felt high after taking it. Like I was drunk or something. I know it’s wrong. My parents made me go to the store and apologize. I was grounded for weeks.”
Blake wasn’t sure where this was going, but now that Abby was talking, she prompted her to continue. “But you did it again?”
“Right. I couldn’t help myself. And I hated myself for it after. My dad pisses me off, but I know he means well. He just doesn’t know how to be a parent. My mom, I don’t think she really cares. Anyway, Dad suggested Pine Ridge. Mr. Kingsley came to our house. He promised he could fix me. And I wanted that, I swear.”
“So you went?”
“Yeah. But it didn’t take long for me to realize they don’t care about fixing you. While I was away, Kingsley brainwashed my parents into keeping me there. It wasn’t my choice anymore. The whole thing’s a scam.”
“What do you mean?”
“You know how much Pine Ridge charges each week?”
Blake shook her head.
“Five thousand bucks,” Abby spat. “Every single week. You think anyone wants to make that gravy train stop? You’ve been there. We sleep in log cabins. The food’s shitty. Where’s the money going?”
“The staff?” Blake suggested, playing devil’s advocate.
Abby snorted derisively. “Most of them work for free.”
Blake’s forehead wrinkled. “Why do you say that?”
“Chloe told me. She said Dani told her. They’re all part of Mr. Kingsley’s little cult.”
“Chloe knew Dani Andrews?” Melissa interjected.
Abby nodded. “Dani was one of the nice ones. She was lost herself, but she always seemed to know that what they were doing there was wrong. The rest of them were just evil. I don’t care how bad they are hurting inside, you don’t do that to kids.”
“What did they do?”
“Did you interview that bitch therapist?” Abby spat.
“Doctor Bennett? Yes, we did.”
“She’s a monster. Her therapy sessions are insane. She calls them circle sessions. Maybe ten of us sit in a group, all facing each other, and someone has to stand in the center while the others break them down. She slips some of the kids secrets, private things that no one’s supposed to know. Anything that can hurt you, anything that can cut you, no matter how traumatic, it’s fair game for her. How’s that supposed to help us?”
For the first time, Blake and Melissa exchanged shocked glances. There was no way that what Abby was describing was an approved form of psychiatric treatment.
Steadying her voice, Blake asked, “Did this happen more than once?”
Abby laughed out loud. “Every couple of days.”
“Who else in the staff knew about it?”
“All of them. If they claim they didn’t, then they’re lying. Mr. Kingsley sat in on sessions all the time. That should be illegal, right? But who’s going to stop him? The security officers were there too, to make sure we couldn’t leave. I watched kids have full-on panic attacks and still be forced to stand there while the abuse kept on raining down.”
Blake felt physically shaken by what she was hearing. She was going to make those responsible for what Abby, Chloe, and all the others had experienced pay. And Royce Kingsley was going to be first.
“You described the staff as a cult. Why?”
“That’s what Chloe called them once. Back then, I still thought they could help me, so I didn’t want to listen,” Abby said, stepping out from behind the shadow of the door for the first time. She held out her arm. Her wrist was barely wider than a mop handle. “But now that I’m out, I realize she was right.”
Blake stayed silent and waited for her to continue.
“I didn’t look like this when I started there,” Abby said. “They starve us. Make us go on these long marches with heavy bags and barely any food. At the start, they wake you up at night so you can’t rest. The circle sessions only start when you’re too weak to resist. Then when they offer you to go up a level, you don’t have the energy to fight anymore.”
Blake remembered with a flash of rage that Royce Kingsley had described the levels to her days ago. Report, Discovery, Growth, and Summit, she remembered they were called. His proud words echoed in her mind.
“After all, even the most talented sculptor doesn’t always get it right the first time. Sometimes you have to rework the clay.”
But she was pretty sure he’d never mentioned that they starved the kids or made them go on forced marches. She wanted to reach out and give Abby a hug. But she steeled herself to go on.
“What happens when you go up a level?” she asked.
“I only made it to Growth,” Abby said, her expression dark. “You get a bit more food. You’re allowed to talk at mealtimes. Things like that. To go further, you have to have one-on-one sessions with Dr. Bennett. I knew better than that, even back then.”
Despite her partner’s silence, Blake was certain that Melissa was as sickened as she was herself by what they were hearing. Royce Kingsley had made out that his “levels” were a treatment tool for particularly troubled teenagers. In reality, it seemed that Chloe’s apparent description of them was correct—it really was like a cult.
“Do you know what happens in those sessions?”
Abby shook her head. “I don’t want to know. But every kid who agreed to them eventually turned into another one of their robots. Just like the staff.”
“The staff did them as well?”
“Of course,” Abby said as if it was obvious. “How else would Mr. Kingsley keep them in line? That’s why I call them robots. They would do anything for him. It’s creepy.”
“But Dani was different?”
“I think she had doubts. But I wasn’t looking too hard. I had my own stuff to deal with. I just wanted to get out of there. Chloe liked her, though. I think a couple of times Dani let her hide out in her cabin when she wasn’t coping so well.”
Blake ran through everything that Abby had told them in her mind. She needed to make sure that every single detail was committed to memory. She couldn’t slip up again, not if she wanted to bring these people to justice. She was about to thank the girl for her time when a final thought occurred to her.
“Do you know anything about Cabin H?” she asked in an off-handed tone of voice.
Abby instantly stiffened. It was clear that she knew what Blake was talking about. It took her a few moments to collect herself. “Only rumors,” she said softly.
“What kind of rumors?”
“No one ever said, exactly. I know they took Jax there. He was… different after that. He didn’t talk much.”
“You think it was used for some kind of punishment?”
Abby nodded slowly.
“I think so. But they were breaking us already, every single day.” She shuddered. “I don’t want to imagine what could be worse than that.”
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“W e’re going to get that bastard Kingsley,” Blake said vehemently, her knuckles white against the steering wheel. Neither woman had said a word on the drive back to the station. Both had needed time to process what they had heard. But the more time passed, the worse it sounded.
“This must have come from somewhere,” Melissa said. “You don’t go from zero to psycho cult leader—or whatever he is—in the blink of an eye. Should we get a warrant for his arrest?”
Blake considered the suggestion but shook her head. “The camp’s effectively shut down already. All the kids have been pulled out. He can’t do any more harm to them than he already has, at least not right now. And I don’t want to spook him before we’re ready to nail him to the wall.”
“I’ll get digging,” Melissa said. “Make sure we have a complete picture of who he is, where he’s worked, if he’s ever done anything like this before.”
“Okay. I’ll tackle Dani’s case. I don’t believe for a minute that Jax killed her. Nothing about that adds up. He must have been there for some other reason. Shit.”
Melissa cocked her head sideways. “What is it?”
“We know Kingsley couldn’t have killed Dani,” Blake said, feeling slightly deflated. “I was speaking to him when we heard the gunshots. I guess it would’ve been too easy.”
“That doesn’t mean he wasn’t involved somehow. Remember what Abby said about the staff—she called them robots. He could have had any one of them do his bidding.”
Blake bit her lip. “I’ll try and find out anything I can about the other staff members as well. They must have family members, friends, records of their own. Someone will talk.”
“Then let’s get to it.”
As they walked through the station, Blake saw Captain Rogers approaching from the other end of the hallway. Her hair was pulled back into a severe bun, and the faintest hint of gray showed at her roots. She looked as tired as Blake felt.
“A word, Lieutenant?” Rogers asked.
Melissa turned to Blake and said, “I’ll see you upstairs.”
“What’s up, Captain?”
Rogers jerked her thumb toward the open door of an empty conference room. Blake followed her into it. The door closed behind them with a click.
“That’s what I want to know,” she said. “Exactly what happened in that forest, Lieutenant? And why was a civilian involved?”
Blake winced. She had no good explanation for Ryan’s presence at the scene of Jax’s shooting. The truth was she should have told him to make himself scarce the moment he reported what he’d found. But she’d been so determined to safely apprehend Jax before a trigger-happy cop took him out she’d ignored her better judgment.
How did that work out?
“It was a fast-moving situation,” she said lamely. “I had no reason to anticipate that it would become so dangerous.”
“Except that you had a lead on the location of a suspected killer,” Rogers said with a raised eyebrow.
“He wasn’t the one who opened fire,” Blake said defensively. “And if we hadn’t been there, he wouldn’t have made it to the hospital before he bled out.”
“Even so, you put a civilian’s life in danger.”
Ryan had willingly endangered himself, Blake thought, though she didn’t say so out loud.
“I did,” she muttered instead.
After a long pause, during which she studied Blake’s expression carefully, Rogers shook her head and sighed before saying, “I should tell you not to try that again. But you and I both know you won’t listen.”
“Sorry, Captain,” Blake said, hiding a tired smile. She winced at an unexpected twinge from her bruised ribs.
Rogers rolled her eyes. “I guess all’s well that ends well. Let’s hope the kid pulls through. Do you have any idea who the hell opened fire?”
“Not yet. But…” Blake began, grimacing partly from the pain, but mostly from what she was about to ask. “I need a favor.”
Rogers’ eyebrow hiked a quarter-inch higher up her forehead. “Oh?”
“I need to borrow a few deputies to put Pine Ridge and Royce Kingsley under surveillance. Around the clock if possible.”
“You think Kingsley has something to do with this shooting?”
Blake shrugged. “I’m not exactly sure. Kingsley gave Deputy Reeves an alibi. He says he was working in his office at the time of Jax’s shooting. Reeves was able to corroborate Kingsley’s story with the camp therapist, Kathy Bennett, and an accounts clerk who happened to pass through about an hour before the first shot was fired.”
“But…”
“It’s not ironclad. There’s about a 90-minute window in which he could have left his office, made it to the woods only a couple of miles away, fired the weapon, and returned. Tight, but possible.”
“It’s not a lot to go on,” Rogers remarked.
“I think he might have been behind the shooting even if he didn’t pull the trigger,” Blake explained before relaying what Abby Thornton had told them.
“Either way, this entire case revolves around Pine Ridge. We have two suspicious deaths and one shooting, all connected to the camp. We also have clear evidence of Kingsley and other members of staff neglecting their duties as guardians for these kids. I don’t know if that neglect escalates all the way to murder, but I sure as hell want to find out.”
“Okay,” Rogers said, glancing at her watch. “I’ll approve your request. Sheriff Nicholson isn’t going to like it. He’s taken a personal interest in the case. I’ve been instructed to give him daily updates.”
“Why?”
“I couldn’t say,” Rogers said thinly. Judging by the expression on her face, Blake guessed she had an idea. “I have to call him in five. We haven’t had this conversation yet, understood?”
Blake nodded quickly, knowing that Rogers had given her an extra twenty-four hours out of the spotlight—and also that she needed to make it count. She exited the conference room without a backward glance and hurdled the stairs to the Investigations office two at a time. Melissa was already hard at work at her desk when she entered and barely looked up.
After making a cup of instant coffee with an extra scoop of dried granules, Blake settled behind her own computer. The scent of crude oil tickled her nostrils as she lifted the coffee to her lips. It was too hot to taste, which was probably for the best. She needed the caffeine. It seared her throat but woke her up immediately.
“Okay,” she said under her breath, pulling up the roster of all residents and staff at Pine Ridge who were present the night Chloe Perez was found dead.
Abby Thornton’s name jumped out, along with a memory of the expression of hate on the girl’s face at the memory of her time at the camp. It redoubled her resolve to find out what the hell was going on there. So too did Dani Andrews. Her eyes glazed over for a moment as she wondered whether there was anything she could have done to save that woman’s life.
Blake took regular swigs from the coffee cup as she started running staff names through every database she had access to. First off, she checked whether any had criminal records. It seemed unlikely, given that their jobs necessarily involved regular and direct contact with troubled children, but it was the easiest place to start. Her hands alternated between tapping frantically at her keyboard and scribbling ugly, barely legible notes on a yellow legal pad. In short order, she’d filled half a dozen pages.
She let out a low whistle by the time she reached the bottom of the roster. Not one, but three different employees at Pine Ridge had criminal records. Two had a variety of drug possession charges and citations for public intoxication littering their records.
It was the third, Saul Maddox’s file, that truly stole the breath from her lungs. She remembered the man’s reticence in showing her the way to Royce Kingsley’s office a couple of days earlier but struggled to recall much more about him. As she read further into his file, she wished she’d paid more attention.
Along with the drug charges that were apparently a requirement to be considered for a job at Pine Ridge, he’d served eight months in the county lockup for domestic violence. There was also an arrest for reckless endangerment on his record. According to the arresting officer’s notes, Maddox had drunkenly discharged his firearm four years ago while his teenage children were asleep. Several of the spent rounds had impacted the house.
“Real nice guy,” she muttered, pushing her chair back and rubbing her closed eyelids.
A quick glance at the clock at the bottom right of her computer monitor revealed that she had already been hard at work for over two hours. She looked up to see that Melissa was equally engaged on the other side of the glass partition.
Blake frowned at a realization that should have been immediately obvious. She kicked herself for not seeing it until now. Her engine was spluttering and coughing instead of firing on all cylinders.
How the hell did he get hired?
Saul was only a security officer at Pine Ridge, but Abby Thornton’s testimony—and sheer common sense—indicated that a man in his position would interact with teenagers, often minors, on a day-to-day basis. Pine Ridge should have run a background check before hiring him.
Blake’s brow furrowed deeper as she continued the thought to its troubling conclusion. Either the camp administration hadn’t checked into Saul Maddox’s past—which could be construed as negligence.
Or they did, and they hired him anyway.
Blake’s head jerked up as she heard two loud raps on the glass that separated her office from the main investigation department. Melissa pulled the door open and leaned inside.
“I’m heading out to help with the stakeout at Pine Ridge. Need anything before I go?”
“I’m good,” she replied distractedly, immediately looking back at her screen and continuing her investigation.
“I’ve got my laptop, so I’ll keep digging,” Melissa said.
Blake made a noncommittal noise as she expanded the case file for Maddox’s negligent discharge. The responding officer had noted the names of the man’s kids and their ages. The bullet had passed within ten feet of where the oldest was sleeping. He had been fifteen. Nineteen now.
Melissa cleared her throat. “I’m thinking of buying you a pink pony.”
“Uh huh,” Blake replied as she typed the kid’s name into a search box. The words of the statement Neil Maddox gave after his father was arrested vibrated with justified anger. “He should be locked up. He could’ve killed my brothers. He’s a psychopath.”
“You didn’t hear a word I said, did you?”
Blake’s brain processed what Melissa had said in the background. Since most of her brainpower was engaged in trying to find contact details for Neil, it took a few seconds before the message clicked. She looked up, her face glowing with embarrassment.
“Sorry, not really,” she admitted.
“I know that look. Got a lead?” Melissa replied in a light tone of voice that indicated she held no grudge.
“Maybe.” Blake shrugged. “Maybe not.”
Melissa smiled wryly. “Good luck…Oh, so you know, the surgeons pulled a couple of relatively intact soft-point bullets out of Jax. They look like .223 Remington.”
“Great,” Blake said, instantly clocking the caliber as the one used in at least half of hunting rifles, along with the majority of AR-type rifles. “That narrows it down…”
Melissa nodded. “I ran a check on Kingsley, along with every other employee at Pine Ridge, and can’t find any connection. But that doesn’t mean much, since you don’t need a permit to own one. I’ll keep digging.”
“Thanks, Melissa,” Blake said as her partner left.
She drummed her fingers against the table as she waited for Neil’s DMV records to open. The system hung for several long, painful seconds before her screen populated.
A young male voice answered, slightly out of breath, as if its owner was walking somewhere. “Hello?”
“Hi. Are you Neil Maddox?”
The voice replied guardedly, “Who’s asking?”
“My name is Lieutenant Blake Larsen, with Monroe County Sheriff’s Department. I was wondering if you had a couple of minutes to speak about your father?”
“He’s not my dad,” the voice said venomously, confirming for Blake that she was indeed speaking to Neil Maddox. “What’s he done now? Killed someone?”
The specificity of the suggestion surprised Blake. Neil’s anger toward Saul clearly hadn’t faded as the years had passed.
If anything, time had curdled an old hatred. But then she realized that she was foolish to be surprised. If Saul Maddox’s criminal record was an accurate guide, then he had brutalized the boy’s mother, his siblings, and him for many years. Blake knew that the cases of domestic violence that actually got reported to the cops were usually only the tip of the iceberg. Many more left neither marks nor scars and were explained away by a terrified victim as events simply getting out of hand.
“It’s a routine investigation,” she said. “Can we speak?”
Neil paused for several moments to think. “Is this something about Pine Ridge?”
“I can’t comment on an ongoing investigation. Why do you ask?”
“I saw him on the news,” Neil spat, the force of his anger searing Blake’s eardrum. “That psycho shouldn’t be anywhere near kids.”
“If you’re right, then maybe you can do something about it,” Blake suggested. “How does that sound?”
Another pause.
“Not over the phone.”
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B lake raised her eyes at the slender teenager standing outside the Mid Pines Golf Club coffee shop wearing a green polo shirt with the club’s logo embroidered over his left breast in gold. He was anxiously fingering a vape pen. “Neil?”
The kid’s slightly cloudy gaze jerked toward her as he was pulled out of his daydream. He brought the pen to his lips and took a short, sharp drag before answering in a pinched tone of voice to keep as much of the cloud of nicotine in his lungs as possible. “Yeah.”
Lifting her badge and credentials up for inspection, Blake said, “I’m Lieutenant Larsen. Thanks for agreeing to meet.”
“Yeah,” Neil muttered as he expelled the full cloud into the air. The thick, faux-strawberry scent was almost overpowering. “No problem.”
“You mind if I record this conversation?”
He shrugged. “Sure.”
Blake tapped a button on her phone, then slid it into a pocket. The recording might be muffled, but it would be audible, and that’s all that mattered. She had a good memory, but it was easy to misremember a conversation in the heat of an investigation.
“I wanted to ask some questions about your… about Saul Maddox.”
“He’s my dad,” Neil said sourly. “Legally speaking, anyway. But he’s a piece of shit. I haven’t seen him in four years. Not intentionally, anyway.”
“Intentionally?” Blake asked, picking up on a strange inflection in Neil’s time.
He shook his head. “It’s probably nothing.”
“Most important things start out that way,” Blake said. “Why don’t you let me make the decision?”
“Like I said, I haven’t seen Saul in almost four years. Not since he almost killed me and my brothers while we slept.”
Blake nodded but didn’t interrupt him.
“I didn’t visit him in jail. None of us did. I didn’t see him for at least a year after he got out. I heard he moved away somewhere. But we passed each other in a Walmart about two years back. He’d shaved, so I almost didn’t recognize him. But it was his eyes that gave him away. I’ll never forget those.”
“Did you say anything to him?”
Neil shook his head violently. “Hell no. None of us have. If I have my way, I’ll never see that asshole again until the day he dies. I’d rather walk buck naked through the club room than attend his funeral.”
“I get it,” Blake said. “Did you know he was working at Pine Ridge Retreat?”
“Not until I saw him on the television last night.”
Blake frowned. She wondered whether Saul Maddox had been caught in the background of a news broadcast shot.
Apparently, Neil picked up on her confusion. “It was a piece about that crazy dude trying to tackle the camp leader. Dad—Saul was there. He looks just like he did the last time I saw him. Shaved his head, shaved his face. But that’s the thing. I think he’s been, I don’t know, stalking me.”
“How, exactly?”
“I thought I was being paranoid. I noticed a red pickup truck outside my place a couple of times. I wouldn’t have thought anything about it if it didn’t drive away just as I was about to walk past. Tires screeching and everything. So I guess my subconscious was paying attention the other times.”
“How many times did you see it?”
“Maybe—I don’t know—ten?” Neil answered hesitantly. “Every three or four weeks for the past year. Like I said, I just figured I was getting paranoid until my brother told me he’d seen the same truck. Recently it drove past slowly instead of stopping, so I didn’t get a good look at the driver. But I can’t think of anyone else who would bother stalking me.”
“I’ll look into it,” Blake said, reaching into her back pocket and pulling out her pad. She scribbled down a note, then looked up. “What can you tell me about Saul?”
Neil took another drag on the vape pen. He thought hard for a long time before answering, staring at the ground with eyes like daggers. Then he looked up, his stare now more intense than angry.
“If there was any justice in the world, they never would have let him out,” he said calmly. “I watched that piece of shit beat my mom every Friday night for years. My brothers and I walked on eggshells around him, knowing what would happen if we set him off. But you could never predict what it would be. He was looking for a reason. He liked hurting people. He liked hurting her. And then he killed her.”
Blake looked up sharply. “What?”
Neil’s expression was black. “Not literally. But she drank herself to death two years ago. Guess she couldn’t get over the guilt of not protecting us from him. Before she passed, Mom told me that Saul tried to get her to attend some therapy circle with him. Kept bugging her about it. She never went. Maybe he was trying to make things right. But I doubt it.”
“Did he ever touch you or your siblings?”
Neil laughed bitterly. “Oh, yeah. He didn’t have a problem hurting kids. Said he was teaching us a lesson. I guess that’s how he justified it to himself, anyway.”
After glancing around to see if anybody was watching, he gestured to Blake to follow him around the side of the building, into an alleyway that contained a couple of large green dumpsters. After another quick check, he pulled up his shirt and pushed down on his belt, revealing the hip bone on the left hand side.
He tapped a pale band of scar tissue about two inches long and a quarter inch wide, and said, “Saul did this. Threw a bottle of beer at me when I was thirteen. It hit me right on the hip, and my skin split wide open.”
“I’m sorry, Neil,” Blake said, grimacing at the still-visible scar. “Did your mom report it?”
Neil dropped his shirt and smoothed his uniform. He shook his head. “Saul lied about what happened. Told mom a car door whacked into me. I was too scared to tell the truth. Listen, I have to get back to my shift. I’ve been too long already.”
“Thanks for taking the time,” Blake said as he slipped past her and out of the alleyway.
He stopped at the end and said, “Lieutenant?”
“Yeah?”
“There’s one more thing. You know I said Saul was bugging my mom about that therapy group?”
“Yes.”
“I just remembered, someone pushed a flyer for a group just like that under my door a few weeks back. I wouldn’t have thought anything of it, but I saw the red truck that same night.”
A flicker of intrigue pulsed in Blake’s chest. “Did you keep it?”
Neil shook his head. “No. But I sent a pic to my brother. You want it?”
    
BLAKE SLID SILENTLY into the passenger seat of a dented 2013 model Toyota Corolla, having walked the final half mile to the vantage point in the woods overlooking the road leading into the front entrance of Pine Ridge Retreat. But as far as she could tell, nobody was paying attention to either her or the car. There was nobody about at all.
“Doughnut?” a plain-clothed deputy sitting in the driver’s seat asked, gesturing at a plain white cardboard box on the dash, just to the right of an expensive-looking, high-power digital camera with an extremely long lens.
“Seriously?” Blake asked, raising an eyebrow at the cliché. There was more than a hint of truth to the popular imagination of the typical sustenance consumed by cops on nights like this. But actually bringing doughnuts to a stakeout was jumping the shark.
The deputy, Charlie Reeves, laughed and patted his belly. “You kidding me? I’m getting married in three months. You think the future Mrs. Reeves lets me out of the house with delicious fried dough? No way. If she so much as detects a granule of sugar on my top lip, I’ll be in the doghouse for weeks. Not worth it.”
Blake smiled as she reached over for the cardboard box. She flicked it open to reveal a selection of chopped bell peppers, carrots, and cucumber, along with a variety of distastefully healthy-looking dips.
“Try the chili one,” Reeves suggested helpfully. “Long as you don’t mind a little heat. We’ve got a few hours ahead of us, and we’re a long way from the nearest bathroom.”
“Thanks for putting that image in my mind,” Blake said, making a face.
Reeves held up his hands, a broad grin on his face. “I’m the one who has to sit in this hot box with you.”
Blake turned to him and maintained eye contact as she selected a carrot stick and used it as a shovel to load at least a third of the pot of chili sauce into her mouth in one go.
“I guess we’re in this together,” she said, gleefully delighting in the way Reeves’s eyes widened with only mostly feigned concern as she chewed slowly, making crunching sounds that filled the Corolla’s entire cabin.
I hope I didn’t just bite off more than I can chew.
The thought struck her a couple of seconds after the first tendrils of heat started burning down the sides of her tongue. In a matter of moments, it felt like she had a veritable wildfire burning in her mouth. She was a fan of heat and thought of herself as a connoisseur of chili, but this was something different. If Reeves ate this intentionally—and liked it—then he was a borderline sociopath.
Reeves chuckled and shook his head at the way Blake’s face reddened and her eyes began to water before she grabbed at a large flask of water balanced sideways across both cupholders in the center console. “I told you…”
“You don’t mind if I finish this, do you?” Blake said, choking as she gargled the cool liquid in her mouth, saying a silent prayer of thanks when she realized that the remnants of a few ice cubes had still not fully dissolved. The chilled liquid helped disguise the pain, but not for nearly long enough. Tears welled from her eyes as she realized she was going to have to wait it out.
“Be my guest,” Reeves said. “But remember what I said about that bathroom.”
As Blake closed her eyes to let the worst of the burn fade away, along with a mild sense of embarrassment at the failure of her gambit, she reflected that the incident wouldn’t have been possible in a larger department with more resources. Or in CID, for that matter. She realized she liked working as part of a smaller team. Despite the stresses and strains that came from under-resourcing, it was nice to truly know everybody you worked with.
“Oh,” Reeves said, “I almost forgot—Detective Wilson asked me to tell you to call her when you arrived. Guess she didn’t want your ringer going off as you were walking up.”
“Thanks,” Blake replied. She reached into her pocket and pulled out her cell phone. Melissa’s name appeared a half dozen times in the list of her most recent phone calls. She tapped it once again.
“Howdy, Agent Bond,” her partner said, answering after two rings. “How’s the operation going?”
“Does that make you Moneypenny?”
“To be honest, I’m not a big film buff. I just watch the trailers,” Melissa admitted.
“How can I assist you?”
“I wanted to get you up to speed with where I got to. Do you have a couple of minutes?”
Blake glanced out through the windshield. In the distance, the tips of pine trees swayed in the wind. A few lights flickered within buildings inside the camp, but even more silhouettes were entirely dark. Now that the place was empty of kids, only a few staff members were left. She wondered whether Royce Kingsley himself was inside.
“I’ve got nothing but time. And my mouth’s on fire, so the more of the talking you do, the better.”
Melissa groaned. “You didn’t try his famous chili dip, did you?”
“I plead the fifth. And in my defense, nobody told me it was famous.”
“Okay,” her partner said, tone growing more businesslike. “I looked into Kingsley’s past. He’s forty-five years old. He did a master’s degree program specializing in clinical psychology at Georgia State University, which finished up around 2003. After that, from what I can tell, he dove right into the troubled teen industry, where he’s stayed the last couple decades.”
“He’s a psychologist?”
“Never a licensed one. There’s no evidence he ever completed any board-certified therapy or counseling programs in either Georgia or North Carolina. But this is where it gets interesting. He spent his first ten years after college at the same troubled teen facility, a place called Destiny Trails just outside Greenwood, Georgia.”
“Never heard of it.”
“It shut down over a decade ago. Anyone who ever worked there seems to have gone to ground. There’s not much on the Internet about it, either, but I did some digging and found a survivor forum online.”
“Survivors?”
“Yeah,” Melissa replied grimly as the line crackled a little. “That’s what they call themselves. And judging by their stories, I’m not surprised. Destiny Trails put them on twenty- and thirty-mile forced marches with thirty-pound packs on their backs. Fed them on expired MREs, inflicted physical violence, practiced mock-kidnappings, hunted them through the woods, the whole works. It really messed some of these kids up. Hell, one girl claimed she was water-boarded like she was a terrorist.”
Blake ground her jaw tightly. She’d been sent on a SERE course many years ago by the Army before deploying to Iraq to hunt suspected war crime perpetrators. SERE—otherwise known as Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape—training was a grueling multi-week course in which participants were trained to survive off the land, evade escape, and resist both torture and so-called enhanced interrogation.
Even now, she woke up in a cold sweat every few months, reaching for her throat as her subconscious recalled the feeling of water streaming into her nostrils. Waterboarding was supposed to simulate the sensation of drowning. Blake’s recollection was that it hadn’t felt simulated at all. For a few seconds that had felt like hours, she’d truly believed that she would die strapped to that wooden board.
“Christ,” she said finally, horrified at what she’d just heard. “They’re just kids…”
“Apparently not to these assholes,” Melissa said vehemently.
“Why did Destiny Trails shut down?”
“As far as I can tell, they were threatened with legal action after a kid nearly died on a hike. That seems to be a running theme. I didn’t know how bad these places were until I started looking into them.”
“Where did Royce go afterward? I’m guessing he struggled to find work?”
Melissa laughed bitterly. “If only. As far as I can tell, the same management team just moved up to Lake Keowee in South Carolina and got right back to it. This time they called themselves Haven Lake Recovery Center, and according to a cached version of Kingsley’s LinkedIn page, he was deputy administrator.”
“Let me guess, it got shut down after another lawsuit?”
“Not quite. It’s still running, but I found a sealed lawsuit against Haven Lake that named Royce Kingsley as a co-defendant. I was only able to read the submission page on the court portal, and even the plaintiff’s name was blacked out. I’m guessing because they were a minor. If we want access to the full file, we’ll have to go in front of a judge.”
“And that will take time we don’t have,” Blake cursed.
“Weeks, probably. But it’s not a complete dead-end. Kingsley was let go within a couple of months of the lawsuit. I got through to the camp’s current administrator, but he shut up tighter than a tin can when I mentioned Kingsley’s name. Wouldn’t even admit that he ever worked there. Best I figure, they came to a settlement that stipulated Kingsley had to walk in return for a nondisclosure agreement. Seems to be a common theme with misbehavior at these camps.”
“They’re playing hot potato with children’s lives,” Blake said. It reminded her of the way the Catholic Church had shuffled predator priests between dioceses and even across countries for decades instead of admitting they had a problem.
Except the troubled teen industry was even more of a black hole than the Catholic Church. There was no national regulator, no two millennia-old city state in Italy governing the entire thing. The camps themselves were intentionally secluded deep into the wilderness, far from scrutiny or even curious eyes.
Blake supposed there might be some good ones. But so far, her introduction had been entirely negative. No one with even the faintest slice of morality in their soul would hire someone like Royce Kingsley after what had allegedly happened at Destiny Trails. And yet he’d gotten not one, but two jobs afterward—even after leaving his previous employer under a cloud of disgrace.
Not disgrace. Ignominy.
“No kidding,” Melissa agreed. “I still haven’t figured out how Pine Ridge fits into the picture. Until five years ago, tax records indicate it wasn’t doing so well. Then Joseph Drexler invested, and Royce Kingsley took over as administrator.”
“And the money started rolling in?”
“That about covers it. The first year after the takeover, revenue increased five percent. Then almost ten the year after that, and over a quarter a year in the last two years.”
Blake blinked as the road leading into Pine Ridge seemed to lighten. For a moment, she thought her eyes were playing tricks on her, that she’d been staring into the dark for too long. Then a headlight beam came into focus as a car swung around the bend in the woods.
“Reeves,” she said in warning. But the deputy was way ahead of her. He was already bringing the powerful digital camera up to his eye.
“What is it?” Melissa asked. “Movement? Want me to call back?”
“Hold on,” Blake murmured, her voice dropping low as if her subconscious was worried about being overheard.
Reeves snapped a sequence of dozens of images, his left hand making tiny adjustments to the long lens as he brought the camera around in a gentle arc, following the path of the car as it drove up to the gates of the camp. It was some kind of SUV, but it was difficult to make out the model with the naked eye. Blake guessed that its driver would be invisible in the dark, but the license plates were a different matter.
After the SUV passed through the camp’s gates, Reeves placed the camera back on the dashboard. Next, he swung the mobile data terminal over so that it was facing the driver’s seat and began tapping in the license plate number. He drummed his fingers against the side of the screen as he waited for the query to complete.
And then he stopped dead. “Oh, shit.”
“What’s up?” Blake asked.
Wordlessly, Reeves swung the terminal toward her. Blake’s eyes widened as she saw the name of the registered owner. She echoed the deputy’s profanity under her breath. This development was going to make things extremely complicated.
“What’s going on?” Melissa asked.
Blake chewed her lip for a long time as she made her decision. She knew that if she didn’t play this cautiously, the entire investigation might fall apart. “I’ll call you back.”
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“W hat makes you think you have the damn right to follow me?” Sheriff Nicholson yelled, the heat of his rage blistering Blake’s skin. The man’s nostrils were palpating as he took in short, sharp breaths through his nose. “I could have your badge for this.”
Blake glanced over at Captain Rogers, who began to rise from behind her desk. “Sheriff…”
“No,” Blake said calmly, holding up her hand to stay whatever Rogers was about to say. She reached down to her belt and unclipped the badge she’d proudly worn for the past several months. She laid it down on Rogers’ desk. It made a dull clink. “I serve at the pleasure of the sheriff. It’s not my badge. It’s yours.”
Nicholson’s eyes flickered suspiciously. He looked almost mole-like as he squinted back at her, eyes small and beady in his puffed-out face. “What game are you playing?”
“No game,” Blake said calmly.
She sensed she was crossing a Rubicon. No matter what happened after today, the sheriff would never trust her again. But she wasn’t intimidated by him, either. Her career in law enforcement had provided her the tools to handle arrogant men who cloaked their insecurity with aggression.
“Then what?”
“We weren’t following you last night. We had Pine Ridge under surveillance. Your presence was neither the primary nor the expected outcome of our stakeout.” She paused. “But that doesn’t change the fact that you were there. Which makes you a subject of my investigation.”
“A subject?” Nicholson sputtered. “You insolent—”
Blake’s expression tightened almost imperceptibly. Even so, the sheriff caught himself before whatever he was about to say spilled out.
“That’s it,” he continued after composing himself for a moment. He brushed the front of his slacks. The action felt almost like a displacement activity. “I’m shutting this down. You’re wasting department resources on this wild goose chase. Lieutenant Larsen, I don’t want your badge. I understand you’ve already caught Chloe Perez’s murderer. Pull together a charging packet and send it to the prosecutor’s office. Then get back to work.”
“No.”
“What do you mean, no?” Nicholson said, his eyes now bulging with disbelief.
“I don’t believe we have enough evidence to charge Jackson Mitchell for Chloe Perez’s death. In fact, I no longer believe he’s even a suspect.”
“What are you talking about? He confessed to it, for God’s sake. I heard the recording myself.”
“Sheriff, what was the reason for your presence at Pine Ridge last night?”
He stared calmly back at her, the heat of his anger apparently now quenched. “I was there on official business.”
“What business?” Blake countered.
“That’s none of your concern,” he said, striding toward the captain’s desk. He picked up her badge and held it out toward her. “Take it. And don’t make me reconsider my decision. You’re a good investigator, Larsen. But you have a lot to learn.”
Blake held her arms calmly at her side. The energy of the confrontation made the air in Rogers’ small office almost crackle with electricity. She knew what she was supposed to do now. If she was smart, she would accept the man’s decision, collect her badge, and leave the room, never to speak of the discussion again.
But that wasn’t exactly her style.
“I’m not taking that badge until you tell me why you were at Pine Ridge last night.”
The sheriff stared at her in disbelief. Blake chose not to look in Rogers’ direction, since she didn’t expect to like what she would see.
After a short, frosty pause, Nicholson slid the badge into his pants pocket. “That’s fine by me. The department thanks you for your service, Larsen. I’ll give you the courtesy of allowing you to make your own way off the property. But you will go. Now.”
“Sheriff,” Rogers cut in firmly, her voice gravel. “If I could have a word in private.”
Blake ignored her superior’s intervention.
She eyed Nicholson without blinking. “How do you think Aaron Weller at the Pinecone would react to news that you were not only seen meeting the primary suspect in a murder investigation but that you subsequently attempted to shut it down?”
“Are you threatening me?”
“Sheriff!” Rogers said, now raising her voice over the din.
“I don’t make threats. But I’m happy to explain to you what will happen if you attempt to railroad me out of this department,” Blake said without once varying her tone or volume. She remained completely calm. “My only interest is in catching Chloe Perez’s killer and finding whoever was responsible for putting Jax Mitchell in the hospital. If you intend to stand in my way, that’s fine. But it’s an action that will have consequences.”
Sheriff Nicholson glowered at her. He was fuming but seemed not to know whether or not Blake was bluffing.
“You’ll never work in law enforcement again after this,” he said coldly.
Blake shrugged. “We’ll see. I’m not the one with an election coming up.”
She felt Rogers’ gaze turn on her. She instantly regretted the parting comment. It, too, would have consequences. There was no turning back now.
“You’re a snake, Larsen,” Nicholson said archly. “And you had better hope your investigation is a success. Because if it’s not, I think you’d best find another line of work. You want to know what I was doing there last night?”
“I do.”
Nicholson shook his head slowly as if to emphasize she had made a big mistake. “Pine Ridge is one of a number of pilot facilities for the Juvenile Diversion Program.”
Blake saw Rogers frown out of the corner of her eye. She was glad she wasn’t the only one who had no idea what Nicholson was talking about.
“Oh, you hadn’t heard of it?” Nicholson said almost gleefully. “And here I thought you were the kind of cop who did her research. It seems not.”
“What is it, sir?”
“Two years ago, the General Assembly passed the Justice Reform Act. Have you heard of that?”
“Of course,” Blake said. She’d read about it as she was taking her exams to be a justice officer in North Carolina.
“Apparently not,” Nicholson said. “The JRA earmarked a small pot of money for a study into whether it was possible to improve juvenile offender recidivism rates by diverting qualified candidates into troubled teen programs rather than the juvenile detention system. The Juvenile Diversion Program was paying for Jackson Mitchell’s treatment at Pine Ridge.”
Blake frowned. For the first time, she felt as if she was treading on sand. “Why didn’t you say that in the first place?”
The sheriff ground his teeth together. He seemed far more confident than he had at the start of their conversation.
“The program has notched up impressive results over the past two years. Jackson Mitchell’s horrific crime threatens to overshadow years of hard work by hundreds of good people. No one wants kids to go to jail. This program was a way of avoiding that. Places like Pine Ridge help these teens. Now all that is under threat. I wasn’t interfering with your investigation last night. I didn’t even know Royce Kingsley was a suspect.”
Blake had to admit that that last admission was true. And she doubted Sheriff Nicholson was lying about the Juvenile Diversion Program, either. It was too easy to check out.
“Far as I’m concerned, it’s a load of hogwash. Kingsley is a good man. He cares about those kids. You can take your badge, Larsen,” the sheriff said, sliding his hand into his pocket before pressing it against her breastbone. “But know this: You’re walking on thin ice. One more misstep and it’s over. Now get out of my sight.”
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T he man climbed out of the rented white work van and inspected the magnetic decals in the light of day for the first time. They bore the logo of a national cable company, the same one he’d had printed onto a lanyard he wore around his neck. Also visible was the company’s real telephone number.
He wasn’t concerned about his ruse being discovered if anybody called. The company employed tens of thousands of employees and contractors nationwide. It was well known for hideous levels of inefficiency and bureaucracy. The caller would naturally assume that the left hand didn’t know what the right was doing.
The decal was good but not perfect. A close inspection would reveal inconsistencies in the lettering that a real van was unlikely to share. He had a working familiarity with Photoshop but didn’t pretend to be an expert. It was a tool he had acquired over the years, like many others, to further his very specific aims.
No car in the driveway.
He scanned the street with an apparently casual and yet forensic eye. He’d waited to visit until 10 a.m., when many of the street’s residents would be at work. But the visitor was a careful man—a careful man with access to most of the nation’s main criminal and intelligence databases. Before considering stepping foot on the street in person, he’d run cursory background checks on every resident whose house overlooked his target’s. There were six.
Two were home to military families, but the visitor’s research indicated that in both cases, the nonmilitary partner was in full-time employment in fields in which it was difficult or impossible to work at home. One had a realtor’s sign outside and was presently unoccupied. Another was empty while construction work was ongoing. The fifth belonged to Peter and Janette, a middle-aged couple who had recently purchased airplane tickets to the Bahamas and whose names had appeared on passenger manifests confirming that fact.
The last belonged to a retired couple, a Mike and Maggie Ventnor, which gave the visitor pause for thought. In his experience, retirees had altogether too much time on their hands. Boredom invariably led to curiosity.
To nosiness.
But a cable worker going about his business was hardly cause for alarm, or even later recollection. It was the kind of event that was seen but not remembered, perhaps barely even noticed.
The visitor was a wolf in sheep’s clothing. He relied on the fact that most people were inherently good. Society had made them docile, trusting.
Weak.
He reached inside his pocket and pulled out a surgical facemask, which he hooked over first one, then the other ear. Before locking up the van, he reached over to the passenger seat and picked up an iPad in a hardened case.
Another prop.
He scanned the Ventnors’ house in the side mirror, paying particular attention to the front windows. As far as he could tell, nobody was inside. There was certainly nobody watching. That was good enough for him.
He strode calmly and confidently up to the target’s house. A small oil stain marked the driveway. Her car was leaking. She should get that checked out.
His eyes never stopped scanning. There was no evidence of an alarm system on the front of the house. No wires, no cameras, no motion sensors. That surprised him. Perhaps she was just pretending to be a predator.
A sheep in wolf’s clothing.
The thought tickled the visitor as he stopped up to her front door, and he smiled thinly. He paid close attention to the frame and checked for wires. He knew that if they existed, it was possible they were on the other side. Perhaps she was only pretending to be vulnerable. Layers within layers.
There was only one way to find out.
He pulled the tool from inside his pocket. He was extremely practiced with the device and made short work of the lock. It clicked open inside seven seconds. Not a record but satisfactory nonetheless. He stepped quickly inside, knowing that the most difficult part was over. Cable workers didn’t ordinarily unlock people’s houses without the owner present.
After pulling the door closed behind him, the man stopped. He rotated his head slowly, surveying every inch of the space and listening intently. After about thirty seconds, he allowed himself to relax. There was no alarm.
Foolish bitch.
She underestimated him. If she knew what he was truly capable of, what he’d already done to her and her family, then she would not have been so relaxed about her own personal safety. She was careless.
It would end up killing her.
Disappointment battled anger in the man’s mind. He’d hoped that she might prove a more worthy adversary. He shook it off. He had work to do. The clock was ticking.
He stepped into the kitchen living room, pulling on a pair of blue nitrile gloves as he moved through the property. There was a coffee cup, half-drunk, abandoned on the kitchen counter. Just one, along with an empty pizza box, a single cereal bowl, and a single spoon. She lived alone.
Shelves bracketed either side of the television. He narrowed his gaze as he saw that many spaces appeared to have been recently cleared. But that made sense. The former owner had been murdered. He’d read about it online. And then she’d slunk into his home, profiting from his fate.
There was nothing of interest downstairs. He climbed the stairwell and entered her bedroom first. The bed was neatly made. He rifled through a chest of drawers, finding mostly relatively masculine-style clothing in dark hues. At the bottom of a closet, he found more pairs of hiking boots than stiletto heels.
He froze as a vehicle pulled up outside. He edged carefully toward the window, relaxing only when he saw that it was an Amazon delivery truck. The courier climbed out and walked to the opposite side of the street.
The visitor resumed his search, the reminder that there was no guarantee the house would remain empty quickening his search.
The other closets contained only a wide variety of exercise and work wear, a handful of dresses, and a gun safe. He studied the latter discovery for several moments, then closed the closet door without attempting to open it. Its existence was no surprise, and it would be too difficult to crack with the tools he had on hand.
The intruder paused for a moment outside the bedroom. There were three more doors on the second floor. One led to a seemingly seldom-used guest bathroom, the second to an unused bedroom that contained a single bed, table, lamp, and zero personal effects.
Finally, he turned to the remaining door. It was about an inch ajar, which perhaps indicated that it was more frequently used than the others—or might also have meant nothing at all. He pushed it open. Inside, a double bed had been pushed up against the closet to make space for a desk that sat underneath the window looking out onto the street. On top was a lamp, a black faux-leather notepad, several messily sorted stacks of paper, and a computer monitor, from which extended the power cable and an HDMI connector.
He grimaced as he realized there was no computer. He guessed that she used her work device for personal tasks as well as official business. That was a complication. It was probably kept close to her person most of the time.
He opened the notepad and flicked through the pages. They contained a variety of mostly unintelligible notes, including grocery lists, what appeared to be notes on active cases, personal reminders, and the like. Occasionally, she dated the top of the page, and realizing that he was presently several months in the past, the visitor turned toward the end.
As he flicked through page after page, the visitor sensed that the handwriting was growing more intentional, the lines denser with text and information. Instead of the banal minutia of burglary cases and life in the suburbs, he recognized names and places and dates that took him back almost two decades.
“You’ve been busy,” he murmured, breaking his silence for the first time since entering the house. He drew his cell phone from his pants pocket and began snapping quick photos of every relevant page. The task took several minutes.
Once it was done, he turned to the first stack of papers. Under a handful of printouts that meant nothing to him, he found a manila folder that very much did. As he looked at it, his eyes widened with shock.
How the hell did she get it?
He hadn’t read this particular document for many years, though there was a time he’d turned through his own copy several times a week, reliving that first kill over and over again. But this wasn’t his.
This was the original.
Every second he stared at it, he wanted it more. An urge overcame him that he hadn’t felt in a very long time. A hunger so intense he knew he would do anything to sate it. How long had it been since he’d wanted something so badly?
He knew exactly how long. Not since that first time. Nothing had ever felt so good. All his others had tasted like weak imitations in comparison to that singular sense of fulfilment.
And now he was looking at a trophy that made his own seem nothing more than cheap replicas.
Take it.
But even as the desire flooded through him, the man retained enough self-control to understand that if he did, his target would know he was watching her. That he existed at all. He wasn’t ready for that.
Not yet.
At last, reluctantly, he decided to leave it. He took a photo to remember it by, then returned to his previous task. The search of the remainder of the office and house took another twenty minutes. He found little more of interest beyond the knowledge that she knew a whole lot more than she should.
Consumed by a conflicting cocktail of emotion, he was careless as he exited her house. The retired neighbors were walking toward the car, which he saw was parked near his van. Still, he didn’t break pace but pretended to tap something on his iPad, then made a beeline for the van.
To his irritation, he saw the man notice him and break his step instead of continuing to his car.
“Hi there,” the man said, raising his hand in greeting as he approached. He had an easy smile. The visitor recognized him from his DMV photograph. It was Mike Ventnor.
“Morning,” the visitor said in an unaccented tone. He spoke as few words as possible, so there would be little to remember him by.
“Lovely weather.”
“No doubt,” he replied.
“Are you here about the Internet?” Ventnor asked. “I noticed you were at the Larsen place.”
Shrugging, the visitor said, “I’m here about the TV. If you have a fault, I can give you a number to call.”
Ventnor shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. I’m headed out anyway. I’ll look up the number later. You have a good day now.”
“You too, sir. You too.”
The man watched as the couple drove away. He cocked his head to one side, knowing that he should already be gone and yet considering something else entirely. They were older than he preferred. But it wasn’t a hard and fast rule. And discovering the file had sharpened his hunger.
Perhaps he would return sooner than he had planned.
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“W e’re going to have to tread carefully,” Melissa said, concern etched on to her face after Blake finished filling her in on her meeting with Sheriff Nicholson. “Or he’ll have your head. And I was just beginning to enjoy working with you.”
“We stay the course,” Blake said instantly. “I don’t care what the sheriff thinks of Kingsley. He’s a piece of work, and we need to prove it. I’m done letting guys like him skate away from their crimes. It stops with us.”
“Okay,” Melissa said. “You know I’m with you. But we don’t have anything concrete. I called the hospital first thing. Jax is still in a medically induced coma. It doesn’t sound like his doctors think he’s waking up anytime soon. We need to find another angle.”
Blake sank heavily into the empty chair beside Melissa’s desk. She hadn’t slept well the previous night. Partly that was as a result of her shift on the stakeout not ending till 4 a.m., but there was more to it than that. Even when she’d fallen into bed and pulled the sheets up over her eyes, it had been difficult to drift away. She’d felt uneasy in her own home, as if something wasn’t right with the world, though she couldn’t put her finger on what it was.
“We need to find out about this bill he was talking about. The Juvenile Diversion Program.”
“I’m on it,” Melissa said, reaching for her keyboard. She brought up a fresh tab on her Internet browser and typed in a query.
There were surprisingly few results about the program itself. It was mentioned in passing in a couple of articles from the Raleigh Sentinel that focused mainly on the changes to adult sentencing and additional funds unlocked by the Justice Reform Act that had been passed into law a couple years earlier.
“Okay, I got something,” Melissa murmured a few moments later after an intense period of tapping and clicking at her PC. Blake had to admit that her partner was a significantly more proficient researcher then she was herself. The woman was only a couple of years younger, but she seemed to be able to speed read entire pages in the time it took Blake to ingest the first handful of lines.
She pulled up a post from a website that appeared to be a mom’s blog. On either side of a central wall of text, the theme was of delicate wildflowers. The post was about the woman’s years of struggles with her teen son’s behavior and her subsequent advocacy for troubled teen mentoring programs.
“Great meeting with Speaker Perez today,” Blake read out loud. “He promised to take our proposal to committee. We know there’s a better way. My Sammy ended up on the streets before the Lord saw it in his wisdom to take him. It shouldn’t have to end that way.”
Melissa kept scrolling down, and a picture appeared on the screen pixel by pixel. Blake instantly recognized Speaker Perez sitting behind a dark hardwood desk, a landscape oil painting behind him. Standing to the left of the desk was a blond middle-aged woman. Blake guessed that she was the blog’s author.
But it was the two men smiling at the camera from the other side of the desk that caught her attention. One was Royce Kingsley. It took her a moment to place the other individual. She was certain she’d seen him before, and recently.
“Joseph Drexler,” Melissa said, tapping at the keyboard in order to take a screenshot of the page. She opened a file on her desktop and dropped the image into it. “He’s the investor behind Pine Ridge. What the hell are we looking at here?”
Blake reached up and rubbed her closed eyelids slowly. The truth was, she had no idea. This investigation only grew more and more mired in shadow with every step she took.
“Okay, what do we know?” she said slowly, hoping that it would help to talk it out aloud. “Jax Mitchell was sent to Pine Ridge under the Juvenile Diversion Program. It looks like the program was created after pressure from Kingsley and his investor. It was shepherded into law by Perez, whose daughter becomes the first victim. Could we be looking at some kind of cash for kids scheme?”
“But why kill Chloe?”
“I don’t know. Maybe somebody was trying to apply pressure and it went horribly wrong. Her death could have been an accidental result of severe neglect, rather than intentional murder. Maybe her dad was trying to back out of some crooked agreement. Or maybe it was another reason entirely. But there’s too much smoke here for this to be nothing.”
Melissa reached for a notepad and began scribbling down bullet points, ending most of them with a firm question mark. “We need to find out how many of Pine Ridge’s residents are sent there by the state. And how much the state’s paying for their care.”
“It has to be tens of thousands a year. That’s a motive,” Blake mused. “We know that Pine Ridge started doing better after Kingsley and the investor turned up. But also that the financial results went into overdrive in the last two years, which matches up precisely with the JDP.”
Melissa pulled up a new search tab. In a few mouse clicks, she brought up the website for the North Carolina legislature. Not long after that, she had a PDF copy of the Justice Reform Act open on her screen. She scanned quickly through the document, which ran to hundreds of pages of dense, close-set text. Blake marveled at her ability to take it in.
“Here we go,” she said, excitement evident in her tone. “The pilot program is slated to run out of funds in about three months. It looks like a special committee was supposed to review the data produced before a decision was made whether or not to expand it statewide.”
“So the clock was running out,” Blake said. “Who’s on this committee?”
“Hold on a second, it’s an annex,” Melissa muttered. She skipped to the end of the document and flipped through dozens of unrelated supporting texts before finding the section denoting the membership of the committee.
“Mateo Perez,” Blake said, quickly clocking the name of the committee’s chairman. “He put himself in charge. That has to be unusual. The whole program’s only worth seven million dollars. That’s a rounding error in the context of the state budget. Why would a man as powerful and important as Perez waste his time with something so trivial?”
Melissa glanced at the door, as if to check whether or not it was closed. “Seven million dollars is a lot of money for one person.”
“What are you saying?”
“The state pays top dollar for each foster kid who gets sent to Pine Ridge instead of juvie,” Melissa said. “And we know the timing matches exactly with the point the camp’s finances turned around. But we’ve both been there. It’s austere. I don’t buy that it costs nearly that much per patient to run. Especially as Abby told us the staff are working for peanuts. So where’s the money going?”
Melissa paused for a beat before continuing. “If my hunch is right, Drexler, Kingsley and Perez cooked up a scheme to defraud the state—Drexler and Kingsley get a guaranteed stream of high value customers, and Perez gets kickbacks in return for ushering it through the house.”
“Dammit,” Blake muttered as the gravity of what Melissa had just suggested hit home. If what she was saying was right, and she had to admit that there was a good chance that it could be, then this investigation was going to get extremely hot. “Okay. Until we know more, we need to keep this between just the two of us. Agreed?”
“My lips are sealed,” her partner replied grimly. “If it gets out we’re looking into the speaker and we’re off-base, then it’s not just your career on the line. It’s both of ours.”
    
THE DRIVE to Mateo Perez’s home in Holly Springs just south of Raleigh took about an hour. Blake chose to go alone so that Melissa could keep digging into the pilot program.
They had both agreed that—rounding error or not—Perez couldn’t have driven through the amendment to the bill on his own. Other people had to be involved. To start with, there were half a dozen other names on the committee, none of whom either detective recognized. Someone had to know something.
Or so they hoped.
Blake glanced through her windshield and took in the size of the Perez family home—mansion, really—before climbing out. The place was colossal. It had to have six or seven bedrooms and was fronted with a line of fir saplings that looked to have been bedded relatively recently. As she had passed other, similar houses on the street, she’d seen the sapphire glint of swimming pools out back reflecting the afternoon sun. There were no fences. It looked like a safe, affluent neighborhood.
She jumped out of her car and walked up to the front of the house. A number of security cameras and motion-activated lights studded the pale blue slats at various points. The coverage looked extremely extensive. She stopped in front of the door and rang the bell.
After about twenty seconds, it opened hesitantly. A woman stood behind it, dressed in baggy gray cotton sweatpants and a purple cardigan that was wrapped around her despite the day’s heat. Her naturally dark features seemed somehow drained of color, and her voice was barely audible.
“Hello?”
“Lana Perez?” Blake said compassionately, reaching for her credentials and holding them up for examination. She barely seemed to look. Her eyes were glazed, as if she’d been drinking or perhaps from taking a sedative or antianxiety medication. “My name is Lieutenant Larsen. I’m here about your daughter’s case.”
Behind Chloe’s mother, Blake heard the sound of leather-soled footsteps clipping against the marble floor. Someone was approaching rapidly.
“Who is it, Lana?”
Mateo Perez appeared behind his wife. He was wearing a blue-and-white checked shirt and khaki slacks and had a pair of leather Oxford shoes on his feet. Unlike his wife, who seemed almost broken with grief, he looked as though he might be on his way out for a business lunch. He blinked rapidly as he saw who was standing opposite him.
“Lieutenant…”
“Blake Larsen,” she said in an even tone. She wasn’t here to confront the man. She just wanted to get a read on him. She had no proof that there was anything nefarious about his interest in troubled teen camps.
In fact, there was an innocent explanation for everything—one she was sure Perez would seize on, whether he was guilty or not. She guessed that he would say that juvenile detention was no place for kids, that there was a better way—and he believed in that path so deeply he was willing to send his own daughter to Pine Ridge.
And maybe it was true.
“What are you doing here, Lieutenant?” Perez said, clasping an arm around his wife. Her hip moved subtly away from him, and for a moment, Blake thought she saw the woman stiffen. But he pulled her close, and it was over. Maybe she had misread Lana’s body language.
“There are a few outstanding questions that I hope you can answer.”
Mateo nodded. He turned to his wife and said, “Honey, why don’t you go lie down? I’ll take care of this.”
“I want to hear what they have to say.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea right now,” he said, reaching up and clasping his wife’s upper arms. He gently but firmly pushed her inside. “Don’t worry. I’ll tell you everything. After.”
Lana hesitated for a moment but gave in. Her shoulders slumped, and Blake watched her shuffle back into the house, her slipper-clad feet barely lifting an inch from the marble with every step.
“So,” Mateo said, rubbing his hands together as he turned back to face Blake, “what is it you want to know?”
“Sir, is it okay with you if I record this conversation?”
He stiffened but nodded his agreement so quickly Blake wondered whether she had imagined it. “Of course.”
She tapped a button on her phone to begin recording, then asked, “Sir, how well do you know Royce Kingsley?”
“Why?” he replied stiffly.
“Please answer the question.”
“Not well. I met him for the first time several years ago. He represented a campaign exploring non-carceral approaches to juvenile rehabilitation. That is, steering kids away from prison.”
“How many times did you meet him during this campaign?”
“I have no idea. A couple? I didn’t keep count. Certainly not often.”
“Before she was admitted to Pine Ridge Retreat, did Mr. Kingsley ever meet your daughter?”
“Are you suggesting he had something to do with Chloe’s death? I thought you already had her killer in custody.”
“No, sir,” Blake said. “I’m just looking for some background.”
“Are you lying to me, Lieutenant? You know I can ask Sheriff Nicholson.”
“I understand that, sir. And as I’m sure you’ll appreciate, I can’t disclose specifics about an ongoing investigation without permission from my superiors.”
“Fine. If that’s how you want to play it. No, Chloe never met Royce back then.”
“So they met for the first time after she began at Pine Ridge?”
“Yes,” he said with a hint of irritation.
“Did Chloe ever mention any unusual interactions with Mr. Kingsley?”
Mateo ground his jaw tighter shut. His expression blackened, and he didn’t speak as the seconds ticked past.
“Sir?”
“My daughter didn’t speak to me much. She thought I was a monster.”
“Why?”
“Because I was willing to discipline her when her mother wouldn’t. She was on a bad path. I’ve toured this state’s correctional system, Lieutenant. I’ve seen what happens to kids when nobody is willing to make the hard but necessary choices.”
“It was your decision to send her to Pine Ridge?”
“It was a joint decision,” he replied. “But I suggested it.”
“Because of your prior relationship with Mr. Kingsley?”
“Because I am sufficiently convinced of the merits of correctional intervention to allow my own child to undergo treatment. Now I see that I was a fool. If I hadn’t sent her there, if she’d never met that kid, then maybe she would still be alive.”
“And Mr. Kingsley was the individual who convinced you of the merits?”
“Among others.”
“At the press conference you held, you said that your daughter had appeared more confident since she started at Pine Ridge?”
“If you say so. Do you have a question?”
“In your initial statement, you told us you hadn’t seen your daughter since she started at the camp. So how do you know she’d grown more confident?”
Perez’s face was an impenetrable mask. “We get regular reports from her therapist and from Mr. Kingsley.”
“From Royce.”
“Yes,” he said, sounding slightly irritated.
“But you said you’d seen her. That’s a specific choice of words, don’t you think?”
“Are you serious? I’m grieving my daughter, and you’re out here litigating my choice of words. I thought we were doing right by our daughter. I believed, from all the evidence, that it was working. Obviously it was not. But am I wrong for hoping so?”
“No, Mr. Perez,” Blake replied, frustrated at her inability to read his face.
“Is that it?”
“Just one last question,” Blake said rolling the dice and deciding to push a little further,. “I was wondering why you have such a close personal interest in camps like Pine Ridge.”
“Who says that I do?” Mateo said, his gaze narrowing.
“You chair the committee in charge of the Juvenile Diversion Program. Isn’t that an unusual role for a person in your position? I’m surprised you can find the time.”
“You are a public servant, aren’t you, Lieutenant?”
Blake frowned, not sure where this was going. She replied haltingly, “I am.”
“Then I hope you understand that some people feel a call to serve their communities. To leave the world a better place than they found it. I hope that’s what people will say about me when I’m gone, Lieutenant. And you?”
“The same. Though I’m not thinking that far ahead.”
“Perhaps you should. I chair that committee because I know in my bones what it is like to raise a troubled child, and because my job shows me the consequences for society when parents don’t do their jobs. When they want to be liked more than respected. Every criminal was once a child, Lieutenant. And society failed all of them somehow. I want to break that vicious cycle. And I’m in a position to do something about it.”
He made a fist with his right hand and flexed it at his side before relaxing his fingers. “Now, Lieutenant, is that all?”
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“L ieutenant?”
Blake broke stride as she approached the station’s reception desk. Sandra had risen to her feet and was gesturing vaguely in her direction from behind the glass.
“How can I help?” Blake asked.
“You have a visitor,” she replied, pointing subtly across the room.
Blake turned to see a frail-looking elderly gentleman on one of the plastic waiting chairs. He sat bolt upright, his shoulders barely touching the backrest. His knees were pressed tightly together, and he clutched an old, faded hiking pack tight to his chest. The material had once been red but was now almost entirely bleached by the sun.
“Did he give a name?”
Sandra shook her head. “No, but he asked for you personally. I tried to get more out of him than that, but he doesn’t talk much.”
“Thanks, Sandra,” she said. “I’ll handle it.”
Blake cast the man an appraising glance. He was dressed in hiking pants, as faded as the pack, and a plaid shirt. Neither garment was worn tight to the skin, but there was no place to conceal a weapon. It was plausible that one was hidden in his backpack, but she sensed no immediate danger.
She exhaled slowly and took a moment to compose herself. A walk-in like this happened about once a week, or at least that was her experience so far. It didn’t help that her first major case since joining the department had gained national notoriety. A couple of weeks earlier, a woman had traveled all the way from Zanesville, Ohio in order to give her a tip about a murder. The “victim,” it turned out, was not only very much alive, she was the woman’s own psychiatrist.
She steeled herself for the expectation of dealing with another perfectly pleasant but clearly mildly disturbed town resident. The truth was she didn’t really mind. It was part of the job. If she’d wanted to remain an investigator, she would’ve returned to Army CID. She knew for a fact they would take her back.
Probably with a fat golden handshake, she thought, given the Army’s current retention struggles.
“Sir,” she said softly as she approached. “You asked to see me? I’m Blake Larsen.”
He looked up sharply and met her gaze with a pair of keen eyes. Despite his downtrodden appearance, there was evidently a sharp intellect at work somewhere in there. His cheeks and chin were a couple of shades lighter than his weathered forehead. Blake guessed that he’d recently shaved a thick stubble.
“Lieutenant. Thanks for agreeing to meet with me. I know we don’t have an appointment.”
“Call me Blake,” she said, gesturing at a seat to his side. “Mind if I sit down? I’m beat.”
“Please,” he said, shuffling a couple of inches to his left. He kept gripping his hiking pack as though afraid she would try and snatch it from him. “I didn’t think you’d come. I’m Martin. Martin Davis.”
“Nice to meet you, Martin. I was out on an investigation,” Blake said, studying him more closely now that she was at his level. She squinted as subtly as she could manage, feeling a strange pang of recognition but not being able to place him. “How can I help?”
“The Perez case?” he said, his eyes suddenly lighting up with interest. He leaned closer to her.
“It’s a busy department, sir. We work many cases simultaneously.”
“Promise me you’ll get the bastard,” he said vehemently.
“Who?”
“Royce fucking Kingsley,” Martin spat with a level of barely suppressed rage she wouldn’t have suspected lingered somewhere within the seemingly mild-mannered man if she hadn’t seen it with her own eyes. “He killed that poor girl, just like he killed my son.”
The realization of where she’d seen this man before finally clicked into place. He was the individual who had been arrested after interrupting the Perez/Kingsley press conference several days earlier. If she remembered rightly, his kid had died somehow at one of the camps that Kingsley had previously worked at. He’d been on a psych hold ever since he was arrested. She guessed that was where he had shaved.
Or been shaved.
I should have been informed they released him, she thought with a flash of irritation.
“You think I’m crazy, don’t you?” the man said, slumping back against his chair and finally relaxing his grasp on his pack. “Everybody does. I used to be a cop, too, you know?”
“You did?” Blake asked.
“Yeah. Up in Newark. It didn’t really work out. I didn’t really work out. I’m no good when people start hurling abuse at my face. I called it a day after a couple of years and got a job in tech sales.”
He must’ve read the surprise on Blake’s face because he shot her a half smile. “I know. I wouldn’t believe me either. I used to earn a six-figure salary. But I packed it all in after Alec died. Couldn’t look at my face in the mirror anymore. Couldn’t wake up every day and put on that suit knowing what I did.”
“What you did?”
“I sent my son to Haven Lake. It was five states over, but the reviews online said it was the best. They used the most modern treatment techniques, or at least that’s what the advertisement said. I should have been more discerning. I should’ve known they were lying. But I was too busy. Too busy earning the money to send him to the people who killed him. That’s why I don’t put that suit on anymore.”
“What happened to your son?” Blake asked, suddenly much more alert. Haven Lake was the name of the troubled teen camp that Royce Kingsley had left under a shadow before joining Pine Ridge. Suddenly Martin’s tale didn’t sound so fanciful.
“He never came back,” Martin said. “They told me he killed himself. But the body was lying there for almost a day before they called in the police. All the evidence was gone. I think they destroyed it.”
“Who, the camp?”
“Them or Kingsley—or that bitch.”
“Who?”
“I’m sorry,” Martin said, looking truly apologetic. “Alec never liked me using that kind of language. Kids these days are better than we give ‘em credit for. I picked it up on my beat. It’s a hard habit to kick.”
Blake nodded. “Who was she?”
“Katherine Bennett,” he said.
“What?”
“She moved to Pine Ridge, too,” he said, nodding slowly. “After the lawsuit.”
“You were the one who filed it?” Blake asked, reading the possibility in his expression.
“They never admitted guilt,” he said, his face growing taut with remembered pain. “I drained my retirement account fighting them. But their lawyers wrote half a dozen times in the settlement agreement that they admitted no fault. Then why were they paying me to go away?”
The question was meant rhetorically, but Blake found herself in agreement.
“They settled for half a million dollars. I said I wouldn’t sign it unless those two never worked for them again. It was the best deal I was gonna reach. When I found out they just moved and started over, that’s when I started camping outside Pine Ridge. I thought maybe I could do something to stop the pattern repeating all over again.”
His shoulders slumped over, his chin drooping all the way to the top of the hiking pack. “But I failed that girl anyway. I should have done more. But nobody listened.”
“Tell me what happened to your son,” Blake said softly.
“Kingsley’s method is to break kids down like they’re soldiers going through boot camp. He starves them, makes them work like slaves, inflicts just as much physical punishment as he can get away with without leaving marks, and turns them against each other like rats in a bucket.”
“To what end?”
Martin bared his teeth. “He’s a narcissist. He likes the way it feels. He’s a small man who found a place in which he can be a king. But he couldn’t do it without that woman. Alec dreaded those circle sessions. She made those poor kids hurl abuse at each other like gladiators in the ring. And he watched. Whether they drove my son to kill himself or something worse, I don’t know. But they are responsible, sure as night follows day.”
“Do you have any proof?”
Martin shook his head. “Like I said, by the time the police arrived, there was nothing left. That’s what they did with Chloe, isn’t it? They moved her body after they killed her. But this time you didn’t fall for their tricks.”
Blake frowned, so struck by the tenderness with which he said the girl’s name that she almost missed his slip. She looked up sharply, probing his expression for a clue as to how he could know what he had just said.
“Where did you hear that?”
Martin clammed up, as if realizing he had said too much. “I didn’t say anything.”
Blake studied the slender, aged man for a moment, wondering how to respond. There were two possibilities here: Either he had a hand in Chloe’s death, or he knew more than he was letting on. She went with her gut, deciding she would catch more flies with honey.
“Mr. Davis, if you want me to bring Royce Kingsley to justice, you need to trust me. I want to bring Chloe’s family peace. If there’s any connection with what happened to Alec, then I want to find it. But if you know something, you have to tell me.”
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“W hat?”
Melissa spun around on her chair so rapidly she jerked her computer mouse out of its port on the side of her laptop. From the other side, a coiled black telephone cord had wrapped itself around her body. Her eyes were wide with shock. “Robyn, we’ll be over as soon as we can. Something just came up.”
She slammed the phone back into its cradle.
Blake cocked her head to one side, the gravity of her own discovery already forgotten. “What did forensics find?”
“Later,” Melissa said, flicking her fingertips dismissively. “Walk me back through what you just said.”
“Martin Davis claims he found Jax tramping through the woods the night Chloe died. Said he had tears streaked down his cheeks and was mumbling about his friend getting murdered.”
“And you believe him?”
“He knows that Chloe’s body was moved postmortem. And that means that either he was there or somebody who was told him. I’m pretty sure he didn’t get that tidbit from inside the department.”
“Why didn’t he tell the kid to come in so that we could help him?”
Blake winced. “Let’s just say Martin doesn’t trust the police. His story is that Jax told him he already called it in, and that was enough for him. Besides, he says Jax was scared that Kingsley would try and pin Chloe’s murder on him. The kid was let down by the system his entire life. Do you blame him for not trusting us?”
“I guess not. What else did he say?”
“You remember that cabin we found? Cabin H?”
“Yeah. Abby Thornton told us that Jax was never the same after they took him there.”
“That’s not the half of it. According to Martin, Jax was waterboarded. He doesn’t know how many kids they did it to, whether Jax was the only one or whether there were more.”
Melissa looked sick. “You’re not serious.”
Blake gave a half-shrug. She wasn’t sure what to believe. It seemed impossible that anyone could be so twisted as to inflict torture techniques on minors. But somebody had shot Jax, after all. Perhaps just to keep him quiet. If they were willing to kill to hide their secrets, then those mysteries had to be worth hiding.
“That’s what Jax told Martin.”
“It’ll never hold up in front of a judge,” Melissa said, bringing her palm down heavily against the surface of her desk. She let out a deep, frustrated sigh. “Mr. Davis just got cut loose from a psych eval, right?”
“Right.”
“We’d have to disclose that, or the judge would have us drawn and quartered. Then locked up for good measure. Martin isn’t a reliable witness. Does he have any physical evidence that backs up his story?”
“Martin says that Jax had camping equipment but no food. He claims he bought several days’ worth of supplies for the kid at Lowes Foods in Northern Pines. He paid with plastic, so we should be able to match up sales records with items found at Jax’s campsite.”
Melissa rubbed her cheek. “It’s a start, but it’s still super shaky. It sure as hell doesn’t get us an arrest warrant.”
Blake took a couple of steps back and leaned against the desk behind Melissa’s. The lip of the surface bit into her upper thighs as she chewed the inside of her cheek.
“There’s one more thing. According to Martin, Jax said something about Kingsley recording the—I don’t know what to call them—interrogation sessions? He mentioned a camera on the ceiling of Cabin H. Do you remember seeing anything like that?”
“No,” Melissa said. “If it was there, we would’ve spotted it.”
“Dammit,” Blake said, frustratedly running her fingers through her hair. “If there’s any truth at all to this story, then those videotapes would be enough of a motive to attempt to kill both Chloe and Jax. They are proof of a crime that would put Kingsley behind bars for decades.”
“But why kill Dani?”
“I still don’t know how she fits into the picture.” Blake let out a heavy sigh. “You’re right about Martin. His testimony will never stand up without substantial corroborating evidence. And we don’t have any.”
The telephone on Melissa’s desk rang again. Blake’s partner glanced at the gray caller ID screen. “It’s Robyn. I told her I’d call her back. Let me brush her off.”
Melissa lifted the phone to her ear. She opened her mouth but caught herself before she had a chance to speak. Barely two seconds passed before she slammed the handset back into its cradle and stood up sharply.
Blake looked at her sideways. “What is it?”
“She’s found something.”
A minute later, Blake and Melissa were standing behind Robyn’s desk. The forensics tech was studiously tidy, despite her Bohemian taste in personal style. The white surface was almost completely bare of personal effects. It was only marked by a keyboard, mouse, and a computer monitor bigger than the television on Blake’s living room wall.
“What is it?” Blake asked brusquely.
“Good afternoon to you too, Lieutenant,” Robyn said pointedly.
“Robyn, I don’t have—”
“Fine,” the tech said, holding up her hands in defeat. “I’m sorry this took so long. Pine Ridge is an enormous crime scene. We didn’t start processing the evidence collected in Cabin H until this morning.”
“What evidence?”
“I was getting to that.”
Robyn manipulated the mouse cursor on her screen, opening a folder before double-clicking a number of files within it. A sequence of crime scene photographs flashed up on the monitor. Blake looked over the familiar and empty one-room cabin for a second time. She didn’t see what had caught the woman’s attention.
“Here’s the lodge in the light of day,” she said.
Blake made a guttural noise in the base of her throat. Robyn chose not to respond.
“And here,” she said with a flourish, “is what it looks like doused in a coat of luminol.”
She clicked on a second photograph. The cabin was now dark, and several blue speckles glowed bright on the floor. They looked like droplets from a cracked glow stick. Blake counted about two dozen of them, some of which were no larger than a little fingernail, others more like the size of a dime.
Luminol, Blake knew, was a chemical used to detect the presence of blood. She was looking at bloodstains. Or at least, droplets of blood.
“The floor was cleaned with a chlorine-based bleach, but the solution wasn’t strong enough to completely destroy the evidence.”
“Do you know whose blood that is?” Blake asked.
Robyn brought up a third, fourth, and fifth photograph. She pointed at the computer screen. “These samples correspond with Jackson Mitchell’s DNA profile.”
She minimized the photographs, then brought up one more. “This one matches Chloe Perez. The DNA is too degraded in the other spots to lead to a match.”
Blake stared at the images. This was hard, physical evidence that at least put some meat on the bones of Martin’s story. It still wasn’t enough to make the case. But it was a start.
“This is good work, Robyn,” she said.
“I’m not done,” the tech said tartly. She brought up yet another photograph, this time labeled as a supply closet located somewhere else on the property. “The chemical profile of the bleach used to clean the floor of Cabin H is identical to samples taken from these bottles. It’s a widely sold commercial brand, so it’s only circumstantial, but it’s something.”
“Did you find a hidden camera?” Blake asked.
Robyn made a face, as if irritated by being rushed. “No.”
She opened up the folder once again and scrolled through dozens of files so fast Blake could hardly even read their names. She opened one, and a photograph of a wooden beam appeared on the screen. It could have been taken in any of the cabins, but Blake guessed that this particular shot had been snapped in Cabin H.
“We did pick up a few grains of sawdust on the floor. That prompted me to look up at the ceiling. I found these holes.” She tapped the monitor. “I was puzzling over what they were for. A camera would fit. Now I think of it, I saw other security cameras at Pine Ridge that had mounting brackets with roughly those dimensions. I’d have to measure one, but it could fit.”
“But no actual camera?”
“No,” Robyn said. “But I did find a fingerprint. Right up on the beam.”
“You did? Whose?”
“Every member of staff was fingerprinted as part of their background check before beginning employment, as required by Health and Human Services—”
“If only there was a requirement to actually take the findings into account before offering a job,” Melissa interjected sourly.
“—including Royce Kingsley,” Robyn finished.
Blake leaned forward. “You’re saying…?”
“Yep. The fingerprint is his.”
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B lake stepped on the gas pedal and accelerated past the gatehouse at the entrance to Pine Ridge Retreat, ignoring Saul’s strenuous protestations. She watched in the rearview mirror as the ex-con, wife-abusing security officer reached for his radio.
“Prick,” she muttered under her breath.
Melissa leaned to her left to get a better look out of the side mirror. She nodded with understanding when she saw who Blake was talking about. “No arguments here.”
The camp appeared to be in a strange state of purgatory as they drove through. The maintenance personnel were still hard at work on the grounds. As several days earlier, the roads beneath the pine canopy were neatly swept, and Blake spotted a groundswoman on her hands and knees weeding the flower bed near one of the main dormitory cabins.
Other than that, however, the vast site appeared deserted. It felt sterile, devoid of human life, like the set of some post-apocalyptic movie. But Blake didn’t miss the sight of children walking up and down the paths on the way to their next therapy session or to the mess hall. At least for now, those kids were safe.
You’d better end this. For their sake.
They pulled up right outside the large cabin that contained the administrative offices. As Blake put the car into neutral and applied the parking brake, Royce Kingsley exited the front entrance. He wore black jeans and a gray sweater, rather than the camp uniform she’d seen on him during her previous visits. He stopped in the doorway, warily eyeing the two detectives as they stepped out of the vehicle.
“I see you heard your dog bark,” Blake remarked as she approached.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked.
“Was it your idea to hire a felon to watch over minors?”
Royce’s eyes widened with understanding. “I believe in rehabilitation, Lieutenant. I told you that before. That’s what this place is all about. That’s what I’ve dedicated my entire life to. The state has certain regulations but gives us wide latitude to make our own choices. Besides, Saul doesn’t work directly with children. He handles our external security. He keeps all of us safe.”
“He fired a loaded weapon at the home his children were sleeping in,” Blake hissed. “He repeatedly beat his wife in front of those same kids. I’m all for second chances. Even for men like Saul Maddox. But not here. Not around kids. And I don’t buy your story about him keeping his distance from your residents for a minute. We have direct testimony that states otherwise.”
“Saul is a model employee,” Royce said, his eyes darting between Blake and Melissa. He seemed to be trying to work out why they were there. “Are you suggesting that his past has something to do with the tragedy that has touched Pine Ridge?”
“Tragedies are unpredictable,” Blake replied. “What happened here was inevitable. Your decisions led to a child’s death, Mr. Kingsley. The only question that remains is whether or not it was an accident.”
“What exactly did happen here, Lieutenant?” Royce fired back. “You seem to have all the answers, and I don’t even know the questions.”
“What happened in Cabin H, Royce?” she asked.
He stiffened. “What?”
“Answer the question.”
“You’ll have to be more specific. To my knowledge, that room is currently unused.”
Blake took a gamble. “Jax told us, Mr. Kingsley. We know what happened. I just want to hear it in your own words.”
“He’s awake?”
“Does that trouble you?” Blake asked.
“No—of course not. I’m delighted. Why would you say such a thing?”
“He claims that he was taken to Cabin H to be punished. Is that correct?”
Royce swallowed. His eyes resumed their darting journey from Blake’s gaze to Melissa’s and back again, over and over. He seemed uncertain as to how to respond.
“One of the key pillars of our work here at Pine Ridge is discipline. I’ve never tried to hide that,” he said at last. “Yes, we used Cabin H to discipline our residents from time to time. There’s nothing illegal about that.”
“That’s not what you said before. What happened in these disciplinary sessions?”
“Isolation, mostly.”
Blake’s voice positively dripped with sarcasm. “You’ll have to be more specific.”
Royce’s tongue flicked out to moisten his upper lip. “On the rare occasions when our residents were perceived to be a risk to themselves or others, we restrained them. We found that it was better to do so in isolation. Stimulation could prolong the violent episodes.”
He was good, Blake had to admit. She wondered how he would cope on a witness stand, and to her dismay suspected he would have the jury eating out of his hand. He had a habit of turning disadvantageous situations to his benefit. He wasn’t tying children up and leaving them on their own; he was restraining them for their own safety.
“Is that all you did? Restrain them?”
“What did that boy claim? Yes, he spent time in that cabin. He could be violent. He made threats to staff and other residents. If he’d had a home to return to, I might have sent him there. Perhaps my mistake was to believe that I could help him.”
The initial flash of anger on his face was quickly hidden, but Blake couldn’t help but see it.
She changed tack. “Did Chloe Perez ever present a risk to herself or others?”
He frowned, seeming confused for the first time. “What? No.”
“You’re lying.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Chloe Perez’s autopsy revealed signs of extreme neglect, combined with high levels of stress that contributed to a pre-existing cardiac condition,” she said. “Did you forget to feed her when you sent her for punishment? Did you waterboard her? Is that how she died, Royce?”
Kingsley blinked rapidly several times. If Blake didn’t know better, she might have believed he was hearing the allegation for the first time. He had to be a hell of an actor.
“You’re misinformed. Chloe never went to Cabin H. She wasn’t a perfect resident, but neither was she violent. And waterboarding? You might not like my methods, but this isn’t Abu Ghraib, for God’s sake!”
“What about the recordings, Royce?” Blake asked.
“What recordings?”
“We know about the camera. We know you unscrewed it. We know you used bleach to attempt to destroy the evidence you left in Cabin H. You weren’t thorough enough.”
Royce rubbed his nose. He seemed to be processing Blake’s questions in real time. He wasn’t nearly so polished as he had appeared previously. “Of course there was a camera. It’s our—my—responsibility to make sure any minor undergoing isolation therapy is watched over. For their own safety. I installed it myself.”
“So where is it?”
“I removed it. We no longer needed Cabin H. It was always a temporary solution. We built a more permanent isolation room by the therapist’s office.”
“Do you still have the device? We’ll need the recordings.”
“Come with me,” he said in lieu of an answer.
He led them into the administration building, past the door to his office, and into a storage closet. He rummaged through a cardboard box that he pulled off one of the shelves that covered the walls. Blake peered inside. It was a warren of tangled electrical cords, discarded batteries, and old electronics.
Finally, he pulled out a device identical to the surveillance cameras that Blake had seen dotted all over the facility. It had a black lens inside a white plastic casing about the size of a baseball, mounted on top of a small plate-shaped bracket that could either act as a stand or be used to screw the device onto a wall.
“Look,” he said, tapping an opening on the seam of the plastic casing. “This is it. I put it in here myself.”
“What am I looking at?”
“The cameras stream live video over Wi-Fi. But there’s no central server on which to store recordings. Videos have to be saved locally on the device itself.”
He pushed the camera closer to Blake’s eyes. “See, there’s an SD card slot. But it’s empty. Kids in isolation are extremely vulnerable. Sometimes they wet themselves, hoping to draw our attention. I’ve seen terrible things. You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. But I would never record them. Not in their darkest moments.”
Blake eyed the device suspiciously. “You could have removed the card.”
“I can’t prove that I didn’t. And yet I did not. So tell me, Lieutenant: Are you here to arrest me?”
“Could somebody else have made recordings?” Melissa asked.
Royce twisted sharply toward Blake’s partner. “I already told you, there was never a card in that slot.”
“But how often did you check it?” Melissa persisted. “You could slide one in by standing on a chair. It wouldn’t be visible unless you physically examined it. So did you?”
Blake watched Royce closely. He seemed distracted, his eyes aimed vaguely toward the ceiling of the hallway and glazed over in thought. She wondered what Melissa was getting at.
She didn’t buy Royce’s explanation for the missing SD card. She believed that he really didn’t record what happened in Cabin H. But the reasoning he gave—that he was simply too concerned about the kids he restrained—didn’t ring true.
Royce Kingsley was a narcissist. He bristled at criticism. He had built an entire society designed to rotate around him like a solar system. He didn’t care about these kids. If he was truly worried about inflicting long-term psychological damage, he wouldn’t tie them up and leave them alone. He wouldn’t operate Pine Ridge at all. So he was lying about something.
The question was what?
“Well?” Melissa prompted.
“Of course not. Why would I?”
Melissa parried with a different question. “Does anybody else have access to the cabin?”
Royce stiffened for a microsecond before responding. If Blake hadn’t been studying him closely, she might have missed it. “Plenty of people. The security officers have a key. The janitor. Probably the maintenance department, too. There’s nothing special about that building.”
Plenty of people might have access, Blake thought. But you’re only thinking about one.
“You never answered my question,” he said, turning his attention back to her.
She arched an eyebrow, still eyeing him intently. “Remind me.”
“Am I under arrest?”
“What for?”
Blake kept her expression intentionally blank, but beneath it, her mind was working overtime. She probably could arrest Royce Kingsley right now on charges of child neglect. A good prosecutor might be able to make them stick.
But it was a gamble. Kingsley evidently had political backing. It would be better to wait until she was certain she could take him down. Springing the trap too early risked allowing him to escape.
“That’s a no, then,” he snapped. “So I’m free to leave?”
“Of course. Until you’re not.”
“Then get the hell off my property.”





35

“W ell, that was as clear as mud,” Melissa said as they climbed back into the car.
Blake grunted her agreement. They were no closer to understanding whether or not Royce was behind Chloe’s death. Dani Andrews’ case was still a complete mystery. Jax Mitchell had searched her cabin—but for what?
And then he had been shot for good measure. But their investigation hadn’t turned up either a weapon or a clear suspect. The bullet extracted during Jax’s prolonged surgery was of a caliber only fired from rifles, backing up her own assumptions from the scene. But neither Royce nor any other member of Pine Ridge’s staff either owned a rifle or had recently attempted to purchase one.
Royce’s alibi at the time of Jax’s shooting was shaky—but that didn’t mean it was a lie. The crime scene was only a couple of miles from Pine Ridge. The window was tight enough that he could be telling the truth.
Of course, even if Royce Kingsley really was the mastermind behind both Jax’s shooting and Chloe’s death, that didn’t necessarily mean he was the one who’d pulled the trigger. A number of witnesses and Pine Ridge residents had testified that the man had created an uncommon, almost cult-like devotion in his followers. In actual cults, believers could be prompted to commit the most heinous of crimes.
Could Royce have pressured one of his devotees into carrying out the actual shooting?
Blake sighed as she pulled out of Pine Ridge and back onto the public road. This case was winding her up in knots. Her shoulders felt gnarled and tough, and she would kill for a good night’s sleep.
No proof, and no weapon, but…
A motive was beginning to click into place. Blake had no doubt that something disturbing had taken place in Cabin H. For all Kingsley’s professed sangfroid under examination, he’d tensed up at the suggestion that his sessions might have been recorded. She couldn’t prove it, but she could smell the guilt on him.
Royce Kingsley had spent a decade wrecking dozens, perhaps hundreds of young lives on the way. Alec Davis was one casualty, and Chloe Perez and Jax Mitchell might be just two more. In the past, the man’s evil failings had been covered up by his employers. Nobody wanted to stop the gravy train, and nobody really wanted to see how the sausage was made—even if it chewed up kids’ futures in the process.
But what if there was a recording? Would he be able to sidestep justice if parents and the public could watch his crimes play out on their television screens? What would a man be willing to do if he knew that his entire life was about to come crumbling down around him?
“What is it?” Melissa asked.
“What?” Blake muttered.
“You’re grinding your teeth so hard I’m worried about catching splinters,” she said. “Share it.”
Blake explained where her head was at.
“It’s possible, I guess,” Melissa mused. “So what, you think Kingsley persuaded one of his disciples to do his dirty work?”
“It’s just a theory. But they cleared out Cabin H for a reason. Kingsley himself removed the surveillance camera. They must’ve been hoping we wouldn’t figure out what was happening there. Let’s say that’s where Chloe died before her body was moved. Somehow her death was recorded. Maybe Jax found her dead and took the footage with him.”
“No, that doesn’t make sense,” Melissa said, her expression lighting up with excitement. “I think he came back to Pine Ridge for the data card. I’m guessing Chloe borrowed it from the digital camera Dani Andrews had in her cabin. Abby told us Dani was friendly with Chloe, so that explains the connection. I don’t know whether Dani knew she was hiding the card for Chloe or not.”
“We can’t prove any of that.”
“Maybe not. But it makes sense. Returning to Pine Ridge was a huge risk. He must have had a good reason.”
Blake took up the theme with growing enthusiasm. “Then Royce figures out why he came back. He knows that Jax has the data card and that if it gets out, he’s ruined. So he decides to take him off the board.”
“It feels right.” Melissa shrugged. “But…”
“We can’t prove it, I know,” Blake said. She took her hand off the wheel and slapped her thigh with frustration. “We’ll have to go back and interview every employee. Maybe the kids, too. I don’t buy that one of them could have shot Jax—that’s a hell of a stretch—but we can’t rule it out, either.”
“Good old-fashioned shoe leather,” Melissa groaned, the expression on her face indicating she knew all too well how much work this would entail.
“We can’t let him get away with it,” Blake said.
“Hell no we can’t.”
The two detectives sat in silence for most of the remainder of the journey back to the station, each lost in their own thoughts. Even a brief detour through a drive-through Starbucks location for a much-needed caffeine injection didn’t spark further conversation.
“Unit 27, this is dispatch.” Jed’s familiar voice crackled over the radio as the station building came into view. “Unit 27, what is your present location?”
“Almost home, dispatch,” Melissa said after reaching for the radio and bringing the handset to her mouth. “What’s up?”
“We just received a report of a 10-63 attempt at your last reported location. EMS is en route.”
Blake and Melissa exchanged stunned glances. 10-63 was the code for suicide. They’d barely left Pine Ridge forty minutes ago. What the hell was happening at that place? And with so few people left on site, who could it be?
“Ah, okay, dispatch,” Melissa said, initially stumbling from the surprise. “Do you have an identity on the patient?”
“Affirmative, 27. Subject’s name is Royce Kingsley. Say again, Royce Kingsley. Deputies are on their way.”
Blake reached forward and flicked the lights and sirens. She checked the rear and side mirrors, then pulled a hard U-turn the instant the coast was clear, accelerating away from the apex fast enough for the tires to squeal in protest. A car braked sharply behind her, at once enormous in the rear mirror before it disappeared into a faint speck.
“Unit 27 responding,” Melissa radioed. She turned to Blake, bewilderment in her eyes. “What. The. Fuck?”
    
AN AMBULANCE PEELED out of Pine Ridge with its lights flashing just as the two detectives arrived, several other Sheriff’s Department cruisers hot on their heels. Almost no further information had been put out on the radio, other than that Kingsley was in critical condition. What that meant for his chances of survival was unclear.
“I want a tight perimeter,” Blake said as a deputy climbed out of the first car to arrive behind hers. Another was already present and must have arrived at the same time as the ambulance. “Nobody gets in or out without my permission, understood?”
The deputy nodded and lifted her radio handset to her lips to relay the instruction before popping the trunk and pulling out a reel of police tape. She began spooling it out, and her partner helped tie off the main gate.
“What’s going on?” Saul Maddox asked, stepping out of the gate post. “Nobody’s telling me anything.”
“I want names, statements, and alibis for everybody on site,” Blake said with a raised voice to the half a dozen eager-looking deputies who were now present.
When nothing immediately happened, she raised her voice and said firmly, “Well, what are you waiting for?”
They snapped into action.
“Lieutenant!”
Blake spun around to see a young deputy approaching her. She didn’t remember his name. He was one of the new hires. “What is it?”
“I was first on scene,” he said, reaching into his pants pocket and pulling out a slim notepad. “Do you want my notes?”
“Where was the patient found, and who called it in?” Blake asked.
“A, uh, Katherine Bennett,” the deputy said after consulting his pad. “She called 911 at 16:32. I was in the neighborhood, so I was present by about 16:40. I administered Narcan, but without success. It seemed to jolt him at first, but he slipped right back under. The EMS guys turned up a couple minutes later. I found the guy in an office.”
“So you told dispatch it was a suicide?” Blake asked. “How did you know?”
“There’s a note,” the deputy said, his chest puffing out slightly with pride. “Right on his desk. Looks like he crushed up some pills and drank them. Some kind of benzo.”
“What does the note say?” Blake asked, automatically striding toward Kingsley’s office—a route she now knew absurdly well. She already hated the sight of this place, which despite its physical beauty felt weighed down by death and pain.
“Something about him being sorry,” the deputy said, already two steps behind her. “He didn’t mean to kill that girl, and how somebody called Jack—”
“Forget about it,” Blake muttered as she turned into the administration building. She snapped on a pair of gloves and heard Melissa do the same at her side. “Go take statements. Thanks.”
“I didn’t picture him for a suicide,” Melissa said.
“Me neither,” Blake muttered.
She had been replaying their final interview with him over and over in her mind ever since they’d heard the 10-63 call over the radio. It wasn’t difficult since it was so fresh. Kingsley had seemed on edge, a little stressed perhaps when she’d broached the possibility of the existence of a recording—but there had been no hint that he was about to do something rash.
But that didn’t mean much. Perhaps he was a walking time bomb, just waiting for a spark. Feeling like the walls were closing in on him might have been all that it took.
Callously, Blake felt no guilt at the idea she may have played a part in what Kingsley had done. She believed in both justice and rehabilitation. But everybody had a line. And Blake’s was children. She hoped that he didn’t die only so that she could be the one to put him away. But if he was to pass, she wouldn’t shed a tear.
As she entered the hallway toward Kingsley’s office, Blake saw a surveillance camera mounted on the wall. It pointed away from where she was standing, and its field of view covered his office door, which was fully open. The camera was the same model as was used in Cabin H.
“I don’t see a card,” she said, squinting as she looked upward.
“No, I guess that would have been too easy,” Melissa replied archly. “A more cynical asshole than me would say that this place not saving footage is a feature, not a bug.”
Blake paused at the threshold, her partner at her side. Two pairs of eyes scanned the scene in front of them. Kingsley’s chair had been pushed back against the wall. Blake guessed that it had probably been moved when the EMS techs got to work. A coffee cup lay on its side on the desk, its black contents stretching out like a finger toward the computer’s keyboard.
She took a cautious step inside, scanning for any signs of a disturbance. Other than the obvious ones she’d already noted, she found none. She walked over to the desk. Along with Kingsley’s general work paraphernalia—several notepads, a computer monitor, keyboard, mouse, and a scattering of pens and other knickknacks—there was the coffee cup, several blister packets of pills, most of which appeared to have been popped open, and a dusting of white powder on the desk surface itself.
In addition, a sheet of printer paper had been folded in half. A couple of droplets of coffee had reached it, but it was otherwise intact. The suicide note.
The pills appeared to have been crushed with a brass paperweight, then brushed by hand into the cup. Blake leaned over and studied the paperweight. It bore an unfamiliar logo over two words: Destiny Trails.
She wondered whether it was chosen intentionally, perhaps out of guilt, or whether it was just convenient and available. There were other items that could have been used to crush the pills, though the paperweight was definitely the one she would have picked in his shoes.
Melissa reached into her pocket and pulled out a ballpoint pen. She used it to lift the top half of the suicide note upward.
“He printed it,” she muttered in surprise.
Blake glanced over, noting the angular shapes of the printed letters first. It didn’t mean much. These days, almost nobody was old-fashioned enough to pen their final missive in their own handwriting. Everybody was too used to tapping on screens. And the fact that Kingsley in particular had done so surprised her even less: She’d seen the way his hands shook. His handwriting would probably have been terrible.
She narrowed her gaze as she read it.
I’m sorry. I never meant to kill Chloe. It was an accident. She wouldn’t listen. Jackson threatened to expose what I had done. I thought if I got rid of him, I would be safe. I was wrong. I shot him. The rifle is in my cabin. RK.
“Bullshit,” she muttered out loud.
“Huh?” Melissa said, still peering at the note.
Blake took a step back, studying the scene with a critical eye.
“I don’t buy any of this,” she said slowly. “Who decides to top themselves by dumping pills into a cup of coffee?”
Melissa played devil’s advocate. “Benzos taste bitter. Maybe he was trying to mask the flavor.”
“Maybe,” Blake said skeptically. “And I could buy that he killed Chloe by accident. But not that he shot Jax. Not with the way his hands shook. The shooter fired from seventy or eighty yards. Their rounds were tightly grouped. It was a miracle none of us got hit. No way Kingsley makes that shot.”
“Or he’s covering for someone else,” Melissa suggested.
“Does he strike you as the type?” Blake asked. “The first rule of narcissists is that they don’t do anything unless it helps number one first. And once he’s dead, he doesn’t need helping.”
“So what are you suggesting?”
“I don’t think Kingsley killed himself. Which means we were wrong. The real killer is still out there. And they must have needed him dead for a reason.”





36

“A nother one, Lieutenant?” Robyn called out as Blake emerged from the administration, peeling off her nitrile gloves.
She tossed them into a trash bag that a deputy had strung up near the door as the crime scene investigator gently lowered her equipment back to the ground and said, “What have they got cooking up here?”
“Your guess is as good as mine.” Blake shrugged. “How long will it take to run a tox screen on the contents of the coffee cup?”
“Depends…” Robyn said coyly.
“I’ll authorize overtime,” Blake said, resisting the urge to roll her eyes.
“In that case, I can have it done first thing tomorrow.”
“I need it done quicker than that. We’re treating this as a case of attempted murder. The culprit’s probably the same person who killed one kid and put another in the hospital. I want them caught. No matter what it takes.”
“I’ll see what I can do,” Robyn said. “But it depends how long it takes me to process the scene. No promises.”
Blake mumbled her thanks, her mind already moving on to the next problem. She turned around and went in search of Dr. Katherine Bennett. The duty sergeant had gathered every individual who had been on site when the call went into 911 in one place.
Kathy was leaning against one of the cabins, her flaming hair tied back in a severe bun, and wearing black jeans, hiking boots, and a thin dark green sweater. She folded her arms as a female deputy took a statement.
As Blake made her way over, she saw Melissa send her a questioning glance. She subtly shook her head to signal that she would handle the interview herself.
“I’ll take it from here, Deputy,” Blake said as she came up behind.
“Yes, ma’am,” the woman said, snapping her notebook closed and sliding it into a rear pocket. She whipped around in an almost military fashion and practically marched away.
Blake grimaced to herself and made a note to get to know some of the new deputies better. Dollars to doughnuts this one had spent time in the military. Army or Marines, given her bearing. Though that was no great surprise in this part of the state.
“Dr. Bennett,” she said, inclining her head slightly, “I understand you were the one who found Royce Kingsley and called for an ambulance.”
“Kathy, please,” the therapist said, her voice shaky. Up this close, Blake saw that her face was pale, practically drained of blood. “Is Royce going to make it? Nobody’s telling me anything.”
“I’m sorry, I don’t know,” she replied. “He’ll be at the hospital by now. They’ll do whatever they can.”
“I’ve known him a long time,” Kathy said, shaking slightly as she spoke. Her gaze had a faraway quality. “I can’t picture a world without him in it.”
That was the way that Blake had thought about her brother Caleb, and her mom, and several others she’d known whose vibrant lives had been tragically cut short before they could finish sharing their light with the world. It wasn’t how she would choose to describe a man like Royce Kingsley. But she mastered her personal feelings and kept her tone even.
“Can you walk me through what happened?” she asked, pulling out her own notepad.
She examined Kathy’s face critically without appearing to obviously narrow her gaze. The woman was definitely in shock. But then, no matter how nasty a person you were, finding somebody overdosing on their desk would do that to you. Especially if you weren’t expecting it.
“Royce emailed me,” Kathy said, patting her pockets down in search of what Blake guessed must be a cell phone. She gave up when she didn’t find it. “He wanted to see me.”
“When was this?”
“I guess about… an hour ago. A bit longer than that now. But I didn’t see the message until a few minutes before I called 911. It took me that long to pull on my shoes and walk over to his office.”
“I’ll need to see that email,” Blake said, making a note of it.
“Of course. But it doesn’t say much. It said: I need to see
you, just like that.”
Blake scribbled down the words. “Then what happened?”
“I walked over to Cabin A.”
“The administration building?”
“Right.” Kathy nodded.
“Did anybody see you?”
“I don’t think so. It was dark,” she said by way of explanation before gesturing at the unlit buildings all around them. “Besides, without the kids here, most of these cabins are empty. I guess somebody could have seen me leaving my lodge.”
“We’ll ask.”
“When I arrived, his office door was closed. I knocked on it, but there was no answer. I was about to turn around, but…”
Her voice trailed away, and her gaze dropped toward the ground.
“But what?”
“I don’t know. I had a feeling, I guess. So I pushed the door open, and I saw him like that—” her voice cracked. “Slumped against the desk, his hand outstretched.”
“What did you do?”
“I don’t know. It’s a blur. I think I rushed in. I thought he’d had a seizure or something. I took his pulse. It was so shallow I almost missed it. I made sure his airways were clear, then I called 911. I kept him company until they arrived. God, it’s so awful.”
“Was Royce showing any signs of depression?” Blake asked.
Kathy paused to consider the question. “He was under a lot of stress,” she said. “Ever since this whole nightmare started, I don’t think he’s slept much.”
“How do you know that? Did you prescribe him anything for his lack of sleep?”
“No, nothing like that. I just saw that the lights were on all through the night in his cabin. I don’t sleep too well myself.”
“Probably the coffee,” Blake remarked, recasting her mind back to the spilled cup in Royce’s office.
“What?”
“It’s late for a cup of coffee,” Blake replied.
“He’s been so busy trying to keep this place going,” Kathy said. “The pressure must have been crippling. I blame myself for not seeing it sooner. Maybe I could have done something to help share the burden.”
“What did he want to see you about?”
“I don’t know. By the time I arrived, he was already unconscious.”
Blake lifted an eyebrow. “You must have some idea.”
“I’m sorry. I don’t. I’ve worked with Royce for many years. But he’s never shared much. He always kept our relationship… professional.”
“Did you know he was using sedatives?”
Kathy shook her head. She matched Blake’s gaze without blinking. “I told you, I had no idea what he was going through. If I knew he was taking sedatives, I would have looked harder. But he kept it all inside. He was so distant.”
Her voice had a plaintive, almost whining tone to it now.
“Are you aware of anyone who might have wished to harm Royce?”
Kathy’s gaze narrowed.
“What?” she said quickly. “Why are you asking that? He tried to kill himself. Didn’t you see the note he left?”
“It’s a routine question,” Blake said, still studying the woman intently.
She couldn’t work her out. Kathy was clearly shaken by the scene she had discovered and the potential loss of a personal relationship that had lasted over a decade. But Blake had the nagging feeling that she was also hiding something. She just couldn’t work out what.
“That guy who used to camp outside the gate, for one,” Kathy said venomously. “You saw what he was like at the press conference. And he’s tried to break into the grounds more than once. But I don’t think he did it. I think Royce tried to kill himself. God, I hope he doesn’t succeed.”
Blake scribbled a note down, though she didn’t think that Martin Davis was involved in this. Not after sitting down and talking to him. She finished writing and switched topics. “What do you know about Cabin H?”
Kathy answered guardedly, “It was an isolation room. We used it for a few months with particularly troublesome cases before building a specialist facility.”
“Was Jax Mitchell one of those cases?”
She nodded. “He was… difficult. Royce was concerned that he presented a danger to our other residents, and I agreed.”
“What about Chloe Perez?”
“What about her?”
“Was she ever taken to Cabin H?”
Kathy’s pupils flickered. “Not to my knowledge.”
“What if I told you there was a video of her in there?”
“I don’t know anything about that.”
“Are you sure?” Blake asked, almost certain that Kathy knew more than she was currently sharing.
Perhaps she was protecting herself. It was no secret that the camp had already been raided as part of a separate investigation into child neglect. Acknowledging that she had any part in Chloe’s mistreatment might land her in jail.
“Certain. I never saw Chloe taken to Cabin H. We restrained her for her own safety, of course, but under strict medical supervision in the nurse’s office. If Royce did…” She spread her hands. “That would alter my judgment of him. Chloe was not a dangerous patient.”
“Thank you, Kathy.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s it,” Blake confirmed, turning away. She paused several steps away as a thought occurred to her and turned back. “One last thing—when you entered Royce Kingsley’s office, was the suicide note folded over?”
Kathy’s eyelids flicked shut for a moment as she cast her mind back. “I—think so. But I’m not sure.”
“So you would have touched it to open it up?”
“I guess so. Shouldn’t I have done that?”
“It’s no problem. I’ll make a note to discount your fingerprints if we find them on the note. I’ll need to ask one of my deputies to print you so that we can rule you out. Is that okay?”
Kathy thought for a few seconds. She seemed torn. But her face relaxed as she relented. “Okay.”
    
“THAT WAS THE HOSPITAL,” Melissa said, lowering her cell phone from her ear as Blake approached. “Jax is stable. The doctors think he might wake up in the next few hours. They don’t have a timeline, but they’ve reduced his dosage of thio—something. I didn’t catch the name. Anyway, it looks like he’s going to make it. No firm news on Kingsley yet. But the scuttlebutt from EMS is that it doesn’t look good.”
Blake released a sigh that she didn’t know she’d been holding on to. Having learned so much about Chloe, she didn’t know whether she would have been able to take losing Jax as well. Not after everything life had thrown at the poor kid.
“You think we should go tonight?” she asked.
Melissa looked down at her phone. “The duty nurse emailed before I called,” she said. “Said not to come until tomorrow morning. The last thing that boy needs is for the first people he sees after he wakes up is our ugly faces.”
“Speak for yourself,” Blake said wryly. “Okay. That works. Let’s hope he can help us fill in the blanks. If he’s got a copy of that SD card, I’ll write a letter of recommendation to the judge myself.”
“Hell, if you don’t, I sure as hell will.”
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B lake opened the door to Royce Kingsley’s personal lodge with a master key acquired from the security office. She and Melissa donned fresh sets of gloves and plastic booties before stepping inside.
Melissa let out a low whistle. “I guess now we know where all that money was going…”
“No shit,” Blake agreed.
The lodge was several times larger than the other staff residences, though it was still laid out over just a single story. A number of pieces of modern art decorated the walls. Blake had no idea whether or not they were worth anything. The taste seemed eclectic: a variety of shapes and swirls and colors that made neither rhyme nor reason.
A large open plan kitchen/dining room was located just inside the front door. The surfaces were expensive marble, quite unlike the rustic finish of the other residences, and the appliances were top of the line. There was little sense of personality: no photographs on the brushed steel refrigerator, or as far as Blake could tell, anywhere else within sight.
She pulled open the fridge. It was stocked with expensive artisanal products that must’ve been purchased from an upmarket store. It seemed that Royce Kingsley spared no expense when it came to his own personal nutrition. On the top shelf were half a dozen bottles of white wine.
“Hold up,” Melissa said, reaching into her pocket and pulling out her cell phone. “I’ve got an app.”
She plucked one of the bottles out of the fridge before loading it up and scanning the label with the phone’s camera. After a couple of seconds, she turned the screen toward Blake. “Fifty bucks.”
“He’s a real man of the people, that’s for sure,” Blake remarked as her partner replaced the bottle. A search of the rest of the kitchen turned up nothing of interest. The cupboards were well-stocked, but the pots and pans looked practically brand-new. It didn’t have the feel of a working kitchen.
The next room over was the living room. A large television was mounted on the wall, surrounded by built-in bookshelves that groaned with the weight of the tomes they supported. Arranged in front of the spines were a number of mementos and trinkets. The two women scanned each of them in turn, but nothing jumped out. Like everything else in this place, their purpose appeared to be to serve as a conspicuous reminder of wealth.
Unlike all the other staff residences, Kingsley’s had several bedrooms. The first they came across was clearly the master bedroom. The others were decorated but seemed completely empty.
“Perfectly normal,” Blake muttered as she stepped inside.
“What is it?” Melissa said as she followed. “Oh.”
On the wall at the head of Kingsley’s bed was a large painting, a portrait of the man himself. He looked ten pounds lighter and a decade younger. Blake wondered just how recently it had been commissioned.
As the surprise and revulsion at the sight faded, Blake’s gaze lowered to the bed itself. The familiar shape of an olive-green canvas rifle case lay on top of the covers. It was zipped shut. Blake pulled out her cell phone and snapped a dozen or more quick-fire images, spiraling closer toward the bed as she did so. She couldn’t wait for Robyn to finish up in Kingsley’s office.
After holding her phone directly over the rifle case and taking several more images, she slipped the device back into her pocket and unzipped the case. She pulled open the top layer and revealed a black AR-type rifle with an optical sight.
“Damn…” Melissa whistled. “Real responsible having this around kids. I don’t see a gun locker.”
Blake leaned over and studied the contents of the case more closely. In addition to the cutout for the weapon itself, there was one for an additional magazine and a shallow one for boxes of ammunition. The cardboard of the topmost box seemed crushed, and she plucked it open. Several rounds were missing. It didn’t mean much, but she suspected that the bullets found at the scene of Jax Mitchell’s shooting would match up with the rounds she was looking at.
Blake made a mental note to have someone check Kingsley’s hands for gunshot residue. It was almost certainly a futile effort at this point. GSR typically faded within 48 hours and often much less than that if the shooter was conscientious about washing their hands and clothes. Still, they would bag up any pieces of unwashed clothing they came across.
She chewed her lip. Something about this scene felt off. She turned on her heel and slowly pivoted around the room. Cabinets covered the far wall. In addition, there was an en suite bathroom. Besides that, there was no other storage. Blake stepped toward the nearest closet door.
“What are you looking for?” Melissa asked as she pulled it open.
“You said it: I don’t see a gun safe anywhere else in the lodge. That rifle is a nice weapon. The case is expensive, too. The kind of person who buys accessories like that knows about their guns.”
“Or they have more money than sense,” Melissa suggested.
“That’s also true,” Blake said, pushing past rows of hanging pants and sweaters and rapping her knuckles against the back of the closet to see if there was anything hidden behind. The bottom half was made up of shelves on which rows of shoes were neatly arranged.
She opened each of the next cabinet doors in turn but found nothing more interesting than a couple squashed packs of cigarettes. She turned back toward the case on the bed and picked up the rifle itself. There was no magazine inserted, so she pulled back the charging handle and looked into the ejection port to verify that there was no round in the chamber.
“As far as we can tell, there are no other weapons in this residence. No ammunition. No gun maintenance kit. No memorabilia from shooting competitions or photos from hunting trips.”
“Right.”
Blake quickly and capably broke the rifle down, performing an action she had repeated so many times it was muscle memory, careful to touch the rifle as little as possible to avoid disturbing fingerprints. She separated the firearm into each of its constituent parts and set them all down on the surface of the bed with her gloved hands.
“There’s no rust or corrosion on any of these parts,” she said. She picked up the bore and inspected the barrel. “It looks recently cleaned and oiled. With what?”
Melissa exhaled slowly. “So we’ve got a guy with a medical condition that probably precludes him from accurately aiming a rifle who apparently confessed to shooting Jax before mysteriously overdosing. He’s got a weapon that he’s kept well-maintained and oiled without keeping any obvious tools with which to do so. Is that about it?”
Blake placed the bore back on the bed. She frowned as she spotted something on the lower receiver and leaned over to examine it. The part was lying with its left side facing up.
“The serial number’s been filed off,” she said, tapping the spot where the identifier should have been under the bolt catch.
“So we can’t trace it, either.”
Blake quickly reassembled the rifle and placed it back in the case before zipping the whole thing back up and leaving it where she’d found it. “No, we can’t,” she said.
Melissa walked into the attached bathroom and began going through drawers. Blake paused at the doorway since the room was cramped and watched as she quickly and thoroughly searched the entire place.
Blake frowned as another thought occurred to her. “I asked Kingsley before if anyone at Pine Ridge owned a weapon. He acted disgusted by the idea. I don’t think it was an act.”
“That adds to your theory,” Melissa said, flashing a blister pack at Blake as she emerged from the bathroom. “I found Tylenol, cough medicine, aspirin, rehydration sachets, but you know the one thing I don’t see?”
“Sleeping tablets.”
“That’s right.” Melissa nodded. “We’ll have to get a judge to sign off so we can check the Controlled Substances Reporting System to find out if Kingsley was ever prescribed them. Maybe he took everything he had and crushed it up to make his cocktail.”
She turned around and used her foot to operate the pedal of a small garbage can. She peered inside as the lid opened. “I don’t see any packaging, though. There were only blister packs on his desk, right?”
“Yeah.”
“So that doesn’t add up, either.”
Blake chewed her lip. “Let’s say he wasn’t prescribed these pills.”
“Okay, I’m listening,” Melissa said.
“Where else could he get them?”
“Off the street? Any dealer with a phone number? They are controlled, but it’s not like they’re hard to get a hold of. I bet either of us could spend fifteen minutes on Facebook and find five numbers to call.”
“Possibly,” Blake mused. “But I’m thinking somewhere closer to home. Can you think of any facility that dispenses medication nearby?”
Melissa tipped her head back and groaned. “You mean like a troubled teen camp?”
    
“HEY!” Saul Maddox protested, hustling over as he saw Blake and Melissa trying the lock on the door to the camp’s pharmacy. “You can’t go in there. It’s the law.”
“We are the law,” Blake snapped without turning round. The lock clicked, and she pushed the door open. It was well oiled and swung easily.
“Back up,” Melissa warned. Blake could feel the heat of her partner’s gaze without even needing to see it in action.
“Okay, okay… I was just following policy.”
“Your efforts are noted,” Blake said. “Now get lost.”
Once again, the two women pulled on fresh sets of nitrile gloves. Blake listened for the telltale warning tone of an alarm system but heard nothing. Neither could she see any surveillance cameras. She was pretty sure that Pine Ridge was breaking the law on both those counts, though she wasn’t certain.
The pharmacy was a relatively small room, about the size of a regular bathroom. Blake guessed that made sense. Unlike commercial pharmacies, it didn’t have to cater for a vast array of different ailments. Its clients, if you could call the residents of Pine Ridge that, were typically young and as a result were relatively healthy.
The cabin itself was rectangular. Shelves covered the walls to her left and straight ahead. On her right was a workspace, on top of which sat a desktop computer and monitor, as well as several stacks of what appeared to be pharmaceutical reference manuals, and an open letter-sized notepad.
As Blake stepped inside, she saw neat labels affixed to small gray storage boxes describing their contents as medicines like Adderall and Ritalin, along with others she didn’t recognize such as Strattera and Intuniv.
She cast an eager look at the computer but knew that they wouldn’t be able to review the dispensary records without going back to the judge and requesting a fresh warrant. Their present search was only barely covered by the terms of the original, and she wouldn’t want to have to rely on anything they found later in court.
“Kingsley OD’d on diazepam,” she said, turning to the walls of medicine boxes and scanning them in search of a match.
“There,” Melissa said, pointing at a row of boxes all labeled diazepam on the short, far wall. Both women walked over, and Melissa pulled out all three boxes and placed them on the work surface. Something rattled as she did so, with the clink of glass against glass.
“I guess we found that packaging we were looking for,” Blake said dryly. She reached inside the box on the left and pulled out three boxes of empty cardboard packaging that corresponded with the blister packs they’d seen in Kingsley’s office.
The box in the middle contained a number of glass vials of the same drug in liquid solution. They were scattered messily on the bottom of the container instead of being neatly ordered as if somebody had reached in and hurriedly removed some of the contents.
“The pills he took came from here,” Melissa replied. “So the question is: Who has access to this room?”
Blake saw the lined notepad out of the corner of her eye. She glanced over at it with Melissa’s question ringing in her mind. “I think I have an answer,” she said, pointing at the pad.
Her partner looked over, eyes widening as she saw the pharmacy’s access log. Apparently, this was one regulation that Pine Ridge’s pharmacy took seriously. About half of the left-hand page was filled with the same name, written over and over again in neat handwriting in the left column. To the right was a series of dates and times when the pharmacy was accessed.
“You think we’re allowed to look at this?” she asked.
“I won’t tell if you don’t,” Blake murmured. She tapped the name with her gloved right index finger. “Would you look at that?”
Melissa reached for her radio handset. “All units at Pine Ridge, does anybody have eyes on Doctor Katherine Bennett?”
She radioed a short physical description, then waited for a response.
“Negative,” came the first reply. Within a minute, every deputy on site had checked in to say the same thing.
“You think she’s in her cabin?” Blake asked, feeling her heart beginning to race.
Could Kathy be the killer they had been looking for this entire time? The fact that she was the only member of staff known to access the pharmacy was strong, though not conclusive evidence. After all, they had opened the door with a master key themselves. It was entirely possible that Royce Kingsley might have had another one himself.
But as Blake replayed all her previous interactions with the camp’s therapist in her mind, she felt a growing certainty overcome her.
Melissa made for the door, reaching for her weapon as she did so. “There’s only one way to find out.”
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“W hich one?” Blake said in a low voice. “Come on, hurry up.”
“There—that one on the edge, facing out into the woods,” Saul Maddox replied through gritted teeth. He was flanked on either side by two male deputies, both with drawn weapons. Initially, he’d refused to help them identify Dr. Bennett’s lodge. Even now, he was shooting Blake a sour look as he did so.
“Stay over there,” she said, spinning on her heel and searching along the direction he’d pointed. There was only one employee lodge in that direction. It was a little larger than most of the others but came nowhere close to sharing the grandeur of Kingsley’s near-mansion.
The initial search warrant had given them the right to search every building on the camp premises. At the time, they hadn’t seen the need to search personal residences. But circumstances had changed. Blake marched up to the wooden lodge, guiding Melissa and the two armed deputies with finger gestures.
“Deputy, cover that exit,” she said in a low voice as they approached the rear of the cabin. A vision of Jax escaping into the woods after the death of Dani Andrews flashed across her mind. She wasn’t about to make the same mistake twice.
Next, she turned to his partner. “You—with me.”
The man gave her a curt nod, though Blake could tell he was nervous. Despite his double-handed grip on his pistol, his fingers betrayed a tremor. That was fine by her. In situations like this, if you weren’t scared, then you were stupid.
As they came around the front of the building, three pistols moved in unison, each covering a different window or doorway.
“Clear,” the deputy whispered. “I don’t see anybody.”
Melissa shook her head slowly to indicate that she didn’t either. Blake pointed forward with the index and middle fingers on her left hand, indicating for the three of them to approach the porch. She felt her palms dampening. If Royce Kingsley hadn’t attempted to commit suicide—which still wasn’t certain—then it was highly likely that Kathy Bennett had tried to murder him.
And if he didn’t leave that note… she thought.
If Royce Kingsley hadn’t left that suicide note, then whoever did must have planted the rifle in his lodge. And if Blake’s instincts were correct about the owner of that weapon, then they were dealing with a competent shooter.
Which meant this could go to hell in a handbasket real fast.
Blake tested the first step leading up to the porch with her right shoe, pushing down with increasing force to check whether it was going to squeak when it took her entire weight. In the Army, she’d been trained in close-quarter battle drills, where the aim of the game was to marry speed with violence of purpose. Entering an unknown building was about the riskiest task on any battlefield, save storming an enemy trench.
But law enforcement was different. It had to be different. You couldn’t go around shooting civilians without a damn good reason—like them firing right back at you.
Slow is smooth, smooth is fast.
She couldn’t remember where she’d heard that motto for the first time. But now it rang in her head. It was a better description of the task they needed to undertake.
The next step was a little squeakier, but not loud enough to warn anyone they were coming. The porch itself was well constructed. It didn’t budge an inch as she crept toward the lodge’s front door.
“Key,” she whispered, holding out her free hand.
A moment later, Melissa pressed the hard metal object into her palm, pushing down hard so that it wouldn’t fall to the ground and betray their presence. The ridged metal edges dug into the fleshy part. She moved it around the front of her body and inserted it slowly into the lock.
Despite her care, it made a metallic grating noise that raised the hackles on the back of her neck, though it was likely barely audible beyond a few feet. Blake froze, holding her breath and listening intently for any sign she’d been detected.
Nothing. She was in the clear.
Slowly, she rotated her head to the left. She saw Melissa standing there, covering a window with her pistol. She shot her a look that said, “Ready?”
When her partner nodded, Blake repeated the motion with the deputy to her right. He swallowed hard but nodded firmly, gritting his teeth as he steeled himself for potential action.
Blake held up her left hand with three fingers raised. Then two.
As she counted off One in her head, she twisted the key in the lock and opened the door in the same motion. She burst inside, yelling, “Police! Get down on the ground.”
Within a matter of seconds, the three deputies had surged into the lodge and confirmed that each room was empty. Blake felt the adrenaline pumping inside her body despite the confirmation that the threat hadn’t come to pass. She was amped up. It wouldn’t be an early night.
“Good job,” she muttered to the deputy who had tagged along. “You stayed nice and calm. Thanks.”
He inclined his head but said nothing. Blake noted a slight flush on his cheeks and saw the way his chest puffed out in response. She realized with some surprise that he was proud of himself. No, he was proud that she had recognized his skills.
“Check for weapons,” Blake called out. “Drugs, medicine, anything else that looks interesting. I want an APB out on Dr. Bennett. I want her found.”
As Melissa made the call over her radio, Blake began searching Kathy’s bedroom. Unlike the neatly ordered pharmacy, the woman’s personal effects were scattered messily all over the room. In addition to a double bed pushed up against one wall was a sixties-style dark orange reclining chair, though Blake only knew the color because about one square inch of the upholstery was miraculously uncovered by the stacks of clothing that hung to every available limb like heavy snow.
The bed itself was unmade. Blake pulled the sheets back and found a white T-shirt curled up near the foot. There was nothing underneath either of the pillows. She climbed up onto the top and leaned over, supporting herself with her left hand as she reached down the far end, where the mattress was pressed up against the wall.
“Nice,” she said, making a face as she pulled out a torn-open condom wrapper. She lay on the bed and snapped a photo of it with her cell phone before depositing it in an evidence bag that Melissa offered.
Next, she flipped up the mattress to check if anything was hiding underneath. Nothing.
“The kitchen’s clean,” the deputy who had accompanied them into the lodge reported. “Doesn’t look like she cooks much.”
“Any personal effects?” Blake called over her shoulder as she lowered the mattress back down onto the frame.
“No. It’s kinda sterile.”
Blake turned to see Melissa making a start on going through a set of desk drawers on the other side of the room. There was a laptop on the surface of the desk, but she knew they wouldn’t legally be able to search that without compromising patient privacy laws. If a judge signed off on an examination, it would probably have to be conducted by a qualified third party. All of that would take time.
“Where the hell did she go?” she muttered to herself.
“I think you should come take a look at this,” Melissa said sharply, pulling a stack of papers out of the middle drawer.
As she turned around, Blake realized that it wasn’t paper. Instead, it appeared as though Melissa was clutching about a dozen photographs. The edges were strangely wavy, as though they had been hand-trimmed.
“Looks like she printed them out herself,” Melissa said, handing them over without further comment.
“Wow,” Blake said, her eyebrows reaching up toward the stratosphere as she took in the topmost image. “I didn’t realize she had it in her. So to speak.”
Melissa coughed to mask her amusement. The photos in Blake’s hands were, well, compromising. To say the least. They showed both Kathy Bennett and the bottom half of an unknown male—both very definitely naked and engaged in an extremely acrobatic form of intercourse.
“I don’t even think I could stretch my legs that far back,” Blake said as she turned to the second image.
“I wouldn’t want to try,” Melissa replied wryly.
The second photo revealed a little more of Kathy’s partner’s body. He had an extremely hairy chest, appeared to be a Caucasian man of average height, and was probably middle-aged, up to his late fifties, judging by the way his body hair was tinged with silver. Unfortunately, that description could match at least ten percent of the population of North Carolina.
Blake kept flicking through the batch of photographs. They were clearly taken on different occasions, both in Kathy’s Pine Ridge lodge and at other locations. The two participants were sometimes semi-clothed, other times wearing handcuffs or other similar accessories. In the background of the fifth, sixth, and ninth images were a variety of sex toys of varying sizes and purposes.
“Imaginative,” Melissa murmured, looking over Blake’s shoulder as she turned to the final photograph.
“Well, shit,” Blake said. “I think we’ve met.”
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“T he stakeout car’s still watching the front gate,” Melissa said, her radio in her left hand. “They say nobody’s entered or exited in the last hour, either on foot or in a vehicle.”
“What the hell is going on?” Blake muttered. She stared at the photographs, which were now resting on the surface of Kathy’s desk, surrounded by notepads and psychiatry textbooks, and the computer that they weren’t permitted to access. “What’s Drexler’s exact role in all this?”
Joseph Drexler, Pine Ridge’s largest investor, had been present the night the sheriff visited the camp to speak with Royce Kingsley, and he had met Mateo Perez, Chloe’s father, on numerous occasions. And now they learned he was also involved in an intimate affair with the camp’s therapist. Whatever was going on at Pine Ridge, it seemed he was tangled up in the web.
She shook off the confusion and finished searching the middle drawer, which Melissa had only gotten part of the way through before both women had been stunned by the discovery of the intimate photographs. She found nothing of interest and pushed it closed. The same pattern held for the rest of the bedroom.
“Let’s think this through from first principles,” Blake said, realizing the scene had nothing more to give. “We think there’s a videotape. We don’t know what exactly is on it, but the contents must be enough of a threat to be willing to kill to prevent them from getting out.”
“I’m pretty sure from the way he reacted that Royce didn’t know about the tape,” Melissa said. “Which means that even if he doesn’t have a firm alibi for Jax’s shooting, it’s unlikely he’s responsible. He didn’t have a motive. So why would Kathy want to get rid of him?”
“The suicide note,” Blake said. “It’s a get out of jail free card. Literally. If Kingsley goes down for both Chloe’s death and Jax’s shooting, then as long as that SD card doesn’t turn up, she’s free and clear.”
“Kingsley was definitely worried about the possibility of a videotape existing,” Melissa mused out loud. “But if your theory is correct, then Kathy must have done something even worse.”
“You think killing Chloe qualifies?” Blake asked rhetorically.
Melissa continued with growing enthusiasm.
“Maybe Jax got a hold of the tape. We know that Dani Andrews was friendly with some of the kids here. She had second thoughts about the way Kingsley and Bennett were running things and knew that what she was being asked to do was wrong. Maybe she got a hold of the video recordings, or Jax trusted her to hold on to them. That would explain what he was doing in her cabin that night.”
“But not how she ended up dead.”
“If her mental health was perfect before she came into contact with Royce Kingsley, then she wouldn’t have ended up working here. She didn’t start out stable. It’s possible that Chloe’s death pushed her over the edge.”
“Right.” Blake rubbed her temples. Working through this many densely layered counterfactuals was enough to make anyone’s head hurt. “The question is: What the hell does Kathy’s affair with Drexler have to do with any of this?”
“Beats me,” Melissa said.
Blake closed her eyes. “Everything comes down to money in the end, right? At least for investors like Drexler. Sending supposedly troubled kids to Pine Ridge on the public dime was a pilot project. But if it worked out, then there would’ve been a real big pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.”
“But Chloe must have seen something,” Melissa said. “Something so bad it would’ve either convinced even that asshole of a father she has to pull the plug, or given her leverage to get out from under his thumb. If that’s right…”
“You have yourself a motive,” Blake said. “We need to find Drexler, that’s for sure. It stands to reason that Kathy’s heading for him. Ask the surveillance car if they took down the license plates of passing vehicles. Get them to roll back the footage if they have to.”
Melissa raised the handset back to her lips. Before she hit the transmit button, she asked, “What are they looking for?”
“A black SUV,” Blake replied. “Reeves took down the license plate the other night. They should have it.”
As Melissa radioed the deputies in the surveillance vehicle, Blake thought back on everything she had deciphered. Part of her felt deflated. She had been so sure that Kingsley wasn’t just a piece of work but a killer that she had overlooked other avenues of investigation.
“But what was their endgame?” she said. “Killing Kingsley does nothing if Jax wakes up and tells us where to find the tapes.”
“Yeah,” Melissa said, looking back up at Blake. “A car matching that description drove past about thirty minutes ago. Didn’t change speed or direction as far as they noted. They are winding back the footage to check the license plate now.”
“Lieutenant!” a deputy called out in a loud voice as Blake and Melissa exited Kathy’s cabin. He slowed from a run to a walk before stopping in front of them.”
“What’s up?”
Panting slightly from the effort, he said, “One of the grounds staff saw Dr. Bennett enter a store room before she disappeared. I think you need to see it.”
    
“WHAT’S IN THERE?” Blake asked as she followed the man through the unlocked doorway into a dark, gloomy, and windowless room. He reached into his jacket and pulled out a pen, which he used to flick the light switch on. It took a moment for the room to fill with a harsh fluorescent light.
Inside, she saw rows of freestanding shelves rising from the floor. It looked like a prison storeroom, with stacks of clothing on each of the shelves. As she drew closer, she saw they were labeled both by size and stage of progression through Royce Kingsley’s insane treatment protocol.
It was a separate shelf at the back of the room that caught Blake’s attention, however. The outfits were different, and on closer examination, she realized she was looking at stacks of employee work uniforms. On the right-hand side was a much smaller pile of medical scrubs, half of which had fallen onto the floor. It looked as though somebody had hurriedly attempted to pile them back into place with little success.
“She must have been in a hurry,” Melissa observed. “What the hell was she doing in here?”
“Getting camouflage,” Blake said, suddenly filled with cold dread. She turned on her heel and left her confused partner in the dust as she ran for the car. It took Melissa a few seconds to follow after her.
Her mind raced as she tried to calculate exactly how much danger Jax might be in. If Kathy really was the killer, she’d already attempted to eliminate Jax Mitchell once before. He was still as dangerous to her as he had been then.
She was going to finish what she had started.
How long do we have?
Kathy had last been seen at Pine Ridge over an hour ago. How quickly could she get to Cape Fear Valley Hospital? Was it her first destination?
She reached for her radio. “Dispatch, I want a deputy guarding Jax Mitchell’s hospital room. Get someone there immediately. Don’t let anybody into Mitchell’s room unless they are known to the medical personnel treating him, understood? We have an imminent threat to life. He’s not a suspect—he’s a witness.”
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“C lear right!” Melissa called as they approached a four-way stop. Blake barely heard her over the scream of the siren overhead. She snapped her head to the left and took her foot off the gas pedal for barely a second as she checked she wasn’t about to T-bone an oncoming car.
The second she was sure her path was clear, she pushed down hard and fed the engine with everything she had. The GPS unit on the dashboard told her that they were still seventeen minutes out from the hospital. It felt an impossible, dangerous length of time.
“What’s the status on that protection detail?” Blake asked, her taste buds feeling brackish and metallic from the adrenaline flooding through her system.
“Two minutes out,” Melissa said after consulting her watch. “Hospital security have been informed of the danger. They are on the lookout for anyone matching Bennett’s description.”
As Blake accelerated around a seven-seat van whose half-witted driver had never gotten the memo that you were supposed to get out of the way of a cop car running hot, she barely resisted the urge to flip the guy her middle finger. The reason she didn’t was that she needed both hands on the wheel at this speed. The car was shaking from the assault of wind resistance, making her feel like a rider breaking in an unruly stallion.
“Let’s hope that’s enough,” she muttered.
Sixteen minutes.
The truth was that even at this time of night, the hospital would be overflowing with women of a certain age wearing generic blue medical scrubs, and there were only so many security officers to go around. Fayetteville PD was also sending a couple of cars, but they were also responding to a large bar fight downtown, and their response time was strained.
It all came down to how much of a head start Kathy and her likely accomplice Joseph Drexler really had.
Blake overtook another car, grinding her teeth as the next one ahead in line took its sweet time in slowing and getting out of her way.
“Idiot,” she muttered.
She accelerated back around, her headlights stretching out onto the road and the hood of the car appearing to swallow the asphalt underneath. As the cruiser’s engine growled, her phone ring tone began to play from out of her jeans pocket. Blake wriggled to free up enough room to reach for it. The second she had it in her fingers, she chucked it at Melissa.
“Put it on speaker,” she said.
Melissa tapped the screen, and the harsh sound of the ringtone stopped blaring in the car’s cabin. “I don’t recognize the number,” she said.
“Find out who it is,” Blake said, coming off the gas pedal but not tapping the brakes as she approached an oncoming bend in the road. She leaned to her side to open up her view of the road ahead and accelerated the second she was sure she wasn’t going to ram into the back of another vehicle.
“Hello? Who is this?”
“Is this—am I speaking to Lieutenant Larsen?” a hushed female voice asked. Blake thought she sounded familiar, but over the roar of the engine and the wind battering the windshield, she couldn’t be sure. Neither could she place its owner.
“You’ve got her partner, Detective Wilson. Is this urgent?”
For a moment, the two detectives heard only the sound of heavy breathing over the line. Blake frowned, still trying to work out who was calling. Who had her number?
“It’s about Chloe. Chloe Perez. My… daughter.”
Blake straightened in her seat. She shot Melissa a curious glance. “Mrs. Perez? This is Blake Larsen. I’m sorry if I sound distracted, I’m driving. How can I help you?”
“I got your number from the card you gave my—husband,” Lana said, her voice seeming to harden as she finished the sentence.
“Okay.”
“I overheard Mateo speaking to somebody on the phone earlier today. He didn’t know I was listening. I only heard one side of the exchange, but…”
“Mrs. Perez?” Blake said. “Lana—whatever it is, you can tell me.”
“I still can’t believe it. I thought I was hearing things. I think Mateo had something to do with Chloe’s death.”
“What?” Blake asked sharply, alerted by the possibility of getting solid proof for her theory.
“He was in his office. I don’t know who he was talking to. Just a first name: Joseph. He kept telling whoever he was speaking to to keep him out of it. He said he didn’t care about the money but that the whole thing just needed to go away.”
“Why do you think he was talking about Chloe?”
“Because he said so,” Lana said, her voice breaking. She appeared unable to continue for several seconds, and when she finally did, her voice was throaty and hoarse. “He said, ‘I lost my daughter because of this. I don’t give a shit about the money. It’s over.’”
“In those words?” Blake asked, somehow managing to concentrate on holding up her end of the conversation even as her vision rotated in a constant circle through the windshield to each of the mirrors and back again. The car thrummed with power underneath her. The GPS map on the dashboard read eleven minutes remaining.
“That last part, yes,” Lana said. “I don’t remember the entire conversation. I didn’t believe what I was hearing.”
She sounded almost indignant now, oscillating between despair and rage. Her voice began to rise. “Does Mateo have something to do with Chloe’s death? I need you to be honest with me, Lieutenant.”
Blake blinked rapidly several times. She accelerated even further, and the GPS recalculated, knocking a couple minutes off the journey time. She was doing thirty or forty over the speed limit and more than that when the road straightened out. Jax’s lifeline might be measured in seconds, and she was determined not to give Kathy the advantage of a single one.
“Mrs. Perez, your husband…”
“Call him by his name,” she snapped.
“Okay,” Blake said, choosing her words carefully. She doubted it, but Lana might be playing her, fishing for information on her husband’s behalf. “Mateo isn’t presently a direct suspect in our investigation into your daughter’s death. We believe we have a lead on her killer. I’m on my way to attempt to take that individual into custody. I promise you, I’ll look into what you’ve just told me.”
“Promise me one thing, Lieutenant,” Lana said.
“What?”
“Don’t be scared of who he is.”
“If he’s guilty, he’s guilty,” Blake replied. The road was empty and dark up ahead, but she could see the glow of Fayetteville reflecting back off a thin cloud cover above her. She pushed the gas pedal flat against the footwell and accelerated into the darkness. “And I’m not afraid.”
Melissa killed the call. “Does it always come down to money in the end?”
Blake shook her head in disgust. They didn’t yet have all the pieces, but an outline of what must have happened was coming together in her mind. Kingsley and Drexler wanted to expand Pine Ridge, if for very different reasons. Kingsley wanted power, to exercise control over more and more helpless kids for his own screwed-up personal reasons, whereas Drexler only saw the dollar signs at the end of it.
She wasn’t sure which motive revolted her more.
“That bastard was getting kickbacks,” she said venomously, digging her nails into the steering wheel as she leapt around a turn, riding the brake and gas pedals at just the right moments so she barely lost a second. “He sent his own daughter to that hellhole for what? Political cover for his get-rich quick scheme?”
Blake mimicked a folksy voice. “It ain’t so bad. I sent my own daughter there!”
The GPS now read five minutes. Blake knew that the software wasn’t capable of reading her mind, so it didn’t know she planned on arriving in under half that. The occasional car pulled to the side of the road up ahead to let her pass as they entered the more heavily built-up suburbs around Fayetteville. Thankfully, due to the late hour, the roads were practically empty.
Melissa reached for the radio handset. “Dispatch, do we have a guard on Mitchell’s door yet?”
“Affirmative,” voice crackled, the signal strength evidently struggling to make it through the hospital walls. “This is Deputy Hawkins. I’ve got eyes on the kid’s hospital room. Nobody’s been in or out since I got here. There’s a nurse in with him now. She works here, I confirmed.”
“What’s his status?”
No response.
Melissa repeated the question.
“—Awake,” came part of the deputy’s reply. “He’s drifting in and out of—”
Blake thumped the window with frustration. The department needed to replace these damn radios. They failed more often than they seemed to work.
“Jesus!” Hawkins radioed, the signal strength suddenly choosing to return. “Shots fired, shots fired. The building’s going into lockdown. I—”
The signal cut out again as Cape Fear Valley hospital came into view over a group of low-rise residential buildings. Blake cursed viciously but didn’t let the unexpected development slow her down. Kathy must have arrived ahead of schedule.
She wished she knew more about the woman’s background and beat herself up for not checking into her past more thoroughly. If she really was responsible for Jax’s shooting, then she was clearly a proficient shooter. Did she have military experience? A background in law enforcement?
“Don’t leave that door, Hawkins,” Melissa radioed. “Whatever you do, stay right the hell there.”
Again, there was no response. Melissa slammed the handset against the dashboard with frustration before latching it back into place.
“She can’t seriously think she’s gonna get away with this,” she said as Blake spun the vehicle around the final corner.
“She’s on tilt,” Blake said, her brain seeming to be operating significantly faster than usual as it catalogued the numerous pedestrians, cars, ambulances, and other pieces of street furniture her eyes came across.
“Huh?”
“She’s gambling now,” Blake explained, feeling a strange sense of calm descend over her as the final couple hundred yards of their journey came into view. A loud wail cut through the police cruiser’s piercing siren, and she saw medical personnel, guests, and even gown-clad patients streaming out of the hospital.
“Or they are. Like poker players chasing a winning hand. The way they see it, if they do nothing, then they’ll definitely go down. At least this way they have a chance of keeping their freedom. But they’re not seeing the whole picture. It’s irrational, but it doesn’t feel that way to them.”
She braked sharply as a panicked woman in pink scrubs jumped into the road, apparently not seeing the speeding vehicle racing toward her. The entrance to the building she knew Jax was being treated in was only about twenty yards away. Instead of building up speed once again to cover such a short distance, she reached for the door handle and jumped out as the car came to a stop. The last thing she did before exiting was pop the trunk.
Melissa grabbed the shotgun while Blake shouldered the department-issue AR 15. It was almost identical to the one she’d handled just a short time before in Royce Kingsley’s bedroom.
“Vests?” Melissa panted, adrenaline beginning to strangle her respiratory system. In the distance, a short burst of two or three more gunshots rang out, dulled by the hospital’s thick walls. It was impossible to work out which direction they were coming from, but they sounded like pistol rounds.
Blake shook her head. “We’re out of time.”
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“W hat’s the plan?” Melissa said breathlessly as they raced into the building, fighting against a seemingly endless tide of terrified people flooding in the opposite direction.
Blake wished she had stopped to pull on the department-issue bulletproof vest as she saw the horrified looks and wide eyes on the faces of the men and women coming toward her.
“Police!” she yelled. “Get outside and hunker down somewhere safe. There’s an active shooter.”
They already knew that. But crowd psychology was a strange and irrational thing. It was easy for panic to take over. Almost everybody in America had at least once rehearsed a plan in their minds as to what they would do in a case like this. In a public building like this hospital, every member of staff would have gone through structured training. But even so, scared people needed to be reminded of what they already knew.
Blake sucked in a winded breath as a woman bounced off her side. The blow stole the air from her lungs, but she pushed the unexpected pain aside. “We find Jax and protect him. He’s the target. They’re not here to kill civilians. They’re here for him.”
Unless we’re already too late…
They ran along packed hallways, always fighting the tide as they followed the red line on the ground that led the way to Jax’s ward. Blake strangely found herself wondering whether the hospital’s designer had ever anticipated the innovative signage being used at a time like this.
The painted line led them into a service annex that contained the fire escape stairwells and almost a dozen banks of elevators. Over almost every single one of the latter, a bright blue LED screen indicated that the elevator car was on the first floor. People were still pouring down the stairs, packed against each other like sardines in their haste to flee, but they were studiously avoiding the elevators.
Blake guessed that many of them didn’t even know why they were running. Hospitals were busy, loud places. Gunshots could easily be swallowed up by everyday sounds in a place like this. But people were herd animals. When they saw others fleeing, they did the same.
“Elevator?” Melissa said, gasping for air. She didn’t wait for Blake’s response and slammed her palm against the call button.
A chime sounded from behind the two women. The elevator door slid open impossibly slowly, or at least it seemed that way. They ran for it, and Blake hammered the button for the fifth floor.
The doors slid closed at the same pace as they’d opened. Blake found herself bristling with irritation. She pressed the stock of the rifle against her shoulder and reflexively checked that there was a round in the chamber. Notes of inoffensive waiting room music played out of tinny speakers overhead.
Gravity pushed up through Blake’s soles as the car whisked them swiftly up five flights of stairs. The two detectives burst out onto an empty hallway. The hospital’s lockdown siren was piercingly loud up here, and an orange strobe flashed relentlessly off the painted white walls, threatening to give her a massive headache.
“Which way?” she asked.
Melissa reached for her radio handset and spoke in a low voice as she depressed the transmit button. “Hawkins? Where are you? What’s your status?”
Again, no response.
“Piece of shit,” she hissed.
Blake spent the time casing the layout. To her left, the hallway ended in a stub. There were two hospital rooms in that direction. Both doors were closed.
She gestured for Melissa’s attention, then pointed at the two doors. For all they knew, Jax could be in either one of them. And even if he wasn’t, they couldn’t leave them in their rear without checking that the shooter wasn’t inside. It was always tempting to cut corners in high-pressure situations like this.
But that’s what got cops killed.
Cover me, Blake mouthed.
Melissa nodded and took a knee, pressing her left shoulder against the wall to steady her aim. She took a breath and whispered, “Go.”
Blake didn’t hesitate. This was far from a perfect tactical position. To clear either room, she had to leave the other in her blind spot. But there was no other choice. She reached for and twisted the knob, pushing the door open the second it clicked, replacing her left hand on the hand guard and bringing the weapon up and ready to fire.
Empty.
She spun and covered the door with the rifle, her heart racing. She felt jittery from the adrenaline but had no fear. She was going to bring this to an end, whatever it took.
As Blake approached the opposite doorway, the siren died. The orange strobe kept flashing, but for several seconds, Blake heard a tinnitus ringing in her ears as irreplaceable cells died. She shook it off and pushed open the second door.
It didn’t budge.
It took only half a millisecond for her to clock that whoever was inside must have barricaded the door. In that case, it was unlikely to be Jax’s room, because Kathy and anyone assisting her would want to get away the moment they finished him off.
“Police!” she called in a low but firm voice. “Who’s in there?”
“Don’t say anything,” she heard a woman whisper impossibly loudly—probably not realizing how the siren had impacted her hearing. “We don’t know she’s a cop.”
Blake relaxed a fraction, knowing that she was right. Whoever was in there was a civilian. “I’m not here to hurt you,” she said. “Keep this door closed until backup arrives, you understand?”
Slowly, a voice answered, “Okay.”
“Do either of you work here?”
A different, quavering voice said, “I do. I’m a nurse on this ward. I’m Anya. I’m the one who barricaded the door. Are we going to be okay?”
“You did well,” Blake assured the terrified woman. “I need to find Jax Mitchell’s room. He’s the target. I need to protect him.”
“Room thirteen,” Anya replied instantly. “At the far end of the hallway, around the corner to the right. Why would anyone want to hurt him?”
Blake didn’t answer. She was already moving. “Stay low and away from the door,” she offered as a parting gift. “Help’s on the way.”
The two detectives advanced down the corridor, each hugging a different wall for protection, occasionally dodging wheeled medical carts with power supplies and computer systems on them. As they approached a set of doors—one on either side—they took turns covering their partner’s six as the other cleared the room. About half were empty, a quarter barricaded, and the remainder contained only a terrified, bed-ridden patient.
Finally, they reached the bend in the hallway that Anya had told Blake about. Jax’s room was right around the corner.
This was it.
Blake held up a closed fist, and Melissa stopped instantly. Blake gestured for her partner to cover the hallway and indicated that she would take point. Inexplicably, the hospital’s lockdown siren started wailing once again. Blake was actually grateful for the background noise, despite the challenges it posed for conscious thought.
Now.
She didn’t wait. She raced around the corner, rifle raised, her trigger finger brushing the guard, ready to squeeze at an instant’s notice. Despite the adrenaline pumping through her system, she felt calm.
The door to room 13 was half open. Blake kicked it aside with the weapon raised. The overhead light inside was off, the room lit only by the glow of screens from various medical devices, so it took her vision a second to adjust.
Jax was lying on the bed, blood seeping through the bandages on his stomach wound. A woman in scrubs was at his side. She was young with blond hair—definitely not Kathy. Blake stepped to her left and cleared the rest of the room. It was empty.
Only then did she turn back to Jax and fully appraise the situation. His chest was rising and falling laboriously, and there was another wound on his left arm, just below the crook of the elbow. It looked new. An IV bag stand had toppled against the window, cracking the glass. Plastic cabling dangled off the hooks, and as Blake’s eyes traced to the end, she realized the cause of the wound on Jax’s arm—the line must have been torn loose when it fell.
“Police!” Blake called out. “Is he okay?”
“I don’t know,” the woman replied tensely. She didn’t turn around. “Some psycho pumped him with something.”
“What?”
“A woman came in here. She had a gun. She injected something into his IV catheter. I tore it out the second she left, but I think I was too late. Whatever she injected is already in his system.”
“Where’s the deputy who was guarding this room?”
“I don’t know. He ran off when the gunshots started. Said he was going to take down the shooter.”
Blake closed her eyes. She wished she could blame Deputy Hawkins for making the choice he had. He’d fallen for the oldest trick in the book. But she couldn’t. These days, law officers were trained to run toward the sound of gunfire, not away from it. In the time it took for a SWAT team to gear up and arrive on site, an active shooter could kill dozens. It was the reason why she and Melissa had sprinted toward imagined danger during the false alarm at Pine Ridge a couple days earlier.
“Shit. Is he going to make it?”
“Not if I have to keep talking to you,” the woman said. There was no malice in her tone, just a cool statement of fact. As she spoke, an alarm triggered on Jax’s vital signs monitor. Blake’s eyes automatically flickered up to see that his heart rate was dropping—fast.
He was dying.
The nurse jumped away from the side of his bed, opened a wheeled chest of drawers by the side of the wall, and pulled out a vial of medicine and a syringe. She filled the chamber, found a vein, and injected it directly into Jax’s bloodstream.
“What can we do to help?” Blake asked. She hated sitting on her hands. But she knew her own limitations. There was nothing she could do to help Jax.
At least, not directly.
“Find the bitch who did this,” the nurse said, the sudden use of the invective startling compared with her earlier cool. “I need to know what she injected my patient with. She took the vials with her. I’ve administered Narcan, but it’s not working. This isn’t an opioid. But it’ll kill him just as easily.”
Blake jabbed her finger at the bed and said to Melissa, “Stay here. Anyone tries to get through that door, put a bullet through them.”
“You got it.”
As she made for the door, Blake turned one last time and asked the nurse, “How long have I got?”
Even as she asked it, she knew she’d phrased it wrong. Jax was the one running out of time, not her. She felt the seconds draining away. But if she’d hoped to receive certainty in response, she didn’t get it.
The nurse spoke with a plaintive, helpless tone in her voice. “I have no idea.”
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“L ock the doors,” a woman called out, her authoritative voice echoing down the hallway as Blake emerged from Jax’s private room. “Maggie, Anya, get your patients prepped to move. Rooms five, eight, and nine are all empty. I want everybody nice and close. The patient transporters are all locked down like the rest of us, so we’re on our own.”
Blake flashed her badge as she approached the woman. Despite her commanding posture and tone, she was tiny. But judging by the way the younger nurses and medical staff jumped at her instructions, she knew exactly what she was doing.
“Are you in charge here?” Blake asked.
“I am,” the woman said, glancing at the badge in Blake’s left hand and the gun in her right before responding. She didn’t look in any way flustered by either object. “I’m Linda, the nurse manager.”
“Do you know what’s happening in there?” Blake asked, jerking her thumb in the direction of Jax’s room. The words spilled out of her mouth at double speed.
“I do.” Linda nodded. “I’m trying to get a doctor up here, but while the lockdown’s in effect, nobody’s allowed to move around the hospital.”
Blake’s voice whittled to a sharp edge. “Even if that means he dies?”
“The policy is designed to save lives,” Linda replied, her lips thinning. “I don’t like it either. But there’s nothing I can do. Karina’s doing everything she can to keep Jackson stable.”
“Jax,” Blake said automatically. “That’s what he calls himself.”
Linda didn’t answer. Despite the siren wailing in the background and the orange strobe bouncing off the walls in kaleidoscopic fashion, she seemed completely calm. Blake guessed that it was a superpower in her line of work. Rushing decisions could get people killed. The woman’s eyes filled with compassion.
“Are you in contact with hospital security?”
“By phone.” Linda nodded, reflexively looking over her shoulder at her workstation. “But they aren’t telling us anything.”
Blake ground her teeth together. She knew she needed to move faster, or Kathy would get away.
“Did you see the intruder?”
“I did. But she was wearing a mask.”
“How long ago did she leave?”
“Maybe… three minutes?” Linda hazarded. She pointed down the hallway behind her, rather than the way Blake and Melissa had entered the ward. “She left out the back exit.”
“Do you remember anything else?” Blake asked, already moving.
“She was holding something in her left hand,” Linda said, her eyelids fluttering as she pictured what she’d seen. “A blue backpack, I think. And she was pulling something out of it. A red jacket.”
“Call security,” Blake yelled over her shoulder as she built up to a sprint. “Tell them to look for a woman in scrubs and a red jacket. Then feed her location to Monroe County Sheriff’s Department. Did you get all that?”
“Detective—wait!” Linda called after her.
Blake didn’t bother hiding the frustration in her voice. “What?”
Linda pointed at her workstation. “There’s a black radio on my desk. Turn it to channel 5. That’s the frequency used by Security. It’ll be quicker.”
Though she hated having to retrace her steps, Blake knew that the woman was right. By the time hospital security located Kathy, got the information to Monroe County dispatch, and it was funneled to her, her quarry would be long gone. She snatched up the radio, twisting the frequency knob as she burst through the unlocked emergency exit doors at the far end of the ward. One of the swinging doors bounced back and winged her.
The blow knocked her off balance, but she regained it quickly as she yelled her identity and instructions to the security office.
“Looking for the subject now,” a tense voice replied, the radio signal much stronger than the department’s handsets were capable of.
Blake glanced left and right. She’d emerged into a service stairwell, which also had two sets of extra-wide elevator doors—she guessed for moving patients and equipment around the hospital.
Three minutes, she thought.
The head start might as well be an hour. It seemed almost insurmountable. But Blake had no other choice. Jax had no other choice. Unless the nurse working on him could pull a miracle out of her ass and treat him for an unknown poison while the entire hospital was shut down, then the kid’s life was riding on her and her alone.
Both elevators were on floors in roughly the middle of the building. Clearly, none of the fleeing patients or staff had thought to use them. So Kathy must have taken the stairs.
Blake sprinted for the stairwell and took the rough-hewn concrete steps three at a time. Her only advantage right now was speed and her superior fitness over Kathy Bennett. The woman was of average build and a little soft in the middle. By contrast, after letting herself slip a few months back for understandable reasons, Blake had returned to her usual state of a near-competitive athlete.
Each story was composed of two short flights of stairs. Each flight took her four jumps. Though the effort sucked up all the oxygen in her lungs, she didn’t feel the burn. The adrenaline flowing through her system took care of all discomfort and pain and allowed her to focus only on eking out fractions of a second of speed from her exhausted body.
“Potential match located on the ground floor,” the radio handset crackled from her left hand. “Female, red jacket, blue pants. Hood pulled up over her head. She’s walking casually, not running. Heading for the main entrance to the ER.”
Blake was completely turned around. She didn’t have the background context to describe her location to the security officer, and she barely had the breath to do so. She just had to hope that once she emerged onto the first floor, the way to the ER would be obvious. Hopefully those painted lines would come in useful again.
She lifted the radio to her lips only to transmit, “Understood. Keep tracking her.”
Another flight. Another story. Blake’s eyes flashed over a huge numeral 2 on the bare concrete wall in front of her as she spun around another set of banisters. She was almost there.
“Suspect’s coming up on the exit. It leads through a parking lot, and then on to Village Drive. I’m relaying that information and a description to Fayetteville PD.”
“Tell them,” Blake said, panting heavily as she finally slammed through a set of swinging doorways that led into the hallway on the first floor, “we need the suspect alive. She poisoned a patient. We need to find out what she gave him.”
“Jesus,” the security officer radioed in sudden surprise. “Okay, I’ll tell them. I see you. Turn left.”
Blake looked around, expecting to see a uniformed security guard staring back at her. It took a moment to realize that with the hospital’s hallways uncharacteristically empty, it would be easy to spot a crazed woman sprinting through the building on the security cameras.
She picked up her pace again, trusting in the directions. She passed a color-coded chart on the wall. The emergency room was coded in yellow.
Follow the yellow brick road, she thought, unconsciously aligning herself directly over the yellow line on the floor as she ran.
“Suspect is outside,” the officer reported. “Still walking. I’m going to lose her on the cameras anytime now.”
Blake sent up a silent prayer of thanks for two things. First, that the officer was going above and beyond the call of duty in keeping her updated blow by blow. And second, that Kathy hadn’t simply sprinted when she made her escape. She guessed the woman was trying to remain inconspicuous by walking instead of running.
It might’ve worked if the hospital hadn’t been empty.
“Fifty more yards, ma’am,” the officer radioed. “Keep heading straight that way. I don’t see her no more. I’ll keep looking.”
Blake shoved the radio handset into her back pocket. The bulky black device barely fit, but she didn’t want to drop it in case it proved useful later on. Her lungs were heaving fit to burst, but she forced herself to lengthen her stride and pick up pace. She wasn’t going to come all this way only to lose Kathy at the final hurdle. She wanted to tackle that bitch herself and bring her down to the asphalt. Hopefully knock out a couple of teeth in the process.
She burst around a corner, through a set of double doors that would normally have been security locked but must have been disabled either by the lockdown protocol or her guardian angel, and into a large but empty ER waiting room.
There was something eerie about the scattered backpacks, women’s purses, and water bottles that had been abandoned in the rush to safety. Blake had a flash of blind fury at the thought of worried, injured, and sick patients and families being exposed to yet more trauma when they should be focused only on recovery.
She slowed her pace slightly as the automatic glass doors that led outside came into view. She was pretty sure that Kathy wouldn’t have stuck around the entrance, but it paid to be certain when the cost of impatience was so high. Her breathing steadied as she brought her service weapon up into a double handed grip. The solidity of the pistol’s grip felt reassuring, almost meditative.
Blake slowed further, taking the final ten steps to the doors one by one, swiveling her head on a pivot as she got her first view of the parking lot outside. A number of vehicles had been abandoned on the road as the drivers had decided losing a vehicle was preferable to losing their lives.
Blue light glinted off the windows of buildings on the opposite side of Village Drive, heralding the imminent arrival of what had to be dozens of police vehicles converging on the hospital. She urgently reached for her department-issue handset.
“Dispatch, this is Larsen,” she radioed. “Make sure Fayetteville PD knows that I’m armed and I just exited the ER. I don’t want to catch a round for doing my job.”
“Copy that, Lieutenant. They know they have friendlies on scene.”
“They’d better,” she muttered to herself and stepped outside.
The contrast between the hospital’s chilled environment and the humid evening air hit her like a slap in the face. She was out of breath from the chase, and her body already felt like a furnace. She swiveled her gaze left and right, searching for movement.
Blake grabbed the hospital radio. “Which direction did she take after leaving the ER?”
“She headed east, toward Owen Drive,” came the swift answer.
She clicked the transmit button twice in thanks as she stuffed the radio back in her rear pocket, already spinning in that direction. A grass verge separated the hospital with what looked like a large and normally busy road. No traffic was currently passing, the cars probably stopped by people as they fled.
No, that wasn’t quite right.
As Blake ran toward the road, she saw a single vehicle skid to a stop from her right. It jumped up onto the verge, and Blake distinctly heard a male voice yell something that sounded a whole lot like, “Get in!”
There!
A streak of red and blue sprinted away from the side of the hospital, headed for the road. It was a distance of only thirty or forty yards. It was her—Kathy. Blake was about twice that distance from the getaway car. It was going to be tight.
“Police!” she yelled as she ran, weapon raised. “Get down on the ground. Now!”
Kathy didn’t turn. She kept going for the car. Blake was gaining on her, but she was still too far away. Her legs screamed with agony as she coaxed one last effort out of her lactic acid-soaked muscles. Running with a double grip on her pistol felt unwieldy and unstable, but even as she sprinted, she didn’t once lose her aim.
“It’s over!” Blake called out, now twenty yards from Kathy, who was about the same distance from the vehicle. The orchestra of approaching police sirens was deafening. She couldn’t possibly have not heard them. She must have known there was no chance of actually getting away.
And yet she ran.
Blake ground her teeth together with frustration but didn’t break stride. Ahead of her, she saw the passenger door of the getaway car open a crack, then jerk outward as it was pushed from the inside. It was too dark and her vision too unstable as she ran to make out who was inside.
“Stop!” she yelled. “Or I’ll shoot.”
She wouldn’t. Not without sight of a weapon, or a suspicion of imminent threat either to her life, another deputy’s, or the general public. But Kathy didn’t know that. She turned her head to look over her shoulder, eyes wide and panicked. As her neck twisted, her body followed, and Blake caught a flash of a pistol in her hand.
“Drop the gun!” she yelled.
Crack.
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A t first Blake didn’t understand where the gunshots were coming from. With her body flooded with adrenaline, she was hyper-focused on the threat she could see: the gun in Kathy’s hand. But as the woman had turned in response to Blake’s warning that she would shoot, she tripped.
She fell to the ground as gunshots rang out around her. Blake slowed, her brain initially interpreting the conflicting information her senses were giving it as an accidental discharge. She even thought she saw a flash coming from the pistol in Kathy’s hand.
But then the woman was on her back, scrambling backwards and away from her on the ground. She was no longer holding the gun, and yet the shots kept coming.
“Lieutenant, I’ve got reports of shots fired,” came a voice from her radio. “What’s your status?”
Blake ignored the question, throwing herself to the ground as she finally realized where the shots were coming from. With every single crack, the interior of the hastily parked car twenty yards away lit up. The driver was shooting at her.
She rolled to her left, searching for cover, but she was in an ocean of barren grassland and pavement. A few paltry bushes decorated the landscape, but they weren’t big enough to provide either cover or protection.
“Shit,” she grunted, her lungs heaving for breath as she brought herself up into a crouch. The fall had tweaked a muscle in her lower back, but she didn’t have the luxury of time to worry about that now. She raised her weapon, pausing for just a second to solidify her aim. As she took a deep breath in to steady herself, the sounds of the universe faded.
No longer could she hear her ragged, hoarse breath, or the gunfire, or even the discordant melody of approaching police sirens.
There was only silence. She picked out the silhouette of a person inside the car.
And fired.
Blake squeezed her trigger three times, allowing a fraction of a second between each shot, just long enough to line up her aim once again. The delay was unconscious, muscle memory springing into action when she needed it most. Despite the adrenaline flowing through her veins and her oxygen-starved muscles, practice made perfect. Hours, weeks, years spent at the range had honed her skills.
She didn’t miss.
As she lifted her finger from the trigger and replaced it on the side of the guard, she took in a long, shaky breath. In that instant, all the noise of the world returned. She saw police vehicles screaming toward her, only thirty or forty yards away. She heard cries of approaching officers and the ground of engines.
But she heard no gunfire.
Blake thrust herself back to her feet. She kept her aim on the car, waiting for the driver to return fire. But she saw no movement. She figured he had to be either seriously injured—or dead.
She turned to the more immediate threat. Backup was approaching fast, but it wasn’t here yet. And Kathy was still on the ground. She was moving, crawling across the grass, though to what destination Blake did not know.
It took her a moment to make sense of the scene in front of her. As her heart raced and her subconscious grappled with the enormity of what she had just done, she realized in an instant that Kathy had dropped her weapon when she tripped.
The pistol had fallen about ten feet away. Blake’s gunfire had lasted barely a couple of seconds. Not long enough for the therapist to scramble for her gun.
But she was trying now.
“Don’t move!” Blake screamed as backup arrived, her throat raw with emotion. “You so much as flinch and I’ll put a bullet in the back of your head.”
Blake heard heavy bootsteps rushing toward her. Kathy froze, but her right arm was still stretched out only a couple of feet from the weapon. She was close enough to reach out and grab it. Blake aimed for the center of her back, not the back of her head as she had claimed. It was a bigger target, and she was jittery from the adrenaline.
“I’m a cop!” she called out without shifting either her gaze or her aim from the woman on the ground. “Don’t shoot. The shooter is in the car. Check his status.”
“You got it,” a rough male voice replied. She saw his legs and the lower half of his torso in her peripheral vision but still didn’t look up.
Another officer’s scuffed leather boots came into view. He stood on the other side of Kathy’s prone, quivering form. “I think you best do as the lady tells you,” he said. “Because it looks to me like she’s on a real short fuse.”
Blake took several wide sidesteps around Kathy’s body, never once lifting her aim. She had a burning desire to squeeze her trigger and put an end to the woman for good. It felt like the just thing to do, in the Old Testament sense of the word. She still had no idea whether Jax was alive or dead. Either way, this woman had taken an oath to help. Instead, she’d perverted her profession and debased her soul.
“You reach for that gun,” she said in a surprisingly measured voice, “you’ll join your lover, understood?”
“Did you kill him?” Kathy said, her voice sharp and discordant. She was panting heavily, her chest inflating and deflating like a child’s party balloon. “You fucking bitch.”
Another sidestep brought Blake close enough to kick away the woman’s pistol. She did it with a gentle rightward sweep of the side of her boot, enough force to shift the weapon but not enough to accidentally set it off.
“Katherine Bennett,” Blake said, holstering her weapon and plucking her handcuffs out of their case in the same motion. “You’re under arrest for the attempted first-degree murder of Jax Mitchell, neglect of a minor, and under suspicion of involvement in the death of Chloe Perez and the attempted murder of Royce Kingsley.”
She kneeled on the woman’s back and roughly yanked her arms around, cuffing first the right then the left in turn, paying little attention to her comfort.
When she was done, she leaned down and whispered venomously into Kathy’s ear, “I’m going to make sure you get put behind bars for the rest of your natural fucking life.”
She grabbed Kathy by the cuffs and hauled her upright, ignoring the squeals of protest and pain this act generated. She spun the woman around her and began roughly frisking her.
In her left jeans pocket, she found a second magazine for the pistol, which she plucked out with two fingers and tossed onto the ground. Other than that, she found only a set of keys and a cell phone on her person.
No vials of medicine. Not even any packaging to indicate what the vials had contained. She must have tossed them into a garbage can on the way out. It would be impossible to search all of them in the time that Jax had remaining.
For a moment, Blake felt as though a roller coaster had dropped away below her. A great maw opened up on the ground, threatening to swallow her whole. She couldn’t have come this far only to lose the kid at the final hurdle.
“What did you give him, Kathy?” she said, a muscle bulging on the side of her jaw. “Tell me what you injected into Jax.”
“You killed Joseph,” Kathy replied. Her eyes were wild and unfocused. “He’s such a sweet man. Why did you shoot at him?”
Blake wanted to stare back at the woman open-mouthed. It seemed as though she had completely broken with reality. That sweet man had just fired half a dozen rounds at her, had probably been responsible for discharging an unknown number of gunshots into a hospital to draw the deputy away from his post at Jax’s bedside, and had been complicit in—or designed—a scheme that wrecked young lives, defrauded the state, and ended up killing numerous people.
“Katherine,” Blake said firmly, speaking to her as though she was a child in trouble—a tactic she’d found worked surprisingly well over the years. “Look at me.”
The woman blinked a couple of times, her eyes focusing a little, but not much.
“You need to tell me what you did to Jax. It’s over, Katherine. If you want any chance that the court will look kindly on you, then you need to come clean. If Jax dies, then it’s over. I can’t help you. But there’s still time.”
“Take me to him!”
Blake squinted back at her, confused by the demand. “Who, Jax?”
“Not Jackson. Joseph,” Katherine said as though that should have been obvious, dismissing Blake’s suggestion with a sneer. “I can help him.”
Though Blake hated the idea of negotiating with the woman, she had no pride. She would have crawled through a mile of filth on her belly to ensure that Jax survived. Though if anything, just talking to this unhinged psychopath was worse than that.
“I can make that work,” Blake said calmly, shooting a look at the officers milling nearby to make sure that none of them interrupted with an unhelpful comment. The last thing she needed right now was for one of them to confirm to her—and her captive—whether Joseph was dead. “As soon as you tell me what you put into Jax.”
“After,” Kathy said petulantly, like a child denied a piece of candy until they did their homework.
“No, Katherine. Now.” She gestured into the distance. “Or I’ll put you in the back of that cruiser, and you won’t see him again until your court date. If he survives that long.”
“You’ll just let him die?” Kathy asked, her voice high and demanding. She struggled to look over her shoulder at the officers swarming around Drexler’s vehicle, but Blake held her fast to make sure that she couldn’t get a detailed look.
“It’s up to you,” Blake said.
The wild light in Kathy’s eyes dimmed an instant before her shoulders slumped over. She was beaten. It was over.
“A mix of diazepam and OxyContin,” she said in a low, defeated voice.
“Is that it?”
She nodded.
Blake thrust her toward the nearest Fayetteville PD officer and reached for her radio. “Read her her rights,” she said.
Over the radio, she transmitted, “Jax was injected with diazepam and OxyContin. Do you copy?”
A lifetime passed before Melissa replied, her voice crackly and indistinct but there. “Diazepam and Oxy. Got it.”
Blake sank onto her haunches. She felt exhausted, like she’d been swimming upstream through whitewater rapids for hours. Hell, she felt like she’d just front-crawled up Niagara Falls. She still didn’t know whether Jax was going to live or die. What impact would both those medicines have in an already weakened body?
“Can I see him?” Kathy said in a broken whimper. “I need to know he’s okay.”
“Take her away,” Blake said coldly.
Kathy let out a low, guttural wail. When she could finally speak again, she said, “But you promised…”
Blake closed her eyes and saw a flash of Chloe’s face staring up at her from the mortuary table, her tanned, beautiful face pale against the lifeless steel. She felt herself harden.
“I changed my mind.”
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“H e’s going to be okay,” Linda, the nurse manager on Jax’s ward, said as she entered the small private waiting room that had been set aside for Blake and Melissa. The two women looked up at the same exact time.
Melissa got her question out first, though Blake was thinking it. “You’re sure?”
“Pretty positive. He’s likely to have a hell of a headache when he wakes back up, but he’ll live.”
“Any long-term side effects?”
This time, it was Blake who asked the question that had been hanging over her head for several hours. She felt as though she’d failed Jax several times—first by failing to prevent his shooting, and then by not working out Bennett and Drexler’s guilt until far too late. She couldn’t bear the thought of being just another name on a long line of individuals who had failed him.
“It’s not likely,” Linda said after a measured pause. “He’s stable and being treated with IV fluids and naloxone for the OxyContin. Because you were able to find out what that psycho dosed him with, we’ve got him on flumazenil, which will help with the overdose of diazepam. If we hadn’t found out, he probably would’ve died.”
“What does it do?”
“It’s a GABA receptor antagonist. It binds to the same receptors in the brain as benzodiazepines do, basically competing for the same slots. It’ll take time, and as I said, he’ll have a nasty headache when all this is over. But it will be over.”
“Thank you,” Blake said. She allowed herself to breathe a heavy sigh of relief. “How long will he be out?”
“He’s in and out of consciousness already. Only a few minutes at a time,” she said with a warm smile. “But it’s a good sign. I told him about you and about what you did for him.”
“Just our jobs,” Blake said.
“Oh, I think you went above and beyond in this case. He had a message for you. I promised I would deliver it.”
“What?” Blake asked, frowning.
“He said to look at his shoes.”
    
MELISSA REACHED into the cardboard storage box, her blue nitrile gloves providing a shock of color against the bland brown of the box. She pulled out the plastic evidence bag and set it on the steel table.
“I still don’t get it,” the detective said, staring at the perfectly ordinary-looking—if battered and dirty—pair of Adidas running sneakers that she set alongside the hiking boots that Jax had taken from Pine Ridge’s outdoor stores.
Both pairs of shoes sat on top of the steel table in the evidence room. Blake snapped a couple of photos with a borrowed digital camera to keep as a record of their investigation.
“Me neither,” she said. “Either of them look different to you?”
“Not really,” Melissa replied with a shrug. She picked up the bag containing the hiking boots and tore open the seal. A few fragments of dried dirt slipped out and speckled the steel table. “I have no idea what we’re looking for.”
But since Jax’s poisoning had pushed any possibility of an interview back for at least a day—and possibly much longer—his cryptic clue was the only lead they had. Joseph Drexler was handcuffed to a bed in the same hospital treating the teenager he’d helped Kathy try to kill. When she’d learned that she’d only winged him, albeit with two separate rounds, Blake had felt a moment’s disappointment.
Apparently, the shock of the impact had caused him to faint. He’d resumed consciousness under the boot of a particularly imposing 220-pound Fayetteville PD sergeant who had a particular distaste for jackasses who opened fire on cops.
He was no soldier, that was for sure.
Blake’s mood was improved, however, by the realization that a dead Joseph Drexler couldn’t spend the rest of his life in jail. His apprehension with a stolen firearm that he appeared to have purchased on the black market, combined with the fact that he’d tried to kill a cop and was arrested while in the process of assisting an attempted murder, made a warrant to search his home and electronic devices a foregone conclusion.
Robyn was only just getting started on his emails, but a cursory search had revealed documents that suggested they had a slam-dunk case of fraud on their hands, at the very least. But Blake had no intention of settling for catching him like Capone. There was no chance Drexler had risked making himself an accessory to a capital crime just to cover up a white collar one.
No, whatever he was hiding was a whole lot more serious than that.
Melissa twirled the first, then the second hiking boot in her fingers. She studied them from every conceivable angle and distance before reaching for the flashlight clipped to her belt and repeating the process all over again. She lifted up the insoles, pulled back the tongues, and even unthreaded the laces.
Nothing.
Finally, after attempting to peel back the label the size was printed on, she sighed in defeat and tossed the boot she was working on back onto the table.
“I hope you’re having better luck,” she muttered sourly.
Blake pulled open the evidence bag holding the sneakers. They seemed like a more promising avenue to her, since she doubted they were standard issue from Pine Ridge. Jax had probably owned them before he was sent to the camp.
Incarcerated.
She weighed the two sneakers in either hand but detected no discernible difference. Nor, beyond a couple of threadbare holes on the right shoe, was either particularly unique. As far as she could tell from the outside, they were just shoes.
After dropping the right sneaker on the evidence table, she picked up the left. She repeated Melissa’s examination, borrowing her partner’s flashlight to peer inside the shoe for hidden messages or…
Something.
But still nothing jumped out at her. She squeezed the sneaker’s material between her thumb and forefinger, trying to feel for anything that might have been slipped between two layers but came up empty.
Finally, before dropping the shoe back onto the table with frustration, she began peeling up the insole. She stopped dead halfway up and let out a slow whistle. At long last, they had it.
“Jackpot.”
“What is it?” Melissa asked, her tone sharp with interest.
Blake slowly placed the shoe on the table, tucking the heel end of the insole under the shoe’s tongue to keep it stuck in place. She handed Melissa the flashlight and told her to point the beam inside the sneaker, then picked up the digital camera. It was still powered on, so all she needed to do was raise it to her eye and snap a quick series of photos.
Everything needed to be done by the book. When they finally put Drexler, Bennett, and any as-yet-unknown associates behind bars, this would be a cornerstone piece of evidence.
“Oh,” Melissa said when she saw what Blake had found. “Shit.”
    
BLAKE WAITED with growing anticipation for Robyn to finish transferring the data from the SD card on to the department’s computer system. She knew she should be grateful that the tech—who served as a general Jack-of-all-trades performing every conceivable forensic and IT related task for the small department—was working overtime at all.
But she couldn’t take her eyes off the way the progress bar was dragging.
96%.
97%.
98%…
Seconds lingered into almost a full minute as Blake waited, drumming her fingers on the surface of Robyn’s desk. The computer made a strange clicking sound.
99%.
She held her breath.
“All yours,” Robyn said. “You can access the files from your terminal. I’ve copied everything on that card over.”
Blake reached for the tech’s keyboard and mouse and practically snatched them out of the startled woman’s hands. “There’s no time.”
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“D ear Lord…” Rogers whispered. Even though Blake had played her just a snippet of several hours of footage recovered from the SD card, the captain’s face had gone white. The three of them—Melissa, Blake, and the captain, were all standing around a desk in one of the station’s observation rooms. Live feeds from Kathy Bennett’s cell played on screens on the wall.
“You know what this means, right?” Blake asked, fixing her superior with a hard stare.
She didn’t care about the political implications. She didn’t care about Sheriff Nicholson’s opinion or how this would affect the department at large. Only one thing mattered now: bringing justice to the bastards responsible for Chloe’s death.
All of them.
“You need to get one of them to say it,” Rogers said.
Blake clenched her fists. “Captain!”
“I believe you, Lieutenant,” Rogers said, still seeming to process what she had seen. “But Perez is wealthy, and he has powerful friends. What you have might be enough to put him away. Might.”
Blake glowered but said nothing.
“It’s probably enough to get a warrant, I’m not denying it. But if he is smart, then he will already have destroyed any evidence that directly links him to this crime. And that leaves a prosecutor with a choice.”
“A plea deal,” Blake replied with disgust dripping from her tongue.
“Exactly. So you need to put his fingerprints on the weapon, so to speak,” Roger said, jabbing a finger at each of the screens in turn. “Make sure you don’t give the DA a choice. Turn this case from a maybe into a slam dunk. Then you can arrest him.”
    
BLAKE CARRIED a boxy department-issue laptop by her side into the interrogation room. Kathy looked up as she entered. A lawyer sat at her side. Melissa followed Blake inside, closing the door after the two detectives.
“Before we get started,” the lawyer said, “my client intends to exercise her Fifth Amendment right to refuse to answer any questions or make any statements that could be used in a criminal proceeding.”
“Understood,” Blake said curtly. She made sure to meet Kathy’s eye as she lowered the laptop onto the metal table at the center of the room. “I suspect by the end of this conversation she’ll change her mind.”
Ignoring the flicker of uncertainty on the man’s face that this response generated, she read out the formalities: name, date, and attending officers, for the record. As much as she itched to pull out the pliers immediately, she knew Rogers was right. They needed a confession from either Kathy or Drexler—preferably both. Mateo Perez hadn’t directly killed his daughter. But he’d eaten the apple. He’d caused the original sin.
Turning the screw would feel good. But it was unlikely to get the answers she needed.
“Kathy, how long have you known Royce Kingsley?” she asked instead.
The woman glanced at her lawyer. He indicated for her to respond.
“Almost two decades,” she said, her throat dry from disuse.
“Would you describe yourself as his friend?”
“Mr. Kingsley is my boss.”
“We have testimony indicating you are—were—much closer than that.”
Kathy looked to her lawyer once more. He gave a slight shake of the head. She turned back and said, “No comment.”
“Kathy, I want you to know that we came to you first,” she said, stretching the truth to the limit. “Joseph Drexler is sitting in Interrogation Room B right now.”
She frowned. “So what?”
“Don’t say anything,” her lawyer insisted.
“So you have a chance to come clean, Kathy,” Blake said, studying her suspect intently for any flicker of emotion. “One of you has a chance to get a plea deal. But only one. I suggest you take it.”
“I have nothing to say,” she said. She clenched her jaw tightly, as if the physical effort was helping buttress her willpower.
“Who paid for your lawyer, Kathy?” Blake asked.
“Don’t answer that,” the man snapped.
Kathy grew tense. A muscle flickered on her cheek. She kept looking between the lawyer at her side and the two detectives opposite.
“You can listen to him,” Blake said, drumming her fingers on the laptop in a subtle attempt to draw it to Kathy’s subconscious attention. “But let me tell you what I think. I think Drexler is paying your legal bills. And I want you to ask yourself why that is. Do you think he cares about you? Or does he want to save his own skin?”
“That’s enough, Detective,” the man said firmly.
“Kathy,” Blake said, completely ignoring the lawyer as she leaned forward to rest on her elbows. She closed the distance between them to build a sense of intimacy. “Did you know that you were being recorded during your sessions in Cabin H?”
Her eyes narrowed, though she still said nothing. Blake definitely had her attention.
“Can I play you something?”
“That’s it,” the lawyer said, rising from his chair abruptly. “I’m terminating this interview. My client is clearly in no fit state to answer your questions. Until the judge tells me otherwise, this line of questioning is over.”
Blake kept talking. “I’ll level with you, Kathy. The video is pretty shocking. The truth is we already have enough evidence to put you behind bars for the rest of your life. Royce Kinglsey didn’t make it, and we can pin you directly to his murder. You don’t need to say anything. But I think you’re a victim in this as well. I want to give you a chance.”
To an extent.
She eyed Kathy without blinking. “It’s the only one you’re going to get.”
A riot of emotions clashed on the woman’s previously sullen face. She was evidently split, unsure about how to proceed. Some small part of Blake felt pity for her. Kathy Bennett had done terrible things. Chloe’s death might have been an accident, but the events that led up to it were perfectly intentional. She’d murdered Royce Kingsley and then returned to finish off Jax Mitchell’s life too, just to cover up her crimes.
She was guilty, all right.
But she had been manipulated into doing those things. She was as lost a soul as any of those kids who cycled through Pine Ridge hoping for redemption. That didn’t excuse her actions. But it explained them.
The lawyer cleared his throat. His face was puce red. “Detective, please return my client to her cell. This interview is over.”
Kathy breathed out shakily. “No.”
“Ms. Bennett, as your legal counsel, I advise you to remain silent. Nothing you say will help your case.”
“Get out.”
“Ms. Bennett!”
Kathy slammed her palm down on the table. The handcuffs rattled against the steel surface. Her cheeks turned red, and she began quivering with emotion. “Out!”
“I think she’s made herself perfectly clear,” Melissa said, standing and gesturing toward the door.
The lawyer stood rooted to the spot for a moment. He gritted his teeth. “If you think this’ll hold up, you don’t know me.”
“I really don’t think about you at all,” Melissa said sweetly. She pulled the door open and ushered him out. His mouth bobbed open several times before he disappeared for good.
Blake lifted the laptop lid open. The video flashed up on screen after she entered her password. She didn’t turn the computer around but let the silence drag out. The weight of it was almost oppressive in the cramped interrogation room. Kathy was practically hyperventilating. She began rocking back and forth.
“You are right,” she whispered eventually. “Joseph paid for him. On our way to the hospital he told me not to say anything if we got caught. Said the cops couldn’t pin anything on us as long as we both stayed silent. But that’s not right, is it?”
Blake shook her head slowly. “No, Kathy, it’s not. We have you on the attempted murder of Jax Mitchell, along with a number of additional charges from child neglect to unlawful imprisonment of a child.”
“I deserve all of it,” she said, her eyes wild. She scratched her face, then began tearing at her hair. “I’m a fool. Joseph lied to me. Just like Royce.”
“Royce used you?” Blake said.
“For years. I knew he had a hold on me. I knew the things I was doing to those kids was wrong. I just couldn’t stop myself doing as he said. Sometimes I wanted to kill myself, but—”
She fell silent, burying her head in her hands. Tears flowed freely down her cheeks. As she looked across the table, Blake didn’t see the face of evil. She saw a sad, broken woman. It was perhaps more chilling than if Kathy Bennett had simply been rotten to the core. She was an ordinary person who hadn’t had the strength to follow her own conscience.
Royce Kingsley was the true face of evil. Not because he’d killed Chloe Perez. He had no direct part in that crime. But he’d knowingly sought out broken souls in order to manipulate them for his own ends.
“—But I just kept on doing as he said. I thought he loved me. Even when he slept with the others, he told me he was just doing it so they didn’t get jealous of what we had,” Kathy said, crying ugly tears now.
“What about Joseph?”
Kathy made a snorting sound. “I thought he loved me, too. I’m pathetic. I fell for the same trick. Now I see that he was only looking for somebody he could use.”
“I’m going to play you something now,” Blake said, slowly rotating the laptop on the table so that it was visible from both sides. “I want you to explain what we’re watching. Do you understand?”
Silent tears fell from Kathy’s eyes, plopping against the steel table and discoloring the surface as she nodded.
Blake tapped the space bar. The video began to play, the still image that initially appeared on screen already a chilling sight. On the screen, a half-starved Chloe Perez was restrained against what appeared to be a dentist’s chair. Kathy was looming over her, a syringe in her hand. The video quality wasn’t great—the cabin was dark and the picture blurry. But it was obvious that Chloe was already under the influence of some substance. Her head lolled from side to side.
“You’re going to feel a slight prick,” Kathy said through the laptop’s tinny speakers.
The therapist’s voice was coldly professional. Blake had already heard it several times, and she now steeled her features so that she didn’t reveal her true emotions. It was difficult to be in the same room as Kathy, knowing what she’d done.
The three women watched as she depressed the plunger on the syringe. The contents—some kind of benzodiazepine—flooded into Chloe’s bloodstream. Nothing was said for several minutes until the effects of the narcotic visibly kicked in.
“How do you feel, Chloe?” Kathy asked.
“Numb,” Chloe said, her eyes closed. She was mumbling, the words barely audible. “I don’t like it. Make it stop.”
“We both know I can’t do that. Not until you give me what I need.”
“Why are you doing this to me?” Chloe said, managing to force her eyes open a crack. Her voice, a plea from beyond the grave, was plaintive and weak. Blake found it hard to listen without tearing up.
“It’s not good to lie, is it, Chloe?” Kathy said. “We don’t like liars at Pine Ridge.”
“I’m not lying,” Chloe whispered. “I don’t lie.”
Blake cast a look in Kathy’s direction. She was visibly shrinking in on herself in real time, as though the act of holding up a mirror to her soul was revealing all of her worst beliefs about herself—demons she’d been able to keep under lock and key for years.
Kathy’s voice echoed out of the speakers. “Oh, I think you do. You’ve been telling tales about your father. Lies. Why would you do such a thing?”
Chloe whimpered. “I don’t. I haven’t.”
“Your father is a great man. He just wants what’s best for you, can’t you see that?”
“He’s the liar!” Chloe said, tugging against her restraints, her eyes springing wide open. She looked lucid for just a few brief, precious seconds before the drugs tugged hold of her eyelids once more. “You only see what he wants you to see.”
She slumped back against her chair. Blake saw that it was a dentist’s chair—or something very similar. It was difficult to make out the object’s base through the camera, but she was almost certain that if they located it, the dimensions would match exactly with the measurements they’d taken of the indentation on the floor of Cabin H.
“No. I think so,” Kathy said curtly. “You’re thinking of somebody else.”
“I’m not,” Chloe mumbled.
Kathy glanced somewhere off screen. Blake hadn’t spotted it the first time. She wondered whether there was somebody else present in the cabin—the interrogation room—he wasn’t visible on camera. Something to ask later.
“You make up stories, don’t you, Chloe?” she said after a short pause. “You want to hurt your father because something’s not right in your head. I understand. I can make it better.”
Chloe’s lips moved, but only a low groan escaped. She was sinking into a chemical embrace. On the video, Kathy pinched the girl’s cheek, twisting the skin in an attempt to wake her.
It was in vain.
Blake tapped the space bar again. The video paused.
“Can you tell me what I just watched, Kathy?” she said.
In the confines of the Monroe County Sheriff’s Department interrogation room, Kathy Bennett looked anywhere and everywhere except in Blake’s eyes. Her fingers clenched and unclenched reflexively.
She spoke in a low monotone, her lips barely moving. Blake was forced to lean forward in order to hear what she said.
“Chloe’s father was abusing her. Physically—I don’t believe sexually. But he beat her hard. He told her that he would kill her mother if she ever went to the cops. So she kept her mouth shut. But violence like that damages the psyche. That’s why Chloe acted out at school. That’s why she took drugs, too. It was her way of crying out for help. He knew that she was spiraling and that she would eventually spill her story to somebody he couldn’t intimidate.”
Blake knew much of this already. The SD card contained several hours of footage that she hoped one day she could forget. “How did Chloe end up at Pine Ridge?”
Kathy gave a limp shrug. “I don’t know the details. Joseph must have talked him into it. He promised Mr. Perez that I could make Chloe forget what he did to her.”
“But you must’ve known that doing so would be illegal as well as unethical. You restrained her and dosed her with off-label prescription drugs in an attempt to brainwash her.”
“I knew,” Kathy whispered. “But Joseph told me it was the only way of keeping the doors open at Pine Ridge. I still believe—believed—in what we were doing there.”
“You killed a child,” Blake said, unable to prevent the whiplash of disgust from spilling from her tongue.
“Not intentionally,” Kathy protested meekly. “But yes. She was too weak to survive that kind of treatment.”
“Did you ever speak to Mr. Perez personally?”
Kathy nodded.
“Please confirm that verbally for the record,” Blake said.
“Yes. I met him once. I needed to know what he did to her so that…”
She trailed off.
“So that you could convince Chloe it never happened,” Melissa said coldly.
Kathy nodded. “Yes.”
“Did you know that Joseph Drexler was paying Mateo Perez kickbacks in return for his political support for the Juvenile Diversion Program?” Blake asked.
“I suspected,” Kathy said softly. “But it wasn’t until Joseph asked for my help with Chloe that I knew for sure. He was frantic. He said that no amount of money would help if the allegations got out.”
“What about Sheriff Nicholson?” Blake asked, holding her breath.
“He didn’t know anything. Joseph said he was a rube. He just wanted to please Mateo, that’s all. He was easy to manipulate. He believed everything Mateo told him.”
Blake breathed a sigh of relief. She had no particular like for Sheriff Nicholson. In fact, she thought he was an idiot. But it was better to be an idiot cop than a crooked one.
Just.
“Why didn’t you just shoot Jax in the hospital?" she asked. “You had a gun. You already shot him once, in the forest. Why not a second time?”
“I don’t know,” Kathy shrugged, her voice barely above a whisper. “I thought I could make It look like he died of his original wounds. I wasn’t thinking straight.”
Blake and Melissa glanced at each other.
On that, she thought, all three of them could agree.
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T he only scrap of green near Cape Fear Valley Medical Center looked out onto the helipad on which Jax Mitchell had touched down, bleeding from bullet wounds to his chest and abdomen, just four days earlier. But it was the only place where he’d agreed to be interviewed.
“Five minutes,” the nurse warned as Blake and Melissa approached. “No longer. He’s still very weak.”
“But he’ll pull through?”
She nodded, a slight smile at the corner of her lips. “He’s a lucky kid.”
“Not the way I’d describe it,” Blake replied.
“I know. But he has a kind soul. He’ll make it.”
She made herself scarce and stood about thirty yards away, studiously looking in the opposite direction. Blake had no doubt that the timer on the woman’s wristwatch was already counting down.
The two detectives walked up to Jax, who was sitting in a wheelchair, a wool blanket over his legs despite the summer heat. He was a shadow of his former bulk, somehow shrunken by his injuries. An IV bag hung from a drip attached to the wheelchair, the liquid inside fed through a cannula on his left arm. But other than that, he was surprisingly free of medical paraphernalia.
“Jax? I’m Lieutenant Larsen. This is my partner, Detective Wilson. We spoke on the phone.”
He nodded, though the movement visibly pained him.
“Thank you for agreeing to speak to us. I know you’re still healing. This won’t take long.”
“Take—” he said, pausing to grimace. “As long as you need.”
“I’m sure you already heard, but last night, we took Mateo Perez into custody, charged with conspiracy to attempt to murder you, conspiracy to falsely imprison his daughter Chloe, and as an accomplice in Chloe’s manslaughter. Kathy Bennett remains in custody, where she’ll stay until trial. We have enough evidence to make sure both of them go away for a very long time. A fourth man, a private investigator Joseph Drexler hired, is currently a fugitive. But we’ll find him.”
Jax said nothing. He barely blinked. He spoke in a low, hoarse voice. “That won’t bring Chloe back.”
Blake shook her head. “No. It won’t. But it’s the best we can do.”
“Thank you.”
“Do you mind if I record this?” Blake asked.
“No.”
Blake pulled out a voice recorder and activated it. “Jax, for the record, did you call 911 on Wednesday to threaten a mass shooting at Pine Ridge?”
The boy’s eyes flashed. “No.”
“Were you aware that voice samples from recordings of your therapy sessions were used to create an AI replica of your voice?”
“No.”
“The 911 call was high-quality, but our forensics tech managed to detect certain software tells that prove that it was faked.”
Jax didn’t react. Blake wondered whether he was still in shock or traumatized by everything he’d suffered. In fact, it would be more surprising if he wasn’t. The system had failed him. And not just through the heartlessness of bureaucratic inertia but out of malice. He had suffered so that others could make a buck.
And Blake might easily have let him down as well. If she hadn’t seen something of her own childhood in Jax’s situation, if it wasn’t for sheer luck, that 911 call would have sealed his fate. Not because it was a good fake but because it was good enough to convince an already suspicious bureaucracy.
After all, Jax wasn’t the right kind of kid. He didn’t have the right parents.
Not like Chloe.
“The four suspects in this case conspired to frame you for Chloe’s death in order to cover up the scheme that sent you to Pine Ridge in the first place,” Blake said. “Joseph Drexler had a financial motive to obtain state contracts. We believe he was paying kickbacks to Mateo Perez in return for political support for an expansion of the Juvenile Diversion Program that would have made them both millions of dollars. When they realized Chloe might reveal that her father was abusive, the whole scheme, as well as speaker Perez’s political career—and perhaps even their freedom—was threatened.”
“So this was all about money?” Jax said hoarsely. “That’s why Chloe died?”
Blake nodded. “I’m sorry.”
That was all there was to say.
There was a long silence before Jack spoke again. His eyes glistened with moisture, but he didn’t submit to his emotions. His cheeks stiffened, and his body grew stiff as a gravestone.
Finally, he said, “You want to know what happened the night Miss Andrews died, don’t you?”
It took Blake a moment to realize that Jax was speaking of Dani Andrews, the night that he had come barreling out of the woman’s cabinet Pine Ridge and planted both heels on her chest. She reached up and ruefully rubbed the bruised ribs.
“Whenever you’re ready,” she nodded, careful not to pressure him.
“Miss Andrews was nice. Chloe liked her. She snuck us food sometimes. She wasn’t like the rest of the staff. She was… I dunno. Conflicted. She had her own problems. Maybe that’s why Chloe and I liked her.”
“Psychological problems?” Blake asked.
“Yeah. Miss Andrews told Chloe that before Pine Ridge, she was taking crazy pills. I mean”—he colored slightly—“antianxiety medication. Chloe didn’t like me calling them that. She stopped because he told her to.”
“Royce Kingsley?”
He nodded. “Yeah. I won’t say his name.”
“You don’t have to,” Blake confirmed.
“I think she was spiraling for a long time. When she found out what happened to Chloe, she blamed herself. When I turned up at her cabin that night, she was holding a gun. She was… hysterical. I tried to stop her, tried to wrestle the gun from her, but she held it right up to her head.”
He mimicked holding a gun to his temple with the index and ring finger on his right hand. “Like that. And then…”
Click.
He made the sound with his tongue as he pulled the imaginary trigger. His eyes grew distant and faraway.
“She was nice to me. Like Chloe was. And she’s gone, too.”
“That’s how your fingerprints ended up on the gun?” Blake asked.
“Yes. I was just a second too late,” he whispered in response.
What could Blake say to that? She didn’t try. It was one of the most difficult things about the job. She wasn’t a doctor, there to fix problems, to save healthy patients. She was just part of the cleanup crew.
After another respectful pause, she asked, “What were you doing at Dani Andrews’ cabin that night?”
A tear leaked from Jax’s eye. He spoke in a low whisper. “Chloe told me she recorded what they were doing to her. They left us alone in the cabin, sometimes for hours. Miss Andrews had a camera. Chloe took the data card from it, and one night, she managed to work free from her restraints. The next time they took her there, she got it back and hid it in Miss Andrews’ cabin.”
A hard lump grew in Blake’s throat at the resourcefulness of it. At the fact Chloe had needed to do it at all.
“What was she planning to do with it?”
Jax shrugged hopelessly before his mouth pulled back into a snarl from the pain. “We didn’t get that far. The next night, they took her back to the cabin. I snuck out of bed to check on Chloe once I saw that bitch was gone. But she wasn’t moving. The door was locked, but I tried to wake her anyway.”
“But you couldn’t.”
His chin dropped to his chest. “No. So I broke into the administration building and called 911. Then I ran.”
Blake wished she didn’t have to ask the next question. “Why didn’t you bring the card to us the night you went back for it?”
Jax’s face twisted with agony. “I thought you’d blame me for killing her. I wasn’t thinking straight.”
Gritting her teeth, Blake said, “No. You did good, Jax. Don’t blame yourself.”
“Will he really do time?”
“Who?”
“Chloe’s—” He winced. “Mateo Perez. He’ll get away with it, won’t he?”
It was a statement, not a question.
Melissa got in first. “The hell he will,” she said hotly. “Don’t worry. We’ve got enough evidence on him to put him behind bars for the rest of his life.”
Blake saw the nurse approaching, signaling that their time was over.
“Thank you, Jax,” she said, reaching into her pocket and retrieving a card with her number on it. “If you ever need to talk—day or night—you can reach me on this number. And can I give you a piece of advice?”
“Sure,” he said numbly.
“Get yourself a good lawyer. We did wrong by you, Jax. Everybody did. We can’t give you back what you lost. But we can make sure you never have to worry about money again.”
He nodded, though his head was clearly elsewhere. “My mom already found one. Some hotshot from Raleigh. I wasn’t really listening, but he said the state already offered a settlement. He called it a lowball. Said he’d make them pay.”
“You’re speaking to your mom again?”
“She’s not after the money,” he said hotly. “She already set it up so that it’ll be paid into a trust. She’s doing good.”
Blake reached forward and squeezed his shoulder as the nurse started wheeling away his chair to physically cut short the conversation. “I know she is, Jax. I know.”
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H e waited in the dark.
In truth, he felt more comfortable in its clutches. He preferred to operate away from sunlight, from scrutiny and attention. He understood that most people thought of themselves as perceptive. They believed they traveled through life seeing the details that others missed.
Mostly, they were wrong.
Very few people were truly live players: people who had an active hand in the way their fates would play out. Most wasted the paltry decades they had on the planet without ever leaving a mark. Perhaps one in a hundred did something more than simply exist.
The man understood the innate human desire to build, to create a physical monument that would survive one’s death and say to the world that a person had existed. But he had never felt that urge.
His was to break. To destroy. To hunt.
He would leave a mark, all right. But his would be a very different kind. For he was a predator. And he was the one in ten million.
The rumble of the car’s engine betrayed its approach long before the beam of its headlights played out onto the street, which was just visible behind borders of the curtains. Fifteen or twenty seconds passed before the vehicle slowed in front of the Ventnor residence and pulled onto the driveway, filling the living room with thin shafts of light.
The tools of the man’s trade were laid out on a low coffee table in front of the armchair on which he had taken a seat. He picked up the 9 mm pistol and screwed on the suppressor that he had designed and improved himself.
It would not completely disguise the sound of a gunshot, but between the walls, the late hour, and a light but persistent rain shower that had just begun, the noise would likely be reduced so much it would be easily missed.
Thunk.
Car doors opened and closed as he waited, perfectly still. The sound of merry conversation, gently lubricated by alcohol, was just audible through the windows. The couple had enjoyed a pleasant night. The rattle of keys and the lock came next, then a click as the door swung open.
“Honey?” Mike Ventnor said as he stepped inside. His voice was muffled as he turned his head behind him. “Did you close the curtains? I don’t remember doing it.”
“I guess I did,” his wife replied. “Maybe my memory’s slipping. I don’t remember doing it.”
“It was probably me,” Mike said jovially. He brushed his shoes on the mat. “I’m getting old, Maggie.”
“We both are.”
Silence fell as the retired couple shared a chaste but tender kiss. The intruder could see them from the darkness of where he sat, framed by the open interior doorway. He wondered whether they would join him without needing to be forced.
His question was answered a second later as Mike Ventnor turned and stepped into the living room, reaching out and flicking the light switch as he did so.
The man narrowed his eyes just in time to avoid his vision flaming out. He raised his weapon through the air, leveling it directly at Mike’s chest. “Sit down.”
It took the elderly homeowner a second to react. Perhaps his eyes hadn’t yet adjusted to the light. Perhaps an extra glass of wine had dulled his reaction time.
Or perhaps he was just shocked by the sight of an armed man in his house.
“Who the heck are you?” he said. He blinked. “Is that… my gun?”
“I said sit down,” the man said calmly in response. He switched his aim to Maggie Ventnor, who was visible just behind her husband. She hadn’t yet clocked the seriousness of the situation. “Or I’ll put a bullet through your wife.”
“Maggie!” Mike choked. His face was ashen. He seemed torn with indecision.
The man watched carefully, a hint of amusement on his lips. He wondered whether Mike would tell his wife to run. It was the only option left with any chance that either would escape alive. But he doubted it. Mike wasn’t a player. He was just another piece of driftwood floating through life.
“Join us, Maggie,” he finally said, gesturing toward the long leather couch on the wall opposite him with the weapon. “You can put your purse down right there. You won’t need it.”
“How did you get my gun?” Mike repeated, still blinking rapidly, as if he doubted the sight of his own eyes. “Please—let my wife go. We have money. Take anything you want.”
“I’m not going to hurt you,” the man lied. “Sit.”
The last word cracked from his lips like a whip. The couple jumped and finally followed his instructions. They clutched each other on the couch, clasping hands.
“I-I know you,” Mike said after a few moments of staring intently at his face. “Have we met?”
“I’m here about your cable service.” The man grinned. “This is our new black glove service.”
Mike’s gaze twitched toward the black leather gloves holding the pistol. He seemed to understand, then, what was about to happen.
“Please,” he groaned. “Let Maggie go.”
“Maggie,” the man said, now pointing at another object on the coffee table in front of him, “be a good woman and pour your husband a drink.”
As one, the couple’s eyes focused on the bottle of bourbon on the table. Neither seemed to grasp its purpose.
“Now, Maggie.”
The elderly woman rose shakily to her feet. Mike’s hand lingered on hers, and she was forced to tug herself free. “Mike, it’ll be okay.”
She walked over to the coffee table and picked up the bottle and an accompanying glass that the intruder had taken from the kitchen. She poured a finger’s worth of alcohol into the base of the glass.
“Fill it right up,” the intruder chided. “All the way to the rim.”
Maggie did as she was instructed. She turned around and almost ran back to her husband, spilling several large droplets of alcohol on her hand as she did so.
“Now, Mike, say thank you to your wife.”
“Thank you, Maggie,” he choked, accepting the glass of bourbon. Tears prickled his eyes. “Why are you doing this?”
The man paused. It was a good question. He didn’t need to kill this couple. Until a couple of days ago, he’d never even seen them. They were older than his usual quarry.
But he knew the answer. He’d known it ever since he saw the case file in Blake Larsen’s home office.
To send a message.
“Drink up,” he said instead. “Every last drop. It’s a nice bottle. I don’t want any to go to waste.”
Mike Ventnor looked at the glass. It contained almost a third of a bottle of liquor. “It’ll kill me.”
“If you don’t drink, I’ll kill you,” he replied, his voice hard. “So pick your poison.”
He lifted it to his lips. He turned away from the intruder and stared into his wife’s eyes. “I love you,” he whispered.
And then he drank. Shakily at first. Then with more gusto, as if savoring the pain. He didn’t once break his gaze.
Finally, it was done, the glass empty. He brought it down from his lips and clutched it in his right hand, his knuckles white, as if considering using it as a weapon. “What now?”
“We wait…”
They did.
Despite the aches and pains he now felt in the morning before rising from bed, the intruder held his weapon perfectly level for almost thirty minutes. The couple clutched one another for support. Maggie’s eyes remained closed almost the entire time, eyelids flickering, as if she was praying.
It took fifteen minutes for the alcohol to begin hitting Mike Ventnor’s system. Another five for the effects to become visibly obvious in the way he held his posture. Another ten before he could barely hold himself upright.
The glass finally slipped from his gnarled, aged fingers.
“It’s time…” the man said.
“What?” Mike said, his voice slurred. “Just let us go.”
“I will. It won’t be long now.”
He paced toward Maggie, the anticipation rising from deep within him. They weren’t his usual prey. But it still felt good. He gestured at her. “Stand up.”
She did so with her eyes closed, lips moving. She knew, too.
He held the weapon raised for several seconds longer, leveled at the woman’s chest. He was enjoying the glazed, defeated expression in her husband’s eyes. As he squeezed the trigger, he knew the man was wondering what he could have done differently. The answer was simple.
Nothing.





A NOTE FROM JACK
Hi,
Jack here.
Thanks so much for reading Among the Pines. As usual I loved writing for you, but am I’d be lying if I claimed I wasn’t glad that the manuscript is finished. You would think that after a dozen or so novels, they would get easier to write!
They don’t…
I hope you didn’t mind the teasing in this book. Blake’s past might be buried, but it’s not forgotten, and her journey is about to get a heck of a lot more interesting.
Book 4, A Loose End, will be where we finally get some answers about what happened to Blake’s family.
I can’t wait to find out with you. But, it’ll have to wait. I’m writing this on the Monday of my wedding week, so I’ll be taking a quick break to marry my beautiful fiancee (and the woman who runs the business of ensuring that these books have covers, edits and release dates - much as I try and miss them!)
When we return I’ll be getting back to my Jason Trapp series, probably with a novella this Fall, and a novel by Christmas. Sorry to keep you waiting on Blake…
A Loose End is available to preorder on Amazon right now. It’ll be out in the New Year.
Thanks for reading,
Jack.
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