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ONE
It felt like a forest to him, though it wasn’t much more than a scrubby patch of forgotten scrubland. The ground was covered with fallen leaves intertwined with shards from smashed beer bottles and rusted cans. Cigarette butts littered the spaces in between like spots of pavement chewing gum.
A pale hand reached down to pluck a paper matchbook that had been left on top of a mossy tree stump. The card crumbled in his scrawny fingers, and he tossed it back down with an expression of disappointment on his face.
A crack echoed from somewhere behind, and the boy spun around sharply, automatically dropping into a low crouch to conceal himself beneath the thick, overgrown shrubbery – mostly weeds – that was swallowing the woodland clearing this close to summer. The air was hot and thick and smelled like a heady combination of pollen and dumped engine oil.
Shouldn’t have come.
Mostly the clearing was frequented by high schoolers. It was where they came to drink alcohol stolen from their parents and smoke cigarettes late into the night around a campfire that consumed the entire winter’s worth of fallen branches by the time fall rolled around. He came here to watch them. To envy their easy manner with each other. The way girls draped themselves around their boyfriends’ shoulders and the confidence with which the older boys held themselves. It was like looking through a portal to another universe. He could reach out for it but never touch.
Another crack. It came from a different direction this time, accompanied by the distant murmur of conversation and a sharper peal of laughter. It was time to go.
The boy rose back to his feet, though he kept his shoulders hunched forward to conceal his true, gangly height. He wasn’t worried about being seen. He was used to the shadows.
He jogged gently back to where he’d hidden his bike. Right above the seat, somebody had whittled a heart and the letters A+J into the tree trunk. Most of the bark had been scraped away to create a canvas that was now scarred with meaningless graffiti. He grabbed the handlebars and lifted the squeaky back wheel an inch off the ground, rolling it silently on the front.
He winced as the sleeve of his shirt pulled up over his wristwatch to reveal its face. He was supposed to be home already. Still, if he hurried, he might be able to beat Mom home. It was Tuesday, and she was always back late on Tuesdays.
The sound of muted laughter faded behind him as he jogged through the trees, ducking under thin, elastic branches that threatened to catch him in the face and jerking the bike’s handlebars up at the last moment to avoid banging the front wheel on an exposed stump. He was out of breath within a minute, sweat beading on his forehead and temples. A sharp pain jabbed his sides, like being poked with a knitting needle.
He slowed a little, allowing the bike’s back wheel to drop back to the ground and relieving some of the strain on his shoulders in the process. He felt as though he might vomit but was also pleased how he felt. A month ago he was sure this effort would have proved impossible. Now every part of him hurt, but he was able to keep going.
Another few weeks of riding his bike hard to the woods, neatly stripping off and folding his jacket and shirt into a pile before running through a series of calisthenics he’d seen the soldiers performing, and he might even be able to do this without losing his breath. He could already feel his muscles strengthening. In the right light, he saw lines on his stomach where none had been before.
His left foot stopped dead. A lance of agony shot from his knee right up his body.
Before he knew it, the boy was lying flat on the dirt. He breathed in a lung full of grit and half-rotted leaves and pushed himself up just long enough to cough, his eyes filling with tears as his body convulsed in its attempt to force the foreign matter out.
When he could breathe again, he looked back, grimacing as he freed his foot from the exposed root that had trapped it into the dirt. He rolled onto his back and stared up at the tree canopy for a few moments, the swaying tops shimmering in his blurred vision. He dragged his forearm across his eyes to clear them.
“Gotta get home,” he grunted to himself, pushing through the pain of his tweaked knee and still breathing heavily as he hauled himself back to his feet.
The last half mile he pedaled through a mask of discomfort, every revolution sending sparks of pain burning up through his nerves. It was better when he rode slower, but “Can’t…”
His chest heaving, he hopped off the bike several doors down from home. He heard a car door slam in the distance but looked up only to confirm that the sound didn’t come from the direction he was heading in.
He wiped his brow with the back of his arm once again. It didn’t do much except smear the sweat around. Glancing down, he saw that he was covered in dust, dirt, and little specks of decomposing plant matter. He consumed himself in a fury of brushing and didn’t notice the sound of footsteps until he felt a tap on his shoulder. He looked up sharply, panicked, relaxing only when he saw the face of the woman who lived opposite.
She studied him intently before asking, “How are you?”
“Fine thank you, Mrs. McKenzie,” he said, short of breath. “Just late home, that’s all.”
“Late for what?”
“Homework,” he lied.
“Have you hurt yourself? You look like you’re limping.”
“I just fell.”
The woman’s lips tightened. He sensed what she was thinking, though she didn’t say it out loud. “If you ever need anything, I’m just across the street. Remember that.”
“Sure thing, Mrs. McKenzie. I will.”
Only that was a lie too, wasn’t it?
He finished brushing himself off, then resumed his journey back home. He jerked the bike’s back wheel up off the road as he drew within ten yards of his front door. Just an inch. Not so far that it was obvious to anybody watching. Enough that she wouldn’t hear.
His eyes widened as he slunk up the fence to the right of the house, pupils darting in every direction as he scanned through windows, searching for the telltale signs. The garage door was shut. No way of knowing if her car was inside or not.
He slowed, almost tiptoeing as he pushed the bike down the side of the house, his shoulders and forearms once again taking up the strain. He breathed a hushed sigh of relief when he lowered it back to the ground, crouching to cautiously lock it up before he straightened once more. Couldn’t have it stolen. Not after last time.
The side door swung inward after he pushed the handle down, and he felt at least a second of relief flood through him before he slammed face first into a wall of cigarette smoke.
She was home.
“That you, boy?”
Her words cut through him like cold steel. He felt himself shrink. “Yes, Momma.”
“You’re late. Get in here.”
Tears stung his eyes already. His vision blurred, like it had in the forest. He pushed the door closed behind him—couldn’t forget that—and shuffled into the living room. She was in her usual seat, a half-burned cigarette drooping out of her mouth. The leather chair squeaked as she shifted position. Dad was on the sofa opposite. He looked away as he entered, spurning his son’s pleading look.
Mom’s eyes slitted as he crossed the threshold. “You’re filthy.”
“I fell.”
“You think I’m going to spend my evening cleaning up after you? You think that’s what I deserve after a hard day at work? You ever wonder if I want more from my life?”
“I’ll wash them. You know I always do, Mom.”
Her nostrils instantly flared. Lips drew back into a sneer. He knew he’d made a mistake before she opened her mouth. “You calling me a liar, boy?”
“Of course not.” Tears stung the side of his cheeks. “Just… saying. I’ll wash it all. You won’t even know it got messed up.”
“But I do know. How are you going to make it right?”
“Make… what right?”
“Are you giving me lip, boy?” She jerked forward, lumbering out of her armchair. The point of the cigarette glowed an evil red.
“No!”
It came out strangled. Plaintive. Defeated.
“Drop your pants.”
“Mom…”
“Don’t make me ask twice.”
The tears fell freely from his eyes now. Burned his cheeks. Coated the front of his shirt. They cut trails through the dust and dirt on his face. He slowly, hesitantly, unbuckled his belt. Clung to the cloth of his pants as he squeezed his eyes shut.
“Let ‘em drop.”
He did. Heard the fabric whisper as it fell. Felt her fingers knot into his hair, gentle an instant before a sharp tug had him seeing white.
“Do something, Dad…” he whispered, voice strangled.
“Who, him?”
His mom laughed sardonically. She pushed down on his head until he was looking between his ankles. She took another drag. Out of the corner of his blurred vision, he saw a cloud of exhalation. Then his eyes locked on the cigarette, now in her fingers. “He ain’t doing shit.”
He closed his eyes again a moment before the tip stubbed out on the pale flesh of his buttocks. Imagined what life would be like if he lived with Mrs. McKenzie.
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TWO
Blake’s eyes snapped open. She rolled her head on the pillow and stared at the baleful red digits on the alarm clock on her dresser. 5:45 a.m. Six minutes since she last checked. Six hours since she first tried to fall asleep.
She squeezed her eyes closed. Pretended for a few seconds that the trick actually might work.
This time.
Wind whistled through a window cracked somewhere downstairs. A door rattled against its frame. It had been like that all night. Every time she was on the verge of actually drifting into the abyss, the storm made the very bones of the house creak. And every time it did so, her mind was filled with an image of her brother’s prone form on the floor.
“Dammit,” she muttered, pushing herself upright in bed with her heels. Another rattle echoed through the house. She should’ve closed that damn door. Had convinced herself that getting out of bed would put paid to any chance of her falling asleep.
Like that was ever going to happen.
A full night’s rest had evaded her ever since the discovery of the murder/suicide of her neighbors – the Ventnors – just over a week ago. A line of police tape still surrounded the house lot, though the crime scene had been released. She’d imagined she could hear it flapping in the wind all night. Somehow seeing the flashing police lights on the street outside, the crackle of radios, and the arrival of the medical examiner’s van had crystallized the trauma from Caleb’s death all those months earlier.
“It’s not going to get any better if you keep moping about it,” she mumbled to herself, blowing the air from her cheeks in a frustrated hiss.
What she needed was a vacation. To fly somewhere far away from here. Somewhere they spoke a different language, had palm trees as far as the eye could see, and served over-sweet cocktails in coconuts with paper umbrellas nestled on top.
Unfortunately, that wasn’t exactly on offer. Northern Pines was already on edge after the wave of killings that had taken place at the Pine Ridge Retreat, a so-called troubled teen camp on the edge of town. The double-killing at the Ventnor house across the street had only thrown more fuel on the fire, leaving tempers on the edge. Only the previous day, a homeowner had greeted an Amazon delivery driver with a loaded shotgun, for some reason thinking the guy was there to rob the place.
The headline in the Pinecone the day after the
murders—“Hidden in Plain Sight”—hadn’t helped. Blake thought it had everybody seeing shadows.
Still, with the town seemingly wired and ready to blow, now really wasn’t the right time to skip it. Captain Gina Rogers, her boss, would probably have heart palpitations if she put in a request for leave right now.
Besides, she was still no closer to running down a motive for the Ventnor killings. On the face of it, it seemed that Mike Ventnor had simply snapped one day out of the blue and murdered his wife of over three decades. There had never been a domestic violence call or wellness check at the property. None of the Ventnors’ other neighbors or friends had ever even suspected that anything was amiss in their relationship. Mike Ventnor wasn’t on medication for any psychological or neurological condition. Hell, he was healthy as a horse. Only had a prescription for daily statin, which was a miracle at his age. The couple barely even drank.
The only oddity her investigation had turned up was an estranged son, Oscar. The kid was now in his late twenties and had a long and storied criminal record—mostly shoplifting and petty theft to support a drug habit. But according to their neighbors, the elder Ventnors had cut him off almost a decade earlier in an attempt to help him hit rock bottom. He hadn’t been seen around since, and his most recent arrest was across the country in Venice Beach, California. Neither his prints or DNA, both on file, were found at the crime scene.
The reason for the killing was otherwise a mystery. And Blake Larsen didn’t like mysteries. It was probably what made her so good at her job. But it was also most likely the reason she had tossed and turned all night dreaming of Caleb.
Am I cursed?
The thought sent a shiver down Blake’s spine. Rationally she knew that there was no such thing as a “curse.” She believed in science. That you could always find the reason for something happening, just so long as you looked hard enough.
But neither could she deny the fact that, statistically speaking, she attracted an unusual level of misfortune. Both her parents had died when she was just a child, chillingly enough as a result of an almost identical murder/suicide to the one that had taken the Ventnors a few days earlier.
Then she’d lost Caleb.
Now this.
Her gaze flicked back to the alarm clock. 5:52 a.m. She’d wasted another seven minutes going around in circles, like she’d done all night. Trying to avoid the fact that the double-killing across the street had shaken her more deeply than anything since Caleb’s death. If she fell asleep, the nightmares that had haunted her childhood might return. She would have to relive the trauma all over again.
Best to try and just ignore it. Especially now that Caleb was no longer here to comfort her back to sleep, as he’d done when they were just kids.
Blake pulled off the covers in one rapid jerk, sending them flying to the other side of the bed. Maybe she would have slept with Ryan at her side. A warm presence might have warded away the demons.
5:53 a.m. It was time to get up.
Amy Ventnor, Mike and Maggie’s only daughter, was supposed to be at the station for an interview at nine this morning. She was an eye surgeon who ordinarily lived and worked in a hospital in Charlotte but who’d taken a leave of absence to volunteer with Doctors Without Borders in South Sudan. She hadn’t learned about her parents’ deaths until just two days ago.
A shiver ran down Blake’s spine. She knew only too well the feeling of losing her parents.
Parent.
Blake climbed out of bed, then pulled on running leggings and a vest top. Her stomach gnawed with hunger – the kind that resulted from a poor night’s sleep and didn’t fade no matter how often you fed it. A run would do her some good. The endorphins might chase away the exhaustion that was bound to follow her all day, if only for a few hours.
She jogged downstairs, taking the stairs two and three at a time to release some of the restless energy that somehow filled her muscles despite the hour and the lack of sleep. Outside, a car engine purred, attracting her subconscious attention, but no more.
The sound was soon drowned in the hiss and groan of the coffee machine puncturing the aluminum pod and transmuting boiling water into lifesaving coffee. Blake closed her hand around the cup, savoring the sting of the heat as she lifted it off the plastic tray.
“Who designs these things?” she grumbled to herself as she carried the cup over to the sink, where she dipped a spoon into the two-inch covering of foam on top and dumped half of it into the sink.
She finally lifted the cup to her lips, closing her eyes as she swallowed the first sip. It burned her tongue and singed the back of her throat, but she didn’t mind. Not today. If her thoughts were consumed by the irritation around her tonsils, then at least she wouldn’t be thinking of Caleb or her mom.
Blake opened the door to the fridge and pulled out a box of pizza she’d ordered the previous night. She picked up one of the two remaining slices – pepperoni – and for a moment considered dipping the delicacy into her drink before imagining the horrified look on Ryan’s face if he ever found out what she’d done.
Okay, fine.
She tossed the second half of the double-espresso back before setting the cup down on the kitchen counter and strolled toward the front window to open the blinds. The first rays of sun already bracketed the frame, stealing inside wherever they could and illuminating specks of dust in the air. Last night’s storm had blown itself out, and a fine, fresh morning followed it.
The dust swirled as she stepped through the living room, forcing her to admit that it had probably been too long since she last ran a vacuum cleaner around. Blake had a love-hate relationship with household chores. They were best done at two in the morning in a blind fury, when the toilet bowl could take the place of a particularly loathsome ex-boyfriend or an obviously piece-of-shit suspect in a case she didn’t yet have the evidence to nail to the wall.
Blake’s gaze drifted toward the Ventnor house. It was a pleasant home much like her own, but it had taken on a gaunt, tragic air in the last week.
This morning, however, something was different. A car – a dark crossover SUV – was parked in front of the tape line. And a figure stood in the front yard, arms laced and looking up at the house.
She took another bite of the pizza slice, chewing slowly as her forehead creased into a frown. “Well, who might you be?”
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THREE
By the time Blake had finished the pizza slice and quickly wiped her hands on a kitchen towel, the silhouette standing in the Ventnors’ front yard was gone. The front door, however, was open.
Blake chewed her lip for an instant, but in truth, the decision was already made. Her curiosity had gotten the better of her. It usually did. She sprinted upstairs and pulled on a POLICE windbreaker, slipping her badge into one pocket and her service weapon into the other.
A quick glance into the mirror revealed that the right side of the jacket now drooped visibly toward the ground, but there was no helping it. She returned downstairs and quietly opened her own front door, casing the entire street before refocusing her attention on the Ventnor house.
“Amy?” she muttered out loud.
As she crossed the street, she memorized the Kia’s license plate number. The plate holder sported a Hertz logo, indicating the vehicle was a rental.
She peered into the car as she passed. A marked and battered tan duffel bag lay across the back, and a Starbucks cup was wedged into the holder between the two front seats. No other signs of personality, but the luggage resembled something an aid worker might carry into austere backcountry.
Blake ducked under the line of police tape, pushing her hands into the pockets of the windbreaker as she came back up on the other side. The fingers of her left circled the badge, while her right closed around the grip of her service weapon. After everything she’d been through in the last few months, she wasn’t above a little healthy paranoia.
“Hello?” she called out as she approached within a few feet of the front door. “Northern Pines PD.”
The grass in the front yard was increasingly overgrown after more than a week of being ignored. Leaves and a few small twigs swept from nearby trees by the night’s storm were scattered across the path that led to the door, and the neatly-maintained flowers in the beds to the left and right had been ground into the dirt by attending officers’ boots and the equipment used by the forensics team and medical examiner.
Blake grimaced at the sight. It was an unavoidable feature of any investigation, but it only reinforced the horror of what had happened to anybody who survived. Amy Ventnor—if that’s who this was—had probably never seen her childhood home in anything other than perfect condition.
But she would remember it like this for the rest of her life.
The front door was several inches ajar as she stepped up onto the threshold. She knocked three times. “Hello? My name’s Lieutenant –”
The door swung open. A woman appeared in the doorway. Her hair was limp and greasy, tied back into a ponytail much like Blake’s own. She wore a simple white T-shirt and canvas pants, both of which were creased from hard use. Her skin was deeply tanned, which somehow only made the contrast of her red-rimmed eyes even more shocking.
“– Lieutenant Larsen,” the woman said, her voice hoarse, either from grief or disuse. Maybe both. “I know who you are.”
Blake relaxed. The woman opposite resembled the profile photo on Amy’s Facebook account. She was a half-decade older with a few more grays around the temples, but other than that, it was an exact match. She let her hands fall out of her pockets.
Before she could speak, Amy Ventnor continued.
“I was told that the crime—that my parents’ house had been released. That I was free to enter.” She held up a keychain. “I have my own key.”
“That’s right.” Blake nodded, continuing to take in every detail of Amy’s features. She was clearly exhausted. That wasn’t a surprise, since flying back from a tour of villages deep in the grasslands of East Africa had to be a hell of an ordeal even when the cause wasn’t a personal tragedy that few would ever understand.
Except Blake.
“It’s not a problem,” she continued before jerking her thumb over her shoulder. “I live over there. Sometimes crime scene tape attracts⁠—”
She trailed away. She’d been about to say “tourists,” but that definitely wasn’t what a grieving daughter wanted to hear.
Think fast.
“—criminals,” she hastily added. “I just wanted to check that this wasn’t anything like that. I’ll let you be.”
Blake began to turn, only to be stopped dead by the tremor in Amy’s voice.
“Please stay,” she said, her voice shaking. “I can’t be in here alone. I didn’t realize there would be so much blood.”
“You don’t have to see this now,” Blake said. “Take as much time as you need. It will be here when you’re ready.”
“I have to,” Amy said. “Please…”
Blake nodded. She understood the urge. When she’d learned about Caleb’s death, she’d dropped everything to return to Northern Pines. She had to see it for herself. No matter how much it hurt. No matter the fact that the details would be inscribed in her memories until her dying breath, no matter how hard she tried to forget.
It was the same here.
“I’m no stranger to blood,” Amy said as Blake entered the Ventnor house. She sounded distant, as though she was seeing the scene through someone else’s eyes. Compartmentalizing. “I worked at a trauma center in Charlotte. I’m an eye surgeon, but you see everything. Gunshots. Stab wounds. Car accidents. Kids…”
“But it’s different when it’s family,” Blake said softly.
“Yeah. I guess.”
Amy slowed as they entered the living room. She took one more step, then collapsed into a crouch, making a horrific keening sound like a wounded animal. Blake lowered herself to the woman’s side and reached her arms around her, squeezing her shoulder in mute support.
No matter how many times you saw this, it never got any easier.
The forensics techs had carted away Maggie Ventnor’s armchair, as well as the rug that Mike Ventnor had collapsed onto in death. A large part of the carpet underneath had been cut out as well. An attempt had been made to scour the place by a crime scene cleaning firm, so it smelled chemically-clean, but that somehow made it worse. The worst of the blood had been cleaned away, but there was little that could be done for the blood splatter stains on the paint.
The living room looked, smelled, and felt sterile. Like the heart of it had been ripped out.
“I don’t understand,” Amy whispered. “Dad just wouldn’t do this.”
Blake felt her stomach clench. She’d believed the same once, though that was long ago now. Even so, the emotional pain was as raw as a fresh wound. She gritted her teeth and rode it out.
She still calls him “Dad,” she noted.
She held her breath, not wanting to intrude, and allowed her gaze to play out over the room as she did so. She remembered walking the scene. Seeing the gun clutched in Mike’s hand and the shocked expression on his wife’s face. Maggie’s body was found sitting in the armchair, no sign of defensive wounds.
There was no sign that this was anything other than a murder/suicide.
Except…
“Was your father a firearms enthusiast, Amy?” Blake asked after the woman stood slowly back up. She knew she should wait until the formal interview later that morning, but the question had been bugging her ever since the bodies were found.
“No. I only remember him going to the range a couple of times in my entire life. Mom never mentioned him taking it up in retirement. She certainly never mentioned that he bought a gun, and she told me everything. Was it registered in his name?”
Blake shook her head. “There is no requirement to register a firearm in North Carolina. He would have had to undergo a background check if he bought one from a dealer, but if he went to a gun show or bought one from a friend…”
She spread her hands.
“He didn’t,” Amy said, screwing up her face in disbelief. “You met Dad, right? You were neighbors.”
“We said hello to each other,” Blake said. “But that’s all.”
“He was a sweetheart,” Amy said firmly. “Devoted to my mom. She has—had—lupus. Whenever it flared up, he waited on her, hand and foot. Would have carried her to the bathroom if she asked him to. He was vegetarian ever since he was a boy. Can you imagine growing up around here and not eating meat? He wouldn’t even step on ants if they crossed his path!”
Blake nodded understandingly. The truth was, this description fit with everything she’d heard about Mike Ventnor in the last week. He was a devoted family man, a committed vegetarian, a member of the local Rotary club, and had served on the facilities committee at his local church for over two decades.
No gun club or range within thirty miles had recognized a photo of either him or Maggie when Blake had visited. There was no evidence he’d ever purchased a gun. No history of domestic violence, barely even a parking ticket on his record.
Either Mike Ventnor had snapped and killed his wife out of the blue, or this was the neatest frame job Blake had ever seen.
Then again, shit happens.
“My mom was murdered,” Amy said, her voice turning hard. “And so was my dad. I don’t care what you have to do. But you better find who killed them.”
“We’re trying, Amy.” Blake paused, weighing up whether now was the right time to ask about her brother Oscar. She decided to roll with it. “I have to ask you about your brother.”
Amy’s face screwed up in a frown. “Oscar? What about him?”
“I understand he had a falling out with your parents some years back. I know this is sensitive, but we have to run down every lead. Do you think there’s any chance he could have been involved?”
She blinked rapidly, her tired eyes struggling to process this latest question. Finally she sagged. “Oscar’s had his troubles. He put my parents through a lot. Hell, put me through just as much. First he got addicted to drinking, then at some point he got turned on to opioids. He’s never been able to quit for longer than a few weeks.”
“And your parents cut him off?”
“They had to!” she said forcefully before moderating her tone. “I don’t blame them for that. They did the right thing. Oscar stole from them. Sold my mom’s wedding jewelry. A counselor convinced them cutting him off was the only way to help him. It almost broke my mom. Dad didn’t talk about Oscar much, but I know he was hurting too.”
“I don’t blame them. I just need to understand,” Blake said. “Is there any chance he had anything to do with this?”
Amy shook her head forcefully. “No. At least, I don’t think so. He dropped off the radar for a few years. Heck, we all wondered if he was dead. But about nine months ago, he got back in touch with me.”
“About what?”
“He was clean. For a bit. But at least he was trying for the first time in years.”
“Do you know if he spoke to your parents?”
“I know he didn’t. Oscar understands how badly he hurt them both. He didn’t want to risk blowing it if he couldn’t stay clean.”
“Where is he?”
“A residential rehab facility near San Diego. I’m paying the bills, so I’m almost certain he hasn’t left. They would’ve told me. I can give you details for his treatment team if you would like. They can confirm all of this.”
“That would be great. Does he know about what happened to your parents?”
Amy grimaced. The pain darkened her eyes. “No. And Lieutenant?”
“Yes?”
“I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell him. Not right now. He’s been doing great. And this could send him right back to square one.”
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FOUR
“Ready?” Detective Melissa Wilson said. She was Blake’s partner and had been at the department before Blake had joined following her brother Caleb’s horrific death. Melissa knew everything there was to know about Northern Pines, and she was a damn fine detective to boot.
Right now, though, she carried two cups of steaming coffee. Blake could tell from the acidic scent they gave off that they were the dregs of the filter flask. Her nostrils twitched as she battled competing sensations: the knowledge that her heartburn would be on fire all morning if she drank it contrasted with the certainty that she needed the caffeine. The morning’s first cup was already wearing off, and exhaustion from the previous night’s lack of rest tugged at her eyelids. Blake had gone for a jog after meeting Amy to get the blood flowing. But endorphins don’t last forever.
“Not exactly,” Blake said, gratefully accepting the coffee even as she lifted it hesitantly to her lips for the first sip. She quickly filled Melissa in on her run-in with Amy, along with the woman’s confidence that her brother couldn’t have been responsible.
“She thinks her dad was another victim,” Melissa said.
Blake nodded. “It’s possible. I just don’t know how we prove it one way or the other. The physical evidence points in his direction. But it’s not conclusive. I could make a case for him being framed.”
Melissa’s face screwed up. “Who the hell would want to do that? He was just a harmless old man. No enemies. Apparently devoted to his wife. Pillar of the local community. And it sounds like he couldn’t do anything about his son.”
“We need to get Amy’s consent to access his medical records. Maybe there’s a pre-existing condition we don’t know about that caused him to flip. It will be quicker than waiting for a warrant.”
Melissa nodded as the two of them pushed through a set of swinging doors into the hallway that led to the interview rooms. Blake winced as a couple of droplets of steaming liquid singed the skin of her hands. Another couple kicked up onto her top.
“Shit,” she muttered. She stopped and looked down at her front. She was wearing a mid-gray shirt, but if she waited for the coffee to dry, then it would almost certainly stain. She glanced at the door to the bathroom across the hallway.
“I’ll wait for you here.” Melissa grinned.
Blake set the offending coffee cup on the sink basin before twisting the faucet. She stood on her tiptoes as she lifted up the bottom of her shirt and thrust it under the flow of warm water that resulted. Her pelvic bone ground against the edge of the porcelain sink, causing her to grimace.
“What a fucking day,” she hissed to herself, already seething.
“Something you want to tell me, Lieutenant?” Melissa asked as Blake exited the bathroom a couple of minutes later, the soaked bottom of her shirt now tucked into her waistband. She had a strange expression on her face. Almost cautious.
“What are you talking about?” Blake said. She sounded more curt than she’d intended. It was already shaping up to be a helluva day.
Melissa handed over her phone. The brightness was turned up all the way to full. Blake was more used to peering at her own dark, barely readable screen, so it took her tired eyes a moment to process what she was reading.
“The Pinecone?” she said first as she recognized the website’s branding. The Pinecone was a local news site that covered Northern Pines as well as a few surrounding areas.
“Read the headline,” Melissa said gravely.
LARSEN SPEAKS OUT.
“What the hell is this?” Blake whispered to herself.
Her gaze quickly scanned the byline. The article was written by Aaron Weller, the Pinecone’s chief—and only full-time—reporter. He’d been pestering Blake for an interview for weeks, though she’d rebuffed him every time. He’d also been invaluable in bringing a suspect, Josh Hartmann, to justice in a recent case.
“When did you sit for an interview?” Melissa asked.
Blake glanced up for just an instant to meet Melissa’s gaze. Her eyes were wide. “I didn’t.”
Returning her attention to the article, she started to read out loud in a low, shocked voice. “Lieutenant Blake Larsen, chief investigator at the Northern Pines Police Department, speaks to me for the first time after a turbulent few months in both her personal and professional life since joining the department. Following the death of her brother, Caleb⁠—”
She looked up, feeling her muscles tense as she glared at Melissa. “Is this some kind of practical joke?”
Melissa held up her palms defensively. “I just saw the email now for the first time. You’re saying Aaron posted this without even talking to you?”
Blake blinked rapidly as she tried to process what the hell she was reading. Aaron could be a bit of a pain in her ass, but he was a dogged and honest journalist. There was no way he would simply make up a story like this.
Except… I’m reading it.
“In the process of running down her brother’s murderers, blah, blah—” Blake muttered as she scrolled down the page—"she tells me about the horrors Cora Felton experienced. Sexual abuse, rape, imprisonment, physical abuse—the list goes on and is too horrific for a family publication.”
Blake’s thumb stopped dead as a picture flashed up on screen. She remembered taking it several months earlier, shortly after she and Ryan had helped rescue Cora from a seedy strip club near Northern Pines. The lower half of the image was tastefully pixilated, but the top half showed Cora in nothing more than a bra. There was a large purple bruise on her shoulder, and needle marks tracked down the inside of her left arm. Her face was sallow and haggard. Her skin glistened from the sweat that had coated her as she struggled to get through her opiate withdrawal.
“What the fuck is this?” Blake said. “I don’t understand how Aaron could have gotten this photo.”
An instant later, she closed her eyes and groaned. Cora would think that she had shared this information with the Pinecone. Her recovery hadn’t been completely smooth over the past few months, but with Blake’s and Ryan’s help, she was now on her own two feet. She was a couple of months away from setting up her own beauty boutique a few units down from a trendy local doughnut shop in the heart of the town’s bustling commercial district.
And now a half-naked photo of her was plastered all over local news. Like Melissa, Blake subscribed to the Pinecone’s morning bulletin email. Half the town probably did.
“This is going to destroy her,” she whispered. “I need to get to her before she sees it.”
“It’s worse than that,” Melissa said. Her expression was grim.
“How?”
“If you didn’t give Aaron this information⁠—”
“I didn’t!” Blake insisted, her voice raised and high-pitched.
“—I believe you. But if it didn’t come from you, then that means the department must have a leak.”
Blake massaged her temple with her free right hand. Melissa was right. The department was only just recovering from Captain Rogers cleaning house after Blake exposed the previous administration’s corruption and involvement with the criminal gang that had caused Caleb’s death.
Everybody who remained—along with the new hires starting to fill out the department’s ranks—was either a friend or the kind of person you’d invite to a barbecue with zero reservations. In most cases, she already had.
This was going to tear the department apart.
“You’re right. Shit.” Blake handed Melissa’s phone back.
“I’ll interview Amy,” Melissa said. “You deal with this.”
Blake nodded. “Got it. Thanks, Melissa.”
Before she was done talking, her phone vibrated in her back pocket. She reached back and pulled it free. Aaron Weller’s name flashed up on the caller ID. She ground her jaw and showed Melissa the screen.
“I better take this.”
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“Lieutenant, I swear to you,” Aaron Weller said the second Blake pressed her phone to her ear. “I had nothing to do with this story. I didn’t write it, and we have no idea how it got published to the site. I’m doing everything I can to get it pulled down.”
Blake reversed her direction and headed for the parking lot. She pulled her keys from her left pocket with her free hand and squeezed them tightly into her palm, savoring the bite of metal against her skin. All of a sudden she was wide awake.
“What’s taking so long?” she said. The first priority had to be getting the story off the website. Recriminations and investigation could wait. The fewer people who saw the purported interview, the better.
Rumors would spread nonetheless, Blake knew. Northern Pines was a small town. Everybody knew everyone else. Everybody would have come to know Cora, too. But as a successful local business owner, not…
This.
“We don’t know. We use a basic WordPress CMS—content management system,” Aaron hurriedly added. “It’s password protected, and only a few people have the credentials. But right now we’re locked out. I have no idea how, but it’s like somebody hacked us.”
“What are you doing to fix it?” Blake growled as she forced her way through the doors, sadly leaving the air conditioning behind. The day’s humidity slapped her in the face as she strode over to her department-issue SUV.
“We’re taking the entire site down. Something to do with the hosting, I’m not exactly sure how. It should be done in the next five minutes.”
“Dammit,” Blake spat vehemently as she punched the unlock button on her keys. The SUV chirped brightly a few yards over, definitely not matching her current mood. In her head, she pictured phone after phone pinging, being pulled out of back pockets like she had, picked up off kitchen counters or pulled out of handbags. Every minute, more people would read that damn story.
Read “her” words.
“Okay, okay,” Aaron said. He sounded distracted. She heard a keyboard tapping in the background. “It’s down. Quicker than I expected.”
“The damage is already done,” Blake snapped as she slammed the car door closed behind her. “How many people read that article?”
“No way of knowing,” Aaron said. “Not without putting the site live again, and we can’t⁠—”
“No shit,” Blake said acidly, knowing she was taking out her anger on a man who was only trying to help and finding herself unable to resist even so. “How could this happen, Aaron?”
“I swear, I don’t know. I’m just a writer. The second I find out more, I’ll let you know.”
“Where’s your office?” Blake asked as she punched the engine start button and the SUV growled into life underneath her. The call transferred over to the car’s entertainment system, so she dumped the cell phone into the cup holder between the two seats.
“We’re remote,” Aaron explained. “It’s pretty much the only way local news can stay in the black these days. The Pinecone gets maybe 20 or 30,000 readers in a good week. I worked nights driving Uber for years while we were getting it off the ground. I’m only barely able to take a full-time salary. And even that’s not much.”
“How do I get in contact with your tech team?”
She could almost feel Aaron wincing down the phone. “He’s a guy in Bangladesh, Lieutenant. We paid him a few hundred dollars to design the site and set up the hosting. Another thirty dollars a month or so to keep things going.”
Blake hit the button on the touchscreen on the center console that momentarily muted her side of the call. As she waited to pull out onto the road into town, she lifted her head up and screamed for everything her lungs were worth. The drivers in the cars that zipped past on either side must’ve thought she was crazy.
She didn’t give a shit. She hit the button a second time.
“Lieutenant, you still there?”
“Yes,” she said, her throat raw. “Package up everything you have on the site. Every email, every invoice, whatever. We’re going to need to take a look at it. And Aaron?”
“Yeah?”
“That website better not go live again until I give the go-ahead, okay?”
“I’m pretty sure that’s a violation of our constitutional rights, Lieutenant,” Aaron said. “But this time you have my full agreement. I’m as sickened by this as you are.”
Blake pictured Cora’s face as she hung up the phone.
I doubt that.

CORA DIDN’T PICK up her phone the half-dozen times Blake tried calling her. Nor was her car parked outside the small house she rented. Blake spun the SUV around for the second time and pointed it in the direction she knew the woman would be.
The first place she should have tried.
Ten minutes later, she parked in front of a strip mall unit near the center of town. The windows were covered in sheets of semi-opaque plastic wrap, and the only sign that it was no longer abandoned was the new lettering on the sign above the door.
Glow.
It’d taken Cora weeks to decide on a name. In the end, it was Ashley—another of the girls rescued from the gang—who had come up with it. “Cora, you’re glowing,” she had said.
And it was the truth. It’d taken both girls a long time to recover from the ravages of the drug addiction they’d been forced into. Anybody could see the effects of the opiate addiction in the photo that had somehow made it onto the Pinecone website. Back then, Cora’s complexion had been sallow, the bags under her eyes deep and lined, her hair limp and dry.
But that Cora was gone. The new Cora was back where she’d started—energetic and lively, and she looked as healthy as any young woman should.
At least, she did until Blake pushed her way through the boutique’s unlocked front door. An electronic chime sounded as she entered.
“Oh God,” she whispered as she saw Cora slumped against the boutique’s reception desk, sitting on the floor with her arms cradled around her knees. Her face was lost in a hanging garden of hair.
Blake had the presence of mind to close the door and lock it behind her before making her way over to Cora. She approached slowly.
“It’s only me,” she said, wanting to give the girl a heads up of her presence, since Cora had given no sign that indicated she had noticed anybody was here.
Cora said nothing. She didn’t even look up.
But as Blake sank down into a crouch just in front of her, she heard a long, ragged sob escape her lips. The grief and desperation that the cry carried with it plumbed depths that Blake didn’t even know existed within her. She felt her own throat close up in sympathy.
Despite—or perhaps because of—everything Cora and Ashley had been through, the woman in front of her was one of the strongest people that Blake had ever met. It took unbelievable levels of courage, effort, and compassion to not just struggle against addiction but overcome it and begin building a business. Not to mention her recent efforts searching for a site to host a woman’s shelter so that nobody would ever have to experience the things that she had.
How could anybody do this to her? And why?
Blake sank onto the floor, sitting back against the reception desk and slowly allowing her shoulder to lean toward Cora’s. She said nothing for a long time, just felt the physical effects of the woman’s grief rocking through her. She simply let Cora know that she was here. That she wasn’t alone.
The phone in her pocket buzzed, but she reached to silence it. Whoever it was could wait. There was nothing more important than this.
It took five, maybe ten minutes before Cora finally lifted her head and turned toward Blake. Her eyes were raw, eyelids matted with tears.
“I can’t ever show my face in town again,” she whispered. “Not after this.”
Blake opened her mouth to deny it but forced herself to stop. What could she say? That nobody had seen the photos or read her own supposed words about what had happened to Cora? Hundreds, possibly thousands already had.
Those who hadn’t would doubtless hear about them through a salacious game of telephone in which the rumors would only grow darker and more depraved with every retelling.
She couldn’t sit here and pretend like everything would be the same for Cora after this. Despite recent evidence to the contrary, Northern Pines was a welcoming town full of mostly good people. But there would always be some who looked and stared, and even if they weren’t, would Cora suspect they were?
“How did this happen, Blake? You promised me that nobody would ever see those photos.”
“I don’t know,” she admitted, tipping her head back so that her skill bumped against the wood. She felt impotent. Hollow. “I’m going to get to the bottom of it, I swear, Cora. I promise you I had nothing to do with this.”
“I know you didn’t,” Cora snorted. Tears streaked down her cheeks, though she was no longer crying. “I know you, Blake. But someone did. And they need to be stopped.”
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Aaron Weller was waiting outside the station when Blake got back. He wore light jeans and a green T-shirt, his hair ruffled and unkempt. He looked up as Blake approached, instantly taking a step toward her with his expression strained. He had something in his hand.
“It’s nighttime in Chennai,” he said. “I’m trying to get in touch with Raj, but he doesn’t usually check email until the morning.”
Blake frowned. After her time with Cora, she felt emotionally drained. “Hold up. Who?”
“The outsourced tech guy I was talking about, the one who set up the Pinecone’s website.”
“Right.” She shook her head slightly to force herself back into the game. “Sorry, I’m with you.”
“I swear, I had nothing to do with this, Lieutenant. This torches my reputation just as badly as it does yours.”
Blake blinked. She hadn’t even had time to process the impacts of this event on her reputation. But now she came to think of it, ‘torched’ was as good a description as any. She could practically see the flames devouring her good name.
“The website’s down?”
Aaron nodded. “But we can’t do anything about the cached versions. We have no control over those.”
“So the story’s still visible?”
He winced. “If you know the right place to look. But⁠—"
“Dammit, Aaron,” Blake said, her voice raised. “You know what those girls went through better than most. You think they need this on their plate along with everything else?”
“Of course not!” he fired back before visibly controlling himself. “I just want you to know the facts. We’ve done everything we can on our end. This is out of our hands.”
Everything except properly securing your website, Blake didn’t say.
She glanced at the object in his hand. It was some kind of black rectangle. “What is that?”
“I’ve backed up our entire front-end architecture. This is a complete copy of our website and server logs. From the googling I’ve done, this is everything you would need to figure out how we were hacked.”
“What about your emails?”
Aaron straightened. “No can do.”
“Why –?” Blake began, still fired up. She cut herself off quickly. The answer was obvious. No self-respecting newspaper, not even a local outfit like the Pinecone, could simply hand over journalist emails to the police and expect any source to ever come to them again.
Accessing those communications would be difficult. A judge would need to be involved, along with the likely appointment of a special master who would analyze the emails and decide what was and wasn’t relevant. Even relevant communications might be considered privileged information. It could take weeks.
Months…
“Shit,” she muttered to herself.
Aaron nodded, as if saying, “You get it.”
With the heat of her frustration fading, Blake took a moment to size Aaron up. The truth was he seemed genuinely bewildered by what was happening. And rightly so. Who the hell hacked a local news outlet just to post a story like this?
“Who benefits?” Blake whispered to herself.
“I didn’t catch that.”
“Never mind.” Blake eyed him for a moment longer, picking up only on a general sense that he was truly pained. She plucked the hard drive out of his hand. “Make sure you keep your phone turned on. If I have any more questions, I’ll be in touch.”
“Of course.”
Blake strode inside, the hard drive at first so tightly clutched in her grasp she began to worry she would damage it. She made a beeline for the stairs, heading in the direction of the forensics lab and Robyn’s desk. If anyone could get to the bottom of this, she could.
“Lieutenant?”
Blake was so focused she didn’t immediately react to the sound of her name. It took her a second to process the sound of the voice before realizing that it belonged to Captain Gina Rogers, Northern Pines Police Department’s senior officer. Another couple of breaths passed before she registered Rogers’ tone.
Uh oh.
“Captain?” she replied warily.
“I need a moment. In my office.”
Shit.
Though she’d been in her post for fewer than six months, Blake knew that she was well-liked in the rebuilt—or mostly rebuilt—department. In private, most people referred to each other by their names, not their job titles.
Which meant this was serious.
As Blake followed the captain through the office, she felt a couple of glances linger on her for just a moment too long. As if she was being judged. She felt like screaming that she was innocent, but she knew from long experience that it was hopeless. Every suspect she’d ever brought in denied their guilt. Usually loudly and at length. Few ever managed to prove it.
But she had to.
“Close the door behind you,” Rogers said as she pulled the chair out from behind her desk. She sat with a heavy sigh.
This is serious, Blake thought.
“Where were you?” Rogers asked.
“I went to find Cora Felton,” Blake said. “To reassure her that we’ll do everything it takes to run down this leak. And I just met Aaron Weller outside. He handed over everything the Pinecone can give us.”
She held up the hard drive.
Rogers pursed her lips and studied Blake for a second, just as she’d done with Aaron outside. It was an uncomfortable feeling. Like she was a suspect.
“I’m going to need that,” the captain said at length. “And your phone.”
Blake blinked slowly. This couldn’t be happening. Was she really suspected of leaking privileged case files to the media? After all, the journalist whose byline was on the story had already confirmed that it was fake!
A sinking feeling gripped her stomach. “Captain…”
“Lieutenant—” Rogers began sharply before modulating her tone. “Blake. I’m already fielding media requests about this story. State and national outlets. We already have crosshairs on our backs because of everything that happened. I can’t let this snowball into something that undoes all our hard work.”
“But the Pinecone was hacked! This has nothing to do with us.”
Rogers’s stare was unyielding, though Blake sensed that the position she was taking pained her. “The information came from this department,” she said. “I’ve requested assistance from the SBI. They’re sending an agent to us. Blake, I’m going to need your phone, too.”
“Captain…” Blake said before trailing away as she processed the implications of what the captain had just said. The State Bureau of Investigation could be dogged. She’d worked with them before. They would tear the department apart in search of answers, if that’s what it took. “You don’t really think I had something to do with this, do you? Am I suspended?”
Rogers shook her head. “Blake, you should know me better than that. Somebody’s playing a game I don’t yet understand. But until you get to the bottom of this, I have to do things by the book.”
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SEVEN
“Dammit,” Blake swore, tossing aside yet another phone from a cardboard box full of discarded electronics she’d pulled out of a forgotten storage closet. The screen was smashed beyond repair.
“How’s it going?” Melissa asked from behind her.
“You made me jump,” Blake said without turning her head.
“Doubt it,” Melissa replied lightly.
Blake grabbed her sixth or seventh phone and squeezed the power button, more out of hope than expectation that anything would happen. This iPhone was a few years out of date, but the case and screen looked mostly intact. It powered on but flashed up a battery icon indicating that it was critically low on juice.
She picked up a power cable and plugged it into a socket on the wall nearby, finally looking up and meeting her partner’s eyes. She was relieved not to see suspicion there.
“Captain Rogers just told us about the leak investigation,” Melissa said, her expression turning more serious. “This why you’re down here?”
Blake nodded. “Needed a new phone.”
“Nobody thinks you leaked any information, Lieutenant,” Melissa said.
“You want to bet?”
Melissa raised an eyebrow. “Feeling sorry for yourself? And before you tell me that’s ‘Feeling sorry for yourself, Lieutenant,’ you know I’m right.”
Blake narrowed her gaze. “About what?”
“I’ve never met a cop more repulsed by the limelight than you. Anyone who thinks you leaked that information is an idiot. And thankfully we don’t have many of those left working at this department. Most all of us are on your side, Lieutenant.”
Melissa held her gaze for several long seconds. Long enough for Blake to realize that she was being melodramatic. Hiding away in a storage cupboard definitely wasn’t going to get this case solved. And it certainly wasn’t going to clear her name.
She slowly nodded her thanks. “How did the interview go?”
“Amy Ventnor is convinced that her dad’s innocent, just like you said. Doesn’t mean anything, but…” She spread her hands wide.
“Maybe it does,” Blake finished.
“She gave us permission to meet their geriatrician,” Melissa said. She pulled her slim notepad from her back pocket and consulted the first page. “A Dr. Naomi Heller. She can fit us in in a couple of hours, if you think you’ll have your head in the game by then.”

“THANKS FOR ALLOWING us to stop by,” Blake said as Dr. Heller showed them into her cramped private office at the regional hospital for Monroe County. There was no window, and the office chair behind the electric sit-stand desk pushed up against the wall was the only seat, so all three women stood awkwardly.
“No problem,” Dr. Heller replied, reaching out a slim hand. “Call me Naomi.”
There were a couple of tan lines, including one on the wedding ring finger. Blake wondered whether she just took her jewelry off for work or if there’d been a recent life change. She shook the offered hand.
Naomi stifled a yawn, then grimaced in apology. “Sorry, crazy day. I have about ten minutes.”
“We’ll be quick,” Blake assured her. “My name’s Lieutenant Blake Larsen, and this is my partner Detective Melissa Wilson. We are investigating the deaths of your former patients, Mike and –”
“Maggie,” Naomi said softly. “Yes, it’s terrible. I was hoping you’d be in touch. Amy emailed me the consent form a couple of hours ago, so I’m relatively free to talk. I would want to run it by her before I shared any individual medical records, but I don’t think that will cause any problems.”
Melissa frowned. “Why did you want us to get in contact?”
“Because I wanted to know exactly what happened. Michael came in for his yearly physical four and a half months ago. I did a full neurological workup. Cognitive tests, CT scan, MRI. He wasn’t on any new medication. In fact, the man was as healthy as a horse. Just a statin for his blood pressure. There was nothing wrong with him either psychologically or neurologically. I’d stake my medical license on it.”
Blake and Melissa exchanged a quick glance.
“Could something have changed in the last four months?” Blake asked.
Naomi give a quick nod. “Sadly, yes. Seniors can decline surprisingly quickly. Especially if they’ve suffered some form of trauma. Even a trip or a fall can have major systemic consequences. But to my knowledge, Michael hadn’t reported any issues.”
“What about Maggie?” Blake said, frowning. “You treated them both, is that correct?”
“That’s right. Maggie was a far more complex case. Lupus can be a horribly debilitating illness, and she had it bad. Michael brought her to the hospital for her quarterly appointments with our rheumatology team. I usually tried to check in on those occasions. He was such a loving husband.”
“So there was no evidence of physical neglect or abuse in Maggie’s medical history?”
“Definitely not,” Naomi replied firmly. “If you ignore the lupus, she was in perfect health. If she had problems at home, she certainly never confided in me about them. And I find that prospect hard to believe.”
“Why?”
“In our private examinations, Maggie was always gushing about Michael. Maybe you could fake that kind of enthusiasm, but… I don’t buy it. Not all the time.”
“What kind of medical event could precipitate someone”—Blake grimaced—“snapping like this?”
“In principle—this isn’t medical advice—maybe a stroke. That could precipitate psychological side effects on an accelerated timescale. A brain tumor, possibly, but there was no sign of anything developing on his scans. Frontotemporal dementia, Alzheimer’s, some kind of undiagnosed mental disorder, even delirium following a UTI could in theory cause an event like this. But, Lieutenant, I have no evidence that he suffered from any of those conditions. What did the autopsy say?”
Blake chewed her lip. “That he was healthy as a horse.”
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EIGHT
You okay?
Blake almost ignored the text message from Ryan Walker, her part-time consultant and… what exactly? They had shared a bed, and yet she knew she was keeping him at arm’s length.
Ignoring the text would have allowed her to wall off her feelings about both him and the current earthquake knocking down her personal and professional life. That might’ve been easier, but it would also have been cowardly. She picked up the phone and typed out a terse message. It wasn’t exactly a request for help, but it was the next best thing.
Not really.
The reply came quickly. She knew that because she didn’t take her eyes off the phone’s screen the entire time. Thankfully the message flashed up before the screen had a chance to go dark.
How about dinner tonight? My place. I’ll cook.
Before she had a chance to reply, another message popped up. A photo, this time. It took a second to load, but the caption was visible:
Axe misses you.
The image finally loaded, and Blake found herself smiling at the sight of Ryan’s dog, Axe, his head cocked to one side. It looked like he was frowning.
Well, in that case… What time?
Again, Ryan replied quickly.
How about seven?
Blake agreed before she could think better of it. The truth was, she could use the distraction. She was going nowhere fast with this case. All the physical evidence pointed in Mike Ventnor’s direction as the killer. But there was no motive. She read over the autopsy report a second time, just in case she’d missed something during the first read. But it was uneventful. There was nothing that could point to or disprove him as a suspect.
She was going around in circles. And the more she thought about this case, the more the unsettling similarities to the deaths of her own parents began to grate at her. No motive. No testimony from friends or family that they ever even imagined something like this could happen. No evidence of physical abuse or domestic violence.
“Maybe some people just snap…”
Blake gritted her teeth. That was the worry that had dogged her entire life. Whether you thought that DNA was destiny or that nurture trumped nature, she was screwed. Her father’s genetic material ran through her veins, and he was the one who had raised her, just as much as her mom.
More than that, he’d been the kindest person she had ever known.
If he could snap, then why not her?
She leaned back at her desk and began to massage her temples. She’d gone back to the very start of the case, reviewing every photograph Robyn had snapped at the crime scene, as well as statements from all her own neighbors.
Nobody had seen anything amiss. There was no evidence. No fucking evidence.
Blake blinked rapidly several times and returned her attention to the screen but saw only a blur. She’d been at this for hours. She needed a break. She stood rapidly, almost knocking her chair back behind her. The wheels clattered back against the floor and attracted Melissa’s attention.
“Where you headed?” she asked.
“Cigarette,” Blake said.
Melissa cocked an eyebrow. “You don’t smoke.”
“No, but this case has me thinking I should start.”
“I feel that. Getting some air?”
“Maybe. Not sure I’m kidding about the cigarettes.”
She walked downstairs, breathing a sigh of relief when she realized that she’d missed shift change. The station was still occupied, but it wasn’t busy, so she was able to slip out front without attracting much attention.
“God, how did it come to this?” she whispered as she pushed through the glass front doors.
She felt almost like a stranger in her own home. It was hard to believe that Northern Pines PD felt like home, especially after everything that had happened with Caleb. But the Captain, Melissa, Robyn, and so many others really had begun to feel like family. The last few months had packed a hard enough emotional hit to bind them together as closely as any relations. What didn’t kill you made you stronger.
Or something like that.
She walked to the wall to the right of the doors and leaned back against the brick, closing her eyes and simply focusing on breathing for quite a while. Maybe a minute or longer. The oxygen flooding through her veins helped clear some of the bleariness that had set in.
“You mind if I join you?”
Her eyes snapped open. A man was standing in front of her, probably only in his mid-thirties given his complexion and the suppleness of his skin, though strangely, his hair was pure white. He had a track athlete’s figure, the long-distance kind. His dark suit hung off him as though he’d recently lost weight, though she guessed he bought them a size up in an attempt to look larger.
“Be my guest,” Blake said warily.
The man reached into his jacket and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. He flicked open the top and removed a slim lighter and one stick. He rested the latter between his lips, cupped his free hand around the tobacco end, and lit it.
“I’m not supposed to smoke in the car,” he said by way of explanation as he exhaled the first lungful of smoke. He was thoughtful enough to blow it in the opposite direction.
Blake surreptitiously glanced around the parking lot. She recognized most of the vehicles. The only one that stuck out was a dark Ford Expedition SUV that just screamed government. At this distance, it was impossible to make out the emergency lights she guessed had been installed under the grille. But she was pretty sure they would be there.
“Company policy?” she said noncommittally.
“Something like that.” He nodded. He reached out his hand, then seemed to think better of it, given he was smoking. “Special Agent Mark Crouch. I’m with the SBI. Internal Affairs.”
“I’d never have guessed,” Blake replied.
Crouch grinned. “Hangs off us like a bad aftershave, doesn’t it?”
“It’s a look, that’s for sure.”
“I want to assure you that I’m not here to cause you problems. I flicked through your file before heading across from Fayetteville. You have an exemplary record. Can’t have been easy for you.”
“It wasn’t.”
“And you’ve never courted the limelight before.”
“I haven’t.”
“Well, if you’re willing to play things straight with me, I’ll do the same right back.”
“Seems like a fair deal.” Blake nodded.
“Just a heads up, so you don’t feel like I’m pulling the rug out from under you, I’ll be asking you to sit down for a formal interview.”
“I figured.”
“It won’t just be you. I’m here looking for answers, not to nail anybody to the wall.”
Blake smiled evenly. That probably was why Special Agent Crouch thought he was in Northern Pines. But it sure as hell didn’t mean that was the way things would play out.

BLAKE PICKED up her phone on the second ring. “Larsen.”
“Hello? Lieutenant?”
“Call me Blake. Who am I speaking to?”
“I’m Lewis Gardner. I’m the patient liaison here at Serenity Shores.”
Blake stared blankly at Melissa on the desk opposite her for a few seconds as her mind clicked into gear. “Serenity… Right. The rehab place.”
“Residential recovery facility,” Lewis said in a chiding tone. “I understand you’ve been trying to get in touch?”
“That’s correct. I need to rule one of your patients out as a suspect in a case I’m working. Oscar Ventnor.”
“Yes…” Lewis said, the clicking of a mouse audible on the other end of the line. “And this was when?”
“Nine days ago.”
“Your department isn’t in LA, is it?”
“No. North Carolina. Why?”
“Oscar had a two-hour freedom pass that day. Between nine and eleven in the morning. We believe in building confidence in structured but open sessions allowing our guests to make mistakes⁠—”
“Did Oscar check in and out?” Blake interrupted, not needing to understand Serenity Shores’ entire treatment routine. Melissa widened her eyes questioningly.
Lewis answered curtly. “He did.”
“You’re sure of that?” Blake asked, frowning. If Oscar wanted to travel across country, it was possible he could have flown from LA and back in the day. Not likely, but…
“Absolutely certain. I’m looking at video footage of him returning to our facility as we speak. I can send it over, if you’d like.”
“That would be great,” Blake sighed, barely able to hide her frustration that their only lead hadn’t panned out. “Thanks, Lewis.”
She put the phone down hard enough the plastic almost cracked.
“Everything okay?” Melissa asked.
“Oscar’s a bust. He’s not our guy. So we’re back to square one.”
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NINE
Ryan’s place was a single-story ranch home on a wooded plot a couple of miles outside of town. His truck was under a newly built carport that had a fresh coating of fallen leaves on top. Light shone out through the windows, and as Blake took her foot off the gas to slow her SUV, she could see Ryan moving around inside.
She put the car into park and just sat there for a few moments, watching as Ryan dipped a wooden spoon into a pot on the stove before lifting it to his lips to sample whatever he was cooking. As she watched, the weight of the day seemed to lift from her shoulders.
At least, it did for an instant.
Something thumped hard against her window, sending her heart rate spiking and cortisol flooding through her veins. Her brain went into overdrive as it processed the situation, seeming to slow the passage of time as she began to twist in her seat as her right hand went for her service weapon.
Ryan was inside. Which meant somebody else was out there.
She drew the gun, lifted it up to the window, and⁠—
“Dammit, Axe.”
Blake let the weapon fall back down to her side and her head bang back against the headrest. She exhaled sharply, then turned to one side to stare at Ryan’s Alsatian. The hound stared at her expectantly, tongue lolling out of the side of his mouth, head cocked just as it had been in Ryan’s photo. He was standing on his hind legs, his front paws pressed flat against the window glass.
She holstered her pistol and fastened the clip that secured in place, then shot daggers at Axe. It took several deep breaths before her heart rate was anything close to approximating its usual rhythm.
Finally she pushed open the door, forcing Axe to slide ignominiously back down to the earth.
“You scared the crap out of me,” she said as he shook himself as if to demonstrate that he wasn’t bothered.
He cocked his head once more, then jumped back up so that his front paws were balanced on her left thigh. He stretched his head toward her, tongue furiously licking the empty air.
“No thanks,” Blake said, edging away from the blur of pink. “But I appreciate the thought.”
She gave him a scratch behind the ears, then maneuvered herself out of the SUV. She chewed her lip for a moment, wondering whether she should grab the go-bag she stored in the trunk. It contained fresh underwear, a basic toiletries kit, and a change of clothes. In her line of work, you never knew when you would get a chance to swing by your own home. She decided to leave it in the car.
We’ll cross that bridge later.
Axe padded companionably by her side as she walked to the front door, occasionally glancing up to check that she was still there. He moved easily now after a serious gunshot injury sustained several months earlier as he and Ryan helped take down the gang that had imprisoned Cora Felton and killed Caleb. As she reached the front door, she raised her hand to knock, but before she had a chance, Axe raised his front paw and thwacked it twice—hard enough to rattle the wooden door in its frame.
Blake let her hand drop to her side. “Neat trick,” she said.
She was sure Axe grinned in response. Or she was going crazy.
There was a metallic scrape as Ryan unlocked the door and pulled it open. He smiled. “I see you met the welcoming party.”
“I nearly wet myself,” Blake admitted.
Why did you just say that?
She was glad that Ryan turned to beckon her inside at that exact moment because her face grew hot and flushed.
“I was about to crack a bottle,” he said as he closed the door behind her. “Red or white?”
“I don’t care,” she replied. “Whatever you have a lot of.”
“It’s been that kind of day, huh?”
“You have no idea,” she groaned.
Ryan was wearing shorts and only a sock on his right foot, so the steel of his prosthetic leg glinted in the low mood lighting. It clicked as he walked toward the gleaming steel refrigerator. “Make yourself at home,” he called over his shoulder.
Blake slumped into an L-shaped couch pressed against the wall underneath the window that looked out over the front drive. It was dark out, and she could only just make out the tops of a few trees swaying gently in an evening breeze.
Ryan set a couple of wine glasses down on the counter, then neatly twisted a corkscrew into place. He popped the cork with a pleasing flourish and poured two glasses before carrying one over to her.
“Cheers,” he said.
She clinked her glass against his, then closed her eyes as she took a first sip. Only a few months earlier, in the depths of her despair over Caleb’s then-suicide, she’d developed an unhealthy reliance on alcohol to get herself to sleep. But that dependence was yesterday’s news. Blake was nothing if not strong-willed. Thankfully she hadn’t been far enough gone to develop a full-blown addiction to alcohol.
But it was in moments like this that she understood how somebody could. The alcohol bloomed as it slipped all too easily down her throat.
“Not bad,” Ryan said, smacking his lips slightly as he took a seat by Blake’s side. “I’m getting notes of… oak and citrus. Nice mineral finish, too.”
She cocked her head to one side. “Since when are you a sommelier?”
He grinned. “Since I read the back of the bottle twenty seconds ago.”
Blake smacked him playfully in the side. “That’s what I thought.”
Despite Axe’s best efforts, the sense of peace that had washed over her as she arrived was now back in full force. The dog himself was now curled up on his bed.
She cocked her head to one side. “Is he…?”
Ryan nodded. “Snoring, yeah. This is his place, really. I just live here. He’s my very expensive roommate.”
Blake winced. Ryan had mentioned that Axe’s pet insurance bill had skyrocketed since the shooting. Like that was going to happen again.
It better not.
She leaned back against the couch and took another sip of wine. A rich, almost unctuous aroma filled her nostrils. Something meaty that called to a place deep in her soul. Or maybe just her stomach.
“Wild boar ragu,” Ryan explained. “I’ve had it cooking down for hours.”
“You shouldn’t have.”
“I’ve got forty pounds of it racked up in the chest freezer out back. Shot a couple a few months back. Boar burgers, chili, meatballs, you name it, I’ve tried it. But this is my favorite recipe so far. Needs another fifteen minutes or so.” He paused for a second. “Want to talk about today?”
“Not really…” Blake sighed. “I’m nowhere on the Ventnor case. My only lead blew up today.”
“It’s more than a murder suicide?”
“Could be.” Blake shrugged. Ryan was a part-time consultant with Northern Pines Police Department, though he’d never raised an invoice. Still, he had signed an iron clad nondisclosure agreement, and Captain Rogers had cleared him for access to case files at Blake’s discretion, so she didn’t worry about sharing this with him. “Or maybe it’s exactly what it seems to be. There’s no evidence either way.”
“Want to run anything by me?”
Blake took another sip, lay back, and closed her eyes. “The perp is a kindly old man who everybody I’ve spoken to swears blind would never do this to his wife. She had a medical condition, and he waited on her hand and foot for years. There’s no evidence of foul play, no sign of forced entry, nothing. He was mentally sound. No reason for him to suddenly snap.”
“Maybe he resented caring for his wife all these years?”
“Possible,” Blake conceded. She’d seen cases like that before. “But I doubt it.”
“Had his wife taken a recent turn for the worse?”
“Don’t think so,” Blake said, shaking her head. “Why?”
“He might have wanted her to go out with dignity. You see it with terminal illnesses, right? A husband or wife doesn’t want to waste away, and their partner agrees to finish them quickly. Maybe that’s what happened. And Mike decided life wasn’t worth living without her?”
“Maggie’s autopsy didn’t turn up any evidence of a sudden deterioration of her lupus. I guess it’s possible that they made an agreement like that, but if they did—why not leave a note? And why do it when their daughter was ten thousand miles away?”
Ryan grimaced. “Sorry. We can talk about something else, if you want.”
“No, it’s okay. It’s nice to have a fresh face to run this past. What gets me is that Mike Ventnor wasn’t a big drinker. Yet he was found with blood-alcohol of 0.4 percent. That’s a potentially lethal dose in a man of his age.”
“Alcohol problem?”
“No sign of cirrhosis on his autopsy.”
Ryan looked at her, then narrowed his eyes. “What else?”
“What do you mean?”
“You’ve got something on your mind. I can tell.”
Blake laughed, but it sounded forced. “Am I that easy to read?”
“I think I know you by now.”
She puffed out her cheeks. “Did I ever tell you how my parents died?”
“I never asked. Figured you’d tell me if you wanted to.”
“My dad shot my mom twice in the chest. Finished her off with a round to the head while she was bleeding out on our living room floor. Then he ate his own gun.”
“Jesus,” Ryan whispered. “Blake, I’m so sorry.”
He reached out and squeezed her thigh. For the first time in many years, Blake felt a prickling at the corners of her eyes. She brushed away a tear. “Before he was killed, Caleb was investigating their deaths. He was in touch with somebody who worked on the case, a retired CID investigator called Skip Hobson.”
She stopped and took a sip of wine to fortify herself. Her retelling of not just her parents’ deaths but Caleb’s also was a blunt reminder of how much trauma she’d suffered in her life. “He told me Caleb reached out a few months before he died. Prompted him to look into the case. He said it never sat right with him.”
“Why not?”
“The murder weapon was an unregistered firearm, probably purchased at a gun fair. I don’t remember Dad ever owning a weapon like that. He had his own guns, secured in a time-locked safe. And there’s one more thing.”
“What?”
“Skip died just a few days after I reached out to him. Natural causes, according to the autopsy. But his wife Sarah told me that he was healthy. And it looked like there’d been a break-in at their place. A few files went missing—including his personal case notes.”
“The ones relating to your parents’ case?”
Blake nodded. “Don’t you know it.”
Ryan simply sat there for a few moments, his gaze somewhere far away. “It’s a hell of a coincidence,” he eventually breathed.
“Could be,” Blake agreed.
“But it feels like more than that, doesn’t it?”
Before she had a chance to answer, Axe bolted from his bed and sprinted toward the front door. Blake’s neck whipped around to trace the flash of movement, and she realized that his teeth were bared.
Ryan jumped to his feet. He walked swiftly across the kitchen and reached up to the top of one of the cabinets, lifting a pistol out from a concealed position as Axe jumped up to look out of the window to the side of the front door, letting off a low, ominous growl.
“Expecting company?” Blake said softly. She realized that she hadn’t taken off her holster and unclipped her own pistol for the second time that night.
“Not that I’m aware of,” Ryan said in a matching tone. “But I trust his instincts.”
Axe whipped his head around, then jerked his nose at the front door as if urging Ryan to let him free. His owner quickly joined him with Blake at his side. He reached down and held Axe by his harness.
“You’re not going anywhere, buddy,” he said. “I can’t afford you getting hurt again.”
Ryan unhooked a flashlight from a hook on the back of the door and clicked it on before lifting it up and pulling the door open. He played the beam out left and right with quick sweeps at first, then a half a dozen much slower rotations. The dog’s ears were pinned back, and he was still growling, his nostrils twitching as he savored the breeze.
“See anything?” Blake whispered, her own senses on full alert.
“Not a thing,” Ryan replied after a few moments.
They investigated the dark for a couple of minutes, but after a while, even Axe calmed down. He pulled himself away from Ryan’s grasp and padded back to his bed, curling back into a ball without a second thought.
“How about we eat?” Ryan said as he closed the door. “I’m sorry about that. Not exactly the date I had planned.”
As he ruffled Axe behind the ears, Blake smiled. “Is that what this is?”
Ryan flushed, but he didn’t look away. “Could be. If you wanted it to.”
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TEN
Blake stopped in front of the station’s glass doors as she arrived the following morning just long enough to check that her hair was in place. The go-bag was designed for emergencies, and she’d never anticipated needing a hairbrush or a straightening iron when the shit hit the proverbial fan.
“We live and learn,” she murmured.
A woman was sitting in one of the chairs in the waiting area in front of the reception desk. She was gray-haired and looked vaguely familiar, but Blake didn’t know from where. She didn’t put much thought to it as she stepped inside.
“New cup, Sandra?” she said as she approached the reception desk. The receptionist had a seemingly endless rotation of coffee cups, all of which bore inscriptions of varying levels of wit. Today’s read: I’m not procrastinating. I’m just waiting for inspiration.
Blake sensed movement behind her but didn’t turn around as Sandra smiled. Her face practically lit up at Blake’s arrival. Apparently there was at least one person in the department who didn’t judge her for leaking to the Pinecone.
“Nah, this one’s an old favorite,” Sandra said. She motioned behind Blake. “You have a visitor.”
Frowning, Blake turned to see the woman from before was standing right behind her. She carried an iPhone in one hand. She definitely looked familiar, though try as she might, Blake couldn’t place her. That was unusual, since she had a pretty good memory for faces. “How can I help, Mrs. —?”
“Dawson. Rachel Dawson. We’re neighbors.”
Damn.
“Of course,” Blake said, shaking her head. “You caught me before my coffee.”
She’d never exchanged more than a passing word with Rachel, who from memory lived half a dozen doors down, just where the street bent around. She was in retirement, or at least had plenty of time each day to power-walk up and down the sidewalk with walking poles in each hand.
“I knocked on your front door first thing,” Rachel said, frowning. She looked healthy and tanned despite her age. “You didn’t answer.”
Blake blinked but took the comment—was it intended as a criticism? —in her stride. She wondered whether Sandra had overheard. The woman was everybody’s friend and didn’t have an unpleasant bone in her body. She was also the department’s primary conduit for gossip. Blake wasn’t exactly certain what the status of her relationship with Ryan was, but one thing she knew for sure was that it was nobody’s business but her own.
“I’m sorry about that. How can I help?”
“I was on a cruise the last two weeks. The Bahamas.”
That explains the tan, Blake thought. But not what you’re doing here.
She said, “Uh-huh” instead.
“Of course I heard what happened with Mike and Maggie. How awful. It ruined our stop in Freeport. I just couldn’t stop thinking about it.”
“The case is still under active investigation, I’m afraid,” Blake said, assuming that Rachel was here to probe her for information. She began to subtly angle her body toward the entrance to the secure part of the station. “As soon as we’re able to share more, we will.”
“Mike was murdered, wasn’t he?”
“I can’t –”
“I didn’t think to check the cameras. My son installed the system, and he kept telling me that if I downloaded the app I would be able to see if everything was okay with the house from wherever I happened to be. But I’m no good with technology. I had to use my phone. He set that up too, but I forgot to pack it.”
“You have a security camera?” Blake said, her curiosity suddenly piqued enough to override her disbelief that anybody could survive without their phone for over a week.
Rachel nodded insistently. “That’s why I’m here.”
Blake frowned. “None of our officers reported seeing a doorbell camera on your property.”
“The wisteria is getting overgrown. It obscures half the street. I’ll have to get Danny up the ladder again.”
“Danny’s your son?”
“That’s right. He’s a tree surgeon, otherwise I’d worry.”
“Can I see the video?”
Rachel nodded, her face tensing as she tried to turn the phone in her hands on. “I’m no good with these things,” she said as she pecked at the screen to input her passcode. “No, that’s not it.”
Another try.
“There we go,” Rachel said as the iPhone’s home screen flashed into life. “I think it’s… this one,” she said, tapping an icon that resembled a security camera. There were only a couple of apps installed on the phone. It was clearly barely used. “Danny cut the footage. That’s what he told me to tell you. You can call him if I said it wrong.”
“No, that’s just fine,” Blake said. She motioned toward the phone. “May I?”
Rachel handed the device over with the alacrity of somebody getting rid of a live grenade. “Be my guest.”
Blake swiped through the app’s user interface until she found a button marked Archive. At the top half of the screen was a section marked Featured. Only one video was present, presumably the one Rachel’s son had prepared. The bottom half was a list of sequential dates going back a couple of weeks.
Holding her breath, Blake tapped the video. It expanded to fill the entire screen. As Rachel had indicated, half of the field of view was obscured. The running clock on the bottom right indicated that the video had been recorded at 11:57 a.m., which was within the medical examiner’s range for the estimated time of death.
Thankfully, the camera’s field of view was oriented toward the Ventnors’ house. It was several doors down, and the resolution wasn’t great—not helped by the light that had presumably been blocked by the wisteria. Blake only knew that it was pointed toward the Ventnors’ place because she was so familiar with the street.
“You’ll see him in a moment,” Rachel said, craning her neck to see the phone’s screen.
“Who?” Blake asked just as a figure appeared on the video at the bottom right of the screen. Its back was to the camera. Judging by the height, Blake guessed that it probably belonged to a man. She squinted at the screen, cursing the individual fuzzy pixels that prevented her from making out any individual details of his clothing.
That’s a bag on his right shoulder. Some kind of satchel.
“He’s holding something,” Rachel pointed out helpfully. “Danny and I had some ideas, but we couldn’t figure it out.”
The object, whatever it was, was in the man’s left hand. Maybe a clipboard or a large notepad? It was held flush to his torso.
The man walked with an even pace. His gait was definitely male. Blake couldn’t have explained exactly why she thought that, but there was a swagger to it that she rarely saw with women. This one was confident.
He slowed just before the pathway that led across the Ventnors’ front lawn, his forward motion breaking just fractionally before he turned.
“Damn,” Blake muttered. She ignored Rachel’s pursed lips. The woman was old enough to have heard worse curses than that. The cause of her frustration was the obvious lack of detail on the man’s side profile. His face was a blur. He could’ve been Caucasian, Black, Asian—there was no way of knowing. No computer program could clean up pixels that just weren’t there.
The only detail she was sure of was that the man was wearing a baseball cap. She’d seen it when he first appeared on the screen. It was more of a hunch than absolute fact, but she would have bet money on it even so. There was just something about the shape of his head.
“Is he your suspect?” Rachel said.
Blake couldn’t exactly say that they didn’t have a suspect. That this was the first even half-lead they’d stumbled across in over a week.
“Could be something, could be nothing,” she said noncommittally.
She continued watching as a second blur of motion occurred on the left-hand corner of the video. The figure had reached what had to be the Ventnors’ front door, right at the edge of the camera’s field of view. He was probably ringing the doorbell, though there was no way of saying for certain.
And then he disappeared.
Inside the property.
Blake’s eyes went wide. This wasn’t just a partial lead—this was potential proof that there was a third party in the Ventnor killings. That they weren’t a murder-suicide after all. She kept watching, but nothing happened. The door didn’t open again. After about a minute, she tapped the fast forward button at the bottom of the video player. It played at 8x speed, skipping through the frames much faster but slowly enough that she was unlikely to miss the unknown man’s departure.
A couple of cars passed along the street over the ten, fifteen, then twenty-five minutes that elapsed without the man’s reappearance. In at least one case, the license plate was sufficiently visible that they would be able to get a match and track down the driver. It was highly unlikely that that person would have noticed anything, but you had to run down every lead.
“There you are,” Blake whispered as he finally reappeared thirty-seven minutes after he first entered the property. She canceled the fast-forward and watched him retrace his earlier journey.
Definitely wearing a baseball cap.
The hat obscured any view she might have had of the man’s face, and the camera’s resolution hadn’t improved in the last half an hour of the footage. He was probably wearing some kind of jacket or sweater since the flesh of his arms wasn’t visible. Neither was it possible to tell whether there was any blood spatter on him.
But it was proof that somebody else had been in the Ventnor house that day. Maggie’s murder was still her case, like it had always been. But now her husband’s was, too.
Blake stood up sharply the moment he disappeared out of frame. “Rachel, do you mind if I borrow your phone for a little while? I’m going to need all of this footage.”
“That’s all right. I barely use it anyway. I’m just glad I could help.”
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ELEVEN
Blake sat at her desk an hour later, drumming her fingers against the surface as Melissa manfully attempted to ignore the irritating sound. She knew that she should stop, but she was awash with frustrated energy.
Robyn was in the process of downloading all the footage from Rachel Dawson’s home security system—even the cameras that didn’t point toward the Ventnors’ house. There were four external cameras in total, and the footage went back ten days before the double killing. That was 960 total hours of footage that had to be reviewed.
She hated scrubbing through video. It was true that a single frame was worth a thousand words of witness testimony; the problem was that that one frame was usually buried among a million others—and tired eyes made it easy to miss.
But she hated sitting on her hands more. Right now she was itching to spend the next week glued to her computer screen choking down bad coffee. At least it was a lead. Robyn had promised the video would be on the department’s file system by lunch.
Melissa finally looked up. Pointedly, she said, “You mind?”
“Sorry,” Blake muttered, tipping back on her chair. “Hate waiting.”
“I couldn’t tell,” Melissa said dryly.
Before she could say anything else, the phone on Blake’s desk rang. Blake leaned forward, and the chair’s wheels clattered on the floor underneath her. Her hand shot out to grab the phone.
“Robyn?” she said the instant it was pressed up against her ear. “Tell me you have something.”
“Sorry, honey,” Sandra’s hoarse voice answered instead. “Just me. You have a visitor. Two, actually.”
“Who?”
“It’s Ryan Walker.”
Not for the first time that morning, Blake frowned. She wasn’t exactly disappointed to hear that Ryan was at the station – she just didn’t know why. They definitely weren’t at the ‘drop by each other’s offices’ stage of the relationship. Not that Ryan even had one.
“I’ll be right down,” she said.
“I would be, too,” Sandra said.
Before Blake had a chance to process that possibly inappropriate comment, the receptionist hung up the phone.
“Who was that?” Melissa asked.
“Nothing,” Blake replied. She pushed the chair away from the desk and stood up. “I’ll be back in a minute.”
Melissa returned her attention to her screen. “Take just as long as you need.”
I probably deserve that.
Blake jogged down the stairs to the first floor two at a time. She passed into the reception area and found Ryan sitting on the same chair that Rachel Dawson had parked herself in just a short while earlier. Axe sat at his feet and bounded over the second he saw her approach.
“Let’s go outside,” Blake said, jerking her chin toward the glass doors as she scratched the dog behind his ear. She could feel Sandra’s gaze on the back of her neck, even though the receptionist was pretending not to look.
Ryan did look good, even if she was kind of annoyed that he was here. He smelled of fresh sweat and had a glistening sheen of it on his forehead. Axe also seemed tired and followed with less energy than usual.
“Did you run here?” Blake asked as she pushed through the doors.
“Cycled,” Ryan said tersely. He held the door open until Axe strolled through.
“Why are you here, Ryan? Not that I don’t appreciate the company, but…”
“It’s not a social call,” he replied. Blake noticed for the first time that he seemed tense.
“Oh?”
“Somebody slashed my tires.”
“What?”
“Must’ve been last night. Maybe that was the sound that got him all riled up,” he said, pointing at Axe. “I shouldn’t have had him run the whole way in with me since he’s not fully recovered, but I didn’t want to leave him at the house. Just in case.”
“Good call,” Blake said, more concern washing over her than she would have imagined. She glanced down at Axe. The dog had already suffered once on her account. The prospect of him getting hurt again… It didn’t bear thinking about.
“Do you have any idea who did it?” Blake asked, consciously switching off her personal concern and putting on her detective’s hat.
“No idea. Like I said last night, Axe hasn’t ever reacted like that at home. I don’t have any security cameras at the house. I ordered some online just before cycling over here.”
“Did they leave anything behind?”
“Just four tires cut to ribbons,” Ryan said, his lips tight. Blake knew that his worry was for the dog, not himself. He was capable of handling most things thrown his way.
“We’ll get to the bottom of this,” Blake promised. “Can you tell me anything else?”
“Like what?”
“Have you received any threatening emails or messages lately? Even any old-fashioned snail mail?”
“None of the above,” Ryan confirmed.
“Did you cut anyone off in traffic?”
“You’ve seen me drive. I’m not an asshole.”
“I know you’re not,” Blake said, reaching out and squeezing Ryan’s upper arm for just a second. Right now she didn’t care whether Sandra saw or not. “I just have to ask.”
“Yeah,” Ryan said, some of the tension in his posture releasing. “I know.”
They shared a quiet moment, Blake realizing that it had been a while since she’d had anybody to worry about. It felt nice, in a twisted kind of way. The development of her relationship with Ryan had been so tentative, with two steps forward and then one back, it wasn’t until now she realized how much both he and Axe had come to mean to her.
How badly she would cope if something were to happen to them. Like her mom. And Caleb.
And Dad?
Blake’s eyes flared wide as a thought occurred to her. If her theory—conspiracy theory—that the Ventnor double-killing had something to do with her own past was true, then was this event related too? Was Ryan in danger because of her?
“What’s up?”
“Nothing,” she said quickly, her voice an octave higher than usual. “How about you swing by my place tonight? I’ll cook. And that’s not a threat.”
Ryan winced. “I’ve got somebody coming by to replace my tires this evening. They could only give me a slot between 5 and 9 p.m. It’s the only one available all week, so I had to take it.”
“No worries,” Blake said, her voice still higher than usual. She consciously forced it back down the register. “It was just a thought. I didn’t like the idea of you home alone with some wacko out there in the woods.”
Ryan grinned and pointed at Axe. “I’m not exactly alone.”
“Fair enough,” Blake replied. She tried to hide her disappointment at not getting to share another night with the two of them. But one in particular.
“How about you come over to my place?” Ryan suggested, raising his eyebrow. “You can keep Axe and me company. Make sure no monsters climb out from underneath the bed.”
Blake glanced inside the station. Thankfully Sandra was looking away, and there was nobody else inside. She elbowed Ryan playfully in the ribs. “Jackass.”
“Is that a yes?”
She narrowed her gaze. “I’m only coming to keep you safe.”
Ryan grinned broadly. “Then it’s settled. Come over whatever time you like.”
He started to turn away.
She cocked her head to one side. “Um, Ryan?”
“What?” he replied, evidently puzzled by her tone.
“Are you going to come in and file a formal report, or what?”
“Right. Can he come in?”
“Axe is an honorary K-9 as far as I’m concerned. I’ll head to your place in a bit and check out the car. Maybe whoever’s responsible was less careful than they thought.”
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TWELVE
The bitch left half an hour after her boy toy cycled off with the dog. He trailed her at a distance, just long enough to be certain she wasn’t headed home. She was driving back toward the house she’d stayed over at the previous night. Was probably planning on dusting the car for prints.
“You won’t find shit,” he said scornfully in the otherwise dead silence of his own car. “You think I’m that complacent?”
His vehicle was nondescript. A rental. He wouldn’t use it again. He indicated right and turned off into the parking lot of a local fast-food chain, where he pulled a U-turn before heading back in the opposite direction. It was the middle of the day. She probably wouldn’t head home for hours.
And he didn’t need nearly that long.
He parked one street over from Blake’s house. He’d scouted the location out the previous day, though it was hardly the first time he’d been there. The house whose yard backed onto hers had a realtor’s sign out front. Most of the houses along the street were owned by young working couples, and the paucity of cars parked on the street at this time of day indicated that few of them were home.
Still, he was careful. He pulled on a baseball cap and a dark jacket, then reached into the glove compartment and pulled out a pair of skin-color latex gloves. Somebody would be able to tell he was wearing them only if they got close and really looked. He looked up at the rear mirror, then glanced at both side mirrors.
The street was empty.
A clipboard lay on the passenger’s seat. There was nothing clipped to the front. No work order, nothing that could attract attention or lead to a paper trail if he was pulled over. It was just an innocuous object. And a trick he’d used many times.
As a matter of rote, he tapped his pockets and felt the heaviness of the jacket. The tools of his trade were arrayed around his body. But he didn’t need much.
He climbed out of the car. Felt the calmness that always descended on him in such moments. Sometimes he wondered if he enjoyed the preparation more than he did the main event.
One last casual check over each shoulder. He took in every window and every door. No twitching curtains or flashes of light behind a window to indicate that somebody was watching. He walked up to the house, checking through the windows to ensure that furniture hadn’t arrived the previous night.
A quick call with a protected number had revealed that the house was still up for sale, but you could never be too careful. He knocked twice on the door and waited.
“Hello?” he called out in a voice designed not to carry beyond this building lot. “Northern Pines Fire Department. We got a report of a gas leak.”
No response.
He waited half a beat longer, just in case. Glanced over his shoulder. Then reached inside his left chest pocket and pulled out a slim canvas pouch. He unzipped it, pulled out two tools, and inserted both picks into the tumbler lock. This was a safe neighborhood. Its residents didn’t yet know that sometimes wolves lurked in the dark.
They will soon.
But that wasn’t exactly true, was it? Blake’s house had seen its fair share of horror already. He’d read the news reports about Caleb Larsen’s death after she’d reintroduced herself into his life. If suicide was a coward’s way out, then what the hell was murder?
The lock slipped open with barely a click. His earlier reconnaissance hadn’t flagged an alarm box on the exterior of the house, but even so, he was relieved not to hear a warning sound.
Most people these days had security cameras, anyway. They were cheap—could be bought online for thirty or forty dollars—and often motion-activated. They would even send an alert to the homeowner’s phone whenever they were triggered, in effect a premium security service at a tenth of the cost.
But the house was empty. There was nowhere for a camera to hide.
He closed the door behind him. The whole process had taken less than twenty seconds, barely longer than somebody fiddling with their keys on their porch. He moved swiftly through the bare home, his head swiveling left and right as he searched for camera hiding spots, just in case.
Opening the back door that led from the kitchen to the yard was as simple as sliding back a deadbolt and twisting a knob. The yard was shielded on both sides by ten-foot thickets of bamboo. The leafy fronds trembled in the wind and completely blocked the view of the yard from any of the nearby houses.
The intruder didn’t hesitate. He walked calmly across the lawn, a little overgrown after a week or two without being mowed, and stepped up onto a tree stump just behind the rear fence. It gave him enough of a leg up to look over to Blake Larsen’s back yard.
“You should really have an alarm, sweetie,” he said as his eyes scanned the property. “It’s just not safe for a young woman to live here all alone.”
He smiled, though the expression didn’t reach his eyes.
The first-floor windows on the houses to the left and right of Blake’s probably had enough of her vantage point to overlook her yard, so he spent sufficient time studying them to assure himself that nobody was watching.
And when he was sure, he pulled himself easily up and over the fence. Landing was more of a strain, eliciting a grunt of discomfort as the shock reverberated up through kneecaps whose cartilage had long ago been ground away.
“Dammit,” he said, grinding out the word. He definitely wasn’t as young as he used to be.
But the thrill of what he was doing washed away the pain. He walked more quickly to Blake’s back door. He’d visited once before. Like her neighbors, she didn’t have an alarm back then. But he checked for magnetic window sensors regardless.
Slow is smooth, smooth is fast.
The last thing he wanted was for an alarm to ring out. He didn’t want his quarry looking over her shoulder.
Not yet, anyway.
This lock proved no more challenging than any of the others. The deadbolt wasn’t in place, which allowed him to let himself into the house without having to find another way in.
Sloppy.
But then, what did he expect?
He set a timer in his head the second he stepped through the back door, giving himself just three minutes. The objective of today’s operation wasn’t to poke around in her underwear drawer or look through her family photos. He wasn’t some kind of pervert. He was a…
Professional.
He lifted his left heel up and checked for mud or dirt before he started. It was clean, as was the right. Good. He didn’t have time to wipe the floor down. Not without opening himself to unnecessary risk.
A glance around the kitchen didn’t reveal what he was looking for. He kept moving, stepping into the living room, eyes roving in search of both his objective and any security system that he hadn’t noticed until now.
“There you are,” he whispered to himself, spotting the Wi-Fi router on a shelf above the television.
He reached into one of the pockets in his jacket as he strode over to it. His fingers closed around a small black USB stick. He picked up the router with one of his gloved hands and slid the device into an open port. An LED on its case gleamed.
Thirty seconds.
Next he pulled out his phone and opened an app whose icon disguised it as a mindless videogame. It took twenty more seconds for the Bluetooth connection to solidify and for the loading bar to appear on the screen.
Twelve percent.
He gritted his teeth, checking his watch only to confirm the countdown already playing out in his head.
Thirty-nine percent.
Ninety seconds left.
Sixty-seven percent.
His head whipped around as a chime sounded. His pulse kicked up a dozen beats a second. He wasn’t panicked, just concerned.
It was just the fucking washer-dryer bitching that nobody had bothered unloading it.
“Filthy bitch,” he muttered, pulling his lips back into a grimace. She hadn’t been home last night. Had simply left the washing in there to molder.
He turned his attention back to the screen.
Ninety-seven percent.
Ninety-eight percent.
The loading screen hung. Nothing happened for five, ten, and twenty seconds. He felt the countdown approaching zero in his mind. Heard a distant car rumbling down the street outside.
It jumped to a hundred percent. He pulled the device out of the router and replaced the box onto the shelf, calmly ensuring that the cables were arranged in exactly the same mess they’d been before he arrived.
His job was done. And she would have no fucking idea until it was way too late.
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THIRTEEN
Blake pulled into Ryan’s driveway for the second time that day just as the tire service truck headed in the opposite direction, spewing a cloud of black exhaust gas out in its wake. She had two pizza boxes on the passenger seat and a sixpack of Red Oak in the passenger foot well.
Her first visit had been a bust. Other than the fact that Ryan’s tires were definitely slashed, there was no evidence pointing to whoever was responsible for the act. No footprints, tire tracks, fingerprints, nothing. Unless the perpetrator walked into the police department and handed him or herself in, then her chances of apprehending them rounded down to zero.
She was a good detective, she knew that. But she couldn’t work miracles.
“I brought dinner,” she called out through her half-open window as Ryan came out of the carport, wiping his hands on a rag.
She guided her SUV in behind Ryan’s truck and rolled up the window before killing the engine. She reached over, grabbed the two pizzas, the beer, and a special treat for Axe, then climbed out.
Ryan reached out to grab the pizzas, but she shook her head. “I’ll drop the beer. You mind grabbing my bag from the backseat?”
“My kind of woman,” Ryan said appreciatively. “I’m starving. Forgot to eat lunch.”
“We are two very different kinds of people,” she replied with a grin.
After Ryan was done, she squeezed the car’s key fob and heard the chirp and the whirring of the side mirrors as they folded flush with the windows. Axe came bounding out of the house a moment later. He let out a bark that could easily have been interpreted as aggressive but Blake knew was precisely the opposite.
The aroma of the still-warm takeout pizza filled Ryan’s open-plan kitchen/living area as the front door closed behind them. She slid them onto a nearby kitchen counter before pulling open the fridge and sliding the sixpack into an open slot.
“Tell me both pizzas don’t have anchovies,” Ryan said as he reappeared from the hallway a moment later, the bag no longer slung over his shoulder.
“Neither,” Blake replied with a sly smile. The last thing she was holding was the brown paper bag containing Axe’s treat. He was sitting right at her side now, staring attentively up at her.
“Not that I’m not grateful or anything. But what the hell’s that smell?”
“I’m guessing he knows,” she laughed as she slid a rectangular shape out of the paper bag. It was gnarled and mottled, a combination of dark brown and gray.
Ryan pinched his nostrils closed. “That’s not a side dish, is it?” he said nasally.
“Dried wolf skin,” Blake said, tossing the dog chew up in the air. Axe caught it neatly before bounding back to his bed. “Or wolf-fish or something.”
Ryan swallowed. He looked green.
“I didn’t take you for a picky eater,” Blake said.
“I have two rules,” Ryan said, extending his right hand as he backed away from Axe’s bed. “First, no anchovies. And second, no fricking dog treats.”
“That’s hardly fair, is it, buddy?” Blake said, raising her voice and directing it to Axe, who definitely wasn’t eating. He was holding onto the dried fish skin with his front paws as he gnawed at the tough material with his teeth.
“I’m not saying he can’t have them,” Ryan said, color returning to his cheeks now that he was at the farthest point of the room from his dog. “Just not around me. And definitely not whatever the heck that is.”
“It’s good for his teeth,” Blake said gaily. She scanned the kitchen cabinets, then turned inquisitively at Ryan.
“What are you looking for?”
“Plates. I’m starving.”
Ryan recovered his appetite pretty quickly for somebody who’d protested that much. He set a couple of plates down on the table and pulled out a pair of glasses, which he filled with the Red Oak that Blake had brought with her. She unbuckled her holster and laid it on a nearby work top.
“It’s not exactly wild boar ragu,” she said as they clinked glasses. “But I really didn’t feel like cooking tonight.”
“You don’t have to twist my arm,” Ryan said, letting out what could only be described as a groan of desire as he opened the lid of the first pizza box. “This is perfect.”
As they ate, they talked about everything under the sun except for the case that Blake was working and what had happened the previous night to Ryan’s truck. She noticed that there was an Amazon box in the corner, and that green LEDs blinked from small cameras installed in several places throughout the house. She guessed, though didn’t ask, that he would have full coverage of the house’s exterior as well. You could buy a pretty decent spec system with just a few hundred dollars these days.
Maybe I should think about doing the same.
“Wanna watch a movie?” Ryan asked when they were finished with the washing up. Well, loading the dishwasher, anyway.
“I’m not promising I’ll keep my eyes open,” Blake said. “So you pick.”
They fired up Netflix after they retreated to the couch. Axe hopped up between them and settled down for yet another nap. Ryan selected a movie about a plane crash in the Andes. By the time the opening credits were over, Blake felt her eyelids drooping. She leaned her head onto Ryan’s shoulder and threaded her fingers through Axe’s fur.
She could tell by his breathing that Ryan was just as exhausted as she was. Stress had a way of draining the energy from you. She knew that better than anyone. They fell into an easy rhythm and then into blackness.
The next thing Blake knew, she opened her eyes, and another movie entirely was playing.
“How long were we out?” she said groggily as Ryan began to stir. Feeling a stickiness at the corner of her mouth, she hurriedly wiped the back of her hand across it. She did the same for the sleep in the corners of her eyes, still groggy.
“Not sure,” Ryan said. “What’s up, boy?”
Blake noticed for the first time that Axe had hopped up off the couch. He was standing on the floor in front of them, his paws set in a wide stance. The fur just behind his head and all the way at the bottom of the spine was raised. She guessed that it was probably his jumping off the sofa that had woken both of them.
“His hackles are up,” she said softly, glancing around Ryan’s place in search of a clue as to what had startled the dog. Was he overreacting to the previous night’s disturbance? Or was it possible that the same person was back to cause more mayhem?
“I see it,” Ryan said, slowly levering himself up off the couch. He glanced around, neck craning. Blake read the movement for what it was: he was listening intently.
She pushed herself up and began walking over to the kitchen counter, where she’d left her gun. She felt a strange electricity in the air, a tingle running down the back of her neck. Something was definitely up.
Ryan followed her and headed toward the cabinet in which he stored his pistol. There was a crunch outside. Like the heel of a sneaker or a boot scraping against stone.
“Someone’s out there,” Blake whispered.
He nodded, lifted his finger to his lips, then beckoned for Axe to follow him over. He picked up a leash off a nearby hook and clipped it onto the dog’s harness.
Blake drew the gun from her holster. Axe was making a low, growling sound now, like he’d done the previous night. As Ryan started toward the door, she covered the windows, just in case.
Another scrape outside. Definitely a footstep. No, more than one.
What the fuck is happening?
Ryan reached for the front door handle. As his fingers gripped it, a loud voice outside yelled, “Hoke County Sheriff, open up!”
Hoke County was Monroe County’s neighbor. Ryan’s place was just over the county line. But what the hell were they doing here?
Axe barked loudly, reacting to the sudden disturbance. He lunged forward toward the front door, his leash going taut as Ryan battled to hold him back.
“Lay down your weapon or we’ll shoot!” a voice yelled from outside.
“I’m a cop!” Blake yelled. “Lieutenant Blake Larsen, Northern Pines PD. We’re laying down our weapons. Do not shoot.”
Ryan glanced at her, confusion battling indecision on his face. She placed her own weapon flat on the kitchen counter and gestured for him to drop his—to put it any place other than in his hand.
An almighty thump rang out, forcing the door lock and sending it spinning inward against its hinges surrounded by a cloud of dust. Ryan only just stepped back to avoid it hitting him.
“I’m a cop!” Blake yelled again, reaching frantically into her rear pants pocket for her badge. She dropped to her knees she finally pulled out the badge and held it forward. “I’m a fucking cop!”
Ryan had gotten rid of his weapon just in time, dumping it onto the floor then kicking it across the room. He retreated, somehow holding Axe back as two cops in khakis and full black body armor came storming in carrying rifles.
Blake yelled once again that she was with Northern Pines PD. She could see the tension on the faces of the two men who had just crashed through the door, adrenaline causing sweat to bead on their faces.
“Put that fucking dog down before I do it for you,” one of them yelled, his voice hoarse as he made himself heard over Axe’s barking.
“Look at me,” Blake said, gesturing with her badge. “Put down your damn weapons. I’m on your side!”
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FOURTEEN
“Go on, uncuff him.” Sergeant Doug Stanford gestured. He was tight-lipped and visibly embarrassed by what had just gone down. One of the Hoke County deputies still had a knee on Ryan’s back. Judging by the expression on Ryan’s face, the guy was being none too gentle.
“Quickly,” Blake said, her tone iron. The deputy jerked into motion, withdrawing his knee and grunting as he pushed himself upright. He was carrying at least twenty extra pounds, and the SWAT body armor didn’t help.
Another of the deputies had grabbed Axe and was holding the leash so tightly the poor dog’s front two paws had risen off the ground. His ears were pinned back, and his eyes darted nervously in their sockets, but it was a testament to Ryan’s training that he hadn’t lunged for somebody’s throat.
Even as Ryan was wrestled to the floor, his only thought was for Axe’s safety. He’d shouted for the dog to lie flat as a deputy punched him in the side. He knew that even a single nip could have ended in a bullet, even though Axe would only have been following natural instincts, trying to protect his owner.
Blake had panicked with him. For a moment, she was ashamed to admit, she’d simply frozen. Watched as officers with rifles and shotguns and pistols surged into the room, singeing the peace from a space that had been so peaceful.
She strode over to the hapless deputy holding Axe’s leash.
“I’ll take him,” she said coldly, not caring whether or not he protested. The second he was in her hands, she bent down and scratched him behind the ears. He looked at her side-eyed, visibly anxious by what was going on. “It’s gonna be okay.”
She turned to see Ryan being lifted back to his feet, more gently than when they’d taken him down. His left eye was already swelling from the initial impact with the ground. It was going to be a hell of a shiner. She could tell he was furious but just barely holding it together. These men had broken down his front door, scared the hell out of both him and his dog, and then thrown him around like a sack of potatoes.
I don’t blame you for being mad.
The second they released the cuffs around his wrists, he turned to Blake. “You good?”
“Me? I’m fine. What about you?”
“I’ll live,” he said gruffly. He turned to Sergeant Stanford. “You plan on telling me what the fuck that was about?”
Stanford rubbed the back of his neck. The radio clipped to his breast crackled, though the transmission was nothing of import. “Dispatch received two phone calls about forty minutes ago. Spaced around ninety seconds apart. The first was a woman. She said she was being held captive at this location by a crazy guy with a gun.”
Blake and Ryan exchanged glances.
“At my house?” he said.
Another deputy exited from the hallway that led toward the stairs. He had mud on his boots. He shot Stanford a thumbs up that Blake figured meant, “All clear.”
Stanford nodded curtly. “Second call was from a neighbor. Said he heard gunshots.”
“Did either of these callers leave a name?” Blake asked.
Stanford puffed out his cheeks. “You’d have to ask Captain Michaels. I just responded to the radio call. We rolled straight here. Cut the lights and sirens a few miles out.”
“And then busted down my front door without a warrant.”
“Exigent circumstances,” Stanford said defensively. “And you both had guns.”
“After we heard intruders on Ryan’s property,” Blake snapped. “Maybe I need to take a refresher on my constitutional law modules, but I don’t remember when owning a firearm on private property got banned.”
“You’re lucky I saw the lieutenant’s badge,” Stanford said, addressing Ryan. “Otherwise this might have ended different. We had every reason to believe that there was an imminent threat to life.”
“Because someone called in a random threat?” Ryan said coldly. “You didn’t think to do any due diligence? I could’ve been killed. Lieutenant Larsen could have been killed. What the hell would you have done then?”
Stanford’s pale complexion suggested he would have nightmares about that outcome for weeks. “Thank God it didn’t come to that.”
“Yeah, well, no thanks to you,” Ryan said, finally crouching and pressing Axe’s head against his chest. The dog relaxed, though Blake noticed he kept one wary eye on the deputies still swirling around the house.
“We’ll replace the door, obviously,” Stanford muttered.
“You’re damn right you will,” Ryan said.
Blake glanced at her watch. It was nearly 2 a.m. All this could wait for the morning. Later on this morning, anyway. “Sergeant, what’s your captain’s number?”
Stanford reached into a pocket for a card and grabbed a pen from another. He circled the only phone number on the damn thing and said, “Just ask for Captain Michaels. You’ll be put right through.”
“Please see your deputies off the property,” Blake said. She knew that Stanford was only trying to do his job, which was why she hadn’t already exploded. Still, the iciness of her tone was as far as her professional courtesy was going to stretch tonight. “And try not to damage anything else on the way out.”
Okay. Maybe it wouldn’t stretch that far after all.
Stanford and the other sheriff’s deputies slunk back out of the door with considerably less panache than when they’d entered. When the last man was finally out after a couple of minutes of slapstick attempts at getting the smashed door to stick in its frame, Ryan finally turned to Blake.
“What the heck just happened?” he said, his left eye already turning purple. “Jesus, they could’ve killed him. What if you weren’t here?”
What if this all happened because of me? Blake wondered. Part of her knew that it was an unhealthy, maybe narcissistic thought.
And yet…
“You just got swatted.”
“Yeah,” he said, numbly gesturing at the broken door. “I saw.”
“No, it’s when somebody calls in a hoax to emergency services with the intention of triggering a response from SWAT. It’s happening more and more frequently all across the country. As far as I know, it’s never happened in Monroe County. It’s usually done by teenagers who congregate online.”
“I don’t know any damn teenagers. And I barely use my laptop.”
Blake chewed her lip as she took in the entire scene. The mud and wooden splinters on the floor, the smashed door, the dust that lay everywhere. Even a discarded latex glove that one of the deputies must’ve forgotten to take with him. “You’re right. I think this is something else.”
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FIFTEEN
“Blake? Do you have a moment?”
It was barely 7 a.m., but Blake saw that Captain Rogers was already at the department. She wore a dark charcoal pantsuit, and her hair was tied back in a neat bun. Not a single strand was out of place.
Blake nodded. She knew that she didn’t look nearly as presentable as her boss. Neither she nor Ryan had been able to sleep after the SWAT raid on his property. It’d taken almost an hour to clear up every last shard of glass from the windows on either side of the front door, both of which had popped when the ram smashed the lock. A splinter had embedded itself in her heel, just one of the hundreds that littered Ryan’s front room.
She’d showered, but that was about it.
“I heard about what happened last night,” Rogers said as she shut her office door behind the two women. “Are you okay?”
“I will be.” Blake nodded grimly. “Soon as I find out who called the hoax in.”
“Sheriff Morrissey called me at 5 a.m. He apologized profusely for what happened. He wanted me to pass on his personal apologies for the mix-up.”
“It wasn’t a mix-up. They were doing their job. Somebody made last night happen. And they nearly got what they wanted.”
“Hoke County has sent over the 911 recordings. I already forwarded them to Robyn. I want you to know that I’m opening up the whole department’s resources to find out who was responsible for last night.”
“Thank you, Captain,” Blake said. She breathed out slowly and found that a significant portion of her stress faded with it. It was nice to know that somebody was on her side after the week she was having. “I appreciate it.”
“Can you think of anybody who might have reason to wish you harm? Any personal disputes I should know about?”
These were exactly the questions Blake had asked Ryan just a few hours earlier. Now that the shoe was on the other foot, it felt like an attack. Like she’d done something to provoke what had happened.
“Only professional ones. A few people are in jail around here because of me. Maybe they aren’t too happy about it. Or maybe they have friends. Partners. Who knows?”
Rogers nodded. “Hoke County’s tracing the two calls. We’ll get to the bottom of this. I’m just glad you’re okay.”
“Will you send me the recordings?” Blake asked. It wasn’t just professional intrigue. This one was personal. A person she cared for could have been hurt, or worse. Axe might easily have lost his life. Hell, that would probably hurt Ryan worse than any injury possibly could.
“Of course,” Rogers said. “Blake, there’s one more thing.”
“What?”
Roger’s face remained neutral as she spoke. “You should’ve told me that you were in a relationship with Ryan Walker.”
“I’m not,” Blake retorted.
“You were at his house at three in the morning.”
“It’s… complicated,” Blake said gruffly.
“I’m sure it is,” Rogers said. “But yesterday afternoon, he came in to file a police report. If you have a personal relationship with him, then I need to know about it. Your personal life is none of my business. Except where it intersects with department business. And right now, it does.”
“I could hardly have predicted we were going to get swatted last night,” Blake said hotly.
“Blake, I’m on your side. If someone’s coming for you, then they are going to have to get through the department first. But I can’t protect you unless you level with me. That’s all.”
Blake’s hands formed fists at her sides. She felt her blood pressure rising, threatening to boil over within her. It took a conscious force of will for her frustration to subside.
Even then, she said nothing for a couple of breaths. “My… relationship with Ryan is barely out of the crib. But since you asked, this week was the first time I’ve stayed the night. He’s been a department contractor. If things had gone any further, I would have told you about it. That’s everything there is to know.”
Rogers’ face displayed none of the awkwardness that Blake felt. She simply inclined her head. “This stays between us, naturally. I don’t need to know any details. Just be honest with me, Lieutenant.”
“Yes, Captain,” Blake said a trifle more tautly than she intended. “Can I go?”
“I’ll forward you the recordings now,” Rogers said as she gestured for Blake to leave. “I already listened, and I can tell you that Hoke County Sheriff did everything by the book. If I’d have been in their shoes, I’d have made exactly the same call. They had no way of knowing who Ryan was.”
“They do now,” Blake said, replaying the instant the ram had bashed down the front door in her mind. A hit of adrenaline dumped into her bloodstream as she turned to leave.
“Oh, and Blake?”
“Yeah?”
“Special Agent Crouch wants to interview you this morning. I already sat for mine. It’s just a fact-finding exercise. Nobody’s coming after you. So be honest.”
“Yes, ma’am.”

“DO you mind if I record this?” Crouch asked after Blake sat down at the table. Crouch was sitting in her usual seat. It felt odd, like returning to a living room where somebody else had rearranged the furniture. All of the SBI agent’s things were on her usual side—a floppy, half-empty backpack, his oversized suit jacket draped over the back of his chair, a notepad, and a closed laptop.
“If you want to,” Blake said neutrally. She knew that it was only a formality. And she knew that Crouch knew that she knew that. And yet it had to be said, and she had to agree.
Life was stupid sometimes.
Crouch reached into his backpack and pulled out a voice recorder. He slid a switch on the side, and a red LED light flicked on. “It’s 9:02 a.m. My name is Special Agent Mark Crouch, North Carolina State Bureau of Investigation. I’m with Lieutenant Blake Larsen of Northern Pines Police Department, in their interview room B.”
He cleared his throat. Shot her a smile that was clearly supposed to be peaceable.
“Lieutenant—can I call you Blake?”
“Sure.”
“Did you read the Pinecone story before it was taken off-line?”
He’s not wasting any time.
“Of course. But it wasn’t a story.”
“Fair enough.” Crouch nodded. “The planted story, then.”
Blake said nothing. She knew that this could be considered petty, but this was her house. She didn’t like somebody else making themselves at home.
“What was your response when you read it?”
“I was shocked,” Blake said honestly. “I have a personal relationship with two of the surviving victims of Hansen’s sex trafficking organization. I promised them that none of the details of what happened to them would ever be made public. I failed them.”
“The photographs attached to the story are highly confidential. They could only have come from within this department. Do you have any idea how they were leaked?”
“No.”
“Did Aaron Weller ever speak to you about the Cora Felton case? Or about any other element of Hansen’s broader crimes?”
“Aaron has been trying to get me to sit down for an interview for months. I’ve always found a reason not to.”
“Why?”
“I’m a detective, not a media spokesman. It’s not my job to deal with the press. And anyway, you already said it – the story was planted.”
“I’m just checking every box, Lieutenant,” Crouch said. “You can understand that, can’t you?”
Blake gritted her teeth. That was exactly the kind of thing that she would say if she was sitting in Crouch’s chair. Which, by rights, she should be. This was department business.
No, it’s personal, she thought.
She owed it to Cora and Ashley to find out how the hell those documents and photographs had leaked. She didn’t need the SBI coming in and doing her job for her. Especially when Special Agent Crouch was clearly at least keeping the possibility open in his mind that she had something to do with the leak.
But it’s about them, not you.
Blake forced herself to relax into the chair. The thought made her momentarily ashamed by her reaction. Special Agent Crouch was on the same side as her, even if he was coming at things from a different angle. She had no reason to doubt that his intentions were pure, that he wanted to get to the bottom of what had happened, just like she did.
The least she could do was not stand in his way.
“Listen,” she sighed. “Ashley and Cora are like family to me. Helping them get over what was done to them helped keep me afloat after Caleb was murdered. We saved each other. I would never do anything to hurt them. I’ve never spoken to Aaron Weller about either of their cases. I’ve never disclosed privileged information to him or anybody at the Pinecone. Nor would I ever. I’m a professional, just like you.”
“I don’t doubt that, Lieutenant.”
“You have my phone, right? And I’m guessing you have access to my departmental login credentials?”
Crouch nodded. “You’re right on both counts. Digital forensics is looking through the entire departmental computer system. It’s standard practice in cases like this.”
“Then you’ll find that I have nothing to hide. I’m an open book, Special Agent Crouch. I’ll be straight with you. Just don’t treat me like somebody you pulled in off the street, okay?”
“I can do that.”
“Good. Can I answer any other questions?”
“Not right now. I think I have everything I want.”
“Well, you know where to find me when you think of more.”
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SIXTEEN
“Oh, for fuck’s sake.”
Blake frowned as Robyn’s frustrated words echoed through the door she’d just opened. The department’s chief—and only—forensics tech pushed her desk chair back and stood up sharply, brushing her front with her palms.
“You fricking idiot,” Robyn continued as she grabbed a handful of tissues from a cardboard box on the desk to the right of hers. She dumped them unceremoniously into a puddle of coffee that was dribbling off the edge of her desk and began mopping up the mess. A Starbucks cup lay discarded on its side, brown coffee droplets staining the white card.
“Bad time?” Blake ventured.
Robyn spun around, visibly startled. Her face was red, and the cream shirt she was wearing was dark with spilled coffee.
“No,” she said, her voice pitched significantly higher than usual. “Everything’s just fine. This is just a hobby of mine. I like to keep myself on my toes.”
“You could try just drinking it, you know,” Blake said deadpan.
“No shit,” Robyn said before cracking a smile. “I’ll try that next time. You here about the calls, Lieutenant?”
“That’s right. Did you get a chance to listen to them yet?”
“Sure did. The captain called me this morning and asked me to come in early. I’ve been working on them ever since.”
She turned back to her desk, picking up the empty Starbucks cup with her left hand and sweeping the remaining droplets of spilled coffee into it with the wad of sodden tissues, which she pushed in after. She plucked another couple of tissues to dry off the desk, then pulled her chair back into place.
“You want to change?” Blake asked. “I can wait.”
“I kind of like the pattern,” Robyn said as she pulled her keyboard back toward her. “And I didn’t bring a spare shirt.”
Blake opened her mouth to offer the one from her go bag, then remembered that her backup wardrobe was getting more use these days. “There’s probably something you can borrow in the lost and found.”
“I’ll take a look in a bit,” Robyn said. She opened a folder containing two audio files: HKD-01 and HKD-02. Blake guessed that the acronym stood for Hoke County Dispatch. Robyn twisted in her chair. “Ready?”
Blake nodded.
Robyn double-clicked on HKD-01, and an audio player started on screen. She moved the mouse pointer and clicked on the play button.
A deep male Carolinian accent answered, “911, what’s your emergency?”
“Please,” a female voice whispered. Blake leaned forward and motioned for Robyn to turn up her computer’s volume. “I need help.”
“Ma’am, are you in danger?”
“Yes.”
“Okay, what’s your name?”
“Blake. I’m with my boyfriend. I’m worried he’s going to kill me.”
“The hell?” Blake muttered.
“We’re going to get you help, okay, Blake?” the dispatcher said kindly. “Are you safe to talk?”
“I’m in the bathroom,” the voice pretending to be Blake said, still in that low, breathy whisper. “I don’t have long.”
“What’s your location?”
“101 Rodeo Drive,” the voice answered. It was definitely a woman’s voice, Blake would have put money on it. It wasn’t a man pretending to be female. “It’s out in the woods. My truck’s parked out front, but he won’t let me leave.”
“Okay, Blake. Is your boyfriend armed?”
“Yes. He’s got a gun.”
“You know what kind of gun?”
“I don’t have time for this! Just send help!”
“Help is already on the way, Blake. I’m going to get you out of there, okay?”
“Please, hurry,” the woman whimpered. “He pushed the gun against my temple. I think he’s going to kill me.”
“What’s your boyfriend’s name, Blake?”
“Ryan. It’s Ryan. He’s got so many guns. I have to go.”
The call ended. Instead of a dial tone, the audio file simply went dead.
“You want to hear the neighbor? Supposed neighbor, I mean,” Robyn said.
Blake shook her head. “Play that one again.”
“You got it.”
Blake listened intently, closing her eyes to block out all the extraneous information and concentrate solely on the sound of the woman’s voice.
“He’s got a gun.”
The voice sounded faintly familiar, but between the background noise and the woman’s breathy whispers, it was impossible to be any more precise than that. Blake made Robyn play the audio file two more times, but eventually shook her head in frustration.
“Kinda sounds like you, Lieutenant,” Robyn said.
“Does it?”
Robyn shrugged. “She’s a bit more nasal. Sounds like the voice is being plugged into some kind of vocal modulator. I want to do some audio analysis after this.”
“Play the second file.”
“Hi, is this dispatch?”
“Yes, sir,” the same dispatcher’s voice answered.
“Listen, I don’t like to involve my neighbors’ business with the law, but I think y’all oughta send a squad car down here pretty damn quick. There’s a guy with a gun here, shooting up into the sky. Looks like there’s a woman involved. I don’t like the look of things.”
The caller gave Ryan’s address.
“Can I have your name, sir?”
“Like I said, I don’t really mess with the law. Just send somebody down. I wouldn’t like to see that lady come to any harm.”
The line went dead, and the audio file ended. Blake was certain she’d never heard the caller’s voice before.
“Want me to play that one?”
“Don’t bother,” Blake said, chewing her lip. “Were you able to trace either of those calls?”
“No chance,” Robyn said firmly. “They both came through on foreign numbers. Belgian country code.”
“What?” Blake said, a confused grimace carved onto her face.
“I did a little digging. Both numbers are most likely registered to an anonymous VoIP company. That’s voice over Internet protocol—like Skype.”
“Right,” Blake said. “And there’s no way of tracing them?”
“The provider’s actually a British Virgin Islands company. You can buy whatever number you like. You could try getting a warrant, but I doubt they keep files on their customers. That’s part of the attraction.”
“Shit,” Blake said. Another dead end.
“But I had an idea,” Robyn said, twisting in a chair and raising an eyebrow.
“Don’t keep me hanging…”
Robyn opened the folder again and replayed the first audio file for the fourth time. “Listen closely to the background. Tell me what you hear.”
“911, what’s your emergency?”
Blake tried to block out the woman’s voice. Now that Robyn had suggested the similarity with her own, it was all she could hear—though it sounded wrong, like listening to any recording of your own voice.
“You hear that?”
There was a strange rhythmic chirping in the background, though she couldn’t identify it. “I hear something…”
“Crickets,” Robyn said, dragging the slider at the bottom of the player back and replay the last few seconds.
Blake’s head tipped forward. Now Robyn had pointed it out, it was obvious. “Whoever’s calling’s outside.”
“Right,” Robyn said. She tabbed back to the folder and replayed HKD-02.
“Crickets,” Blake murmured after just a couple of seconds of the audio playing. “Dammit, Robyn, that’s a hell of a catch.”
“I know.” The forensics tech grinned. “Think there’s another coffee in it for me?”
“I’ll buy you a damn franchise,” Blake said, her mind racing at the implications of Robyn’s catch. If both calls were placed from outside, with similar background noise, then that indicated they were made by the same person.
“That’s not the only thing.”
“Don’t tell me, you extracted just the chirping sound and compared it with the mating call of a West African yellow-spotted cricket?”
“No.” Robyn frowned. “But that’s a neat idea. And you really know your crickets.”
“Just don’t google it,” Blake said, the smile that crossed her face the first genuine amusement she’d felt all day.
“That ugly, huh?” Robyn said, alt-tabbing to a whole different document. “But like I said, I got wondering whether whoever placed the call did so from nearby.”
“I thought you couldn’t trace the calls any farther than the VoIP provider?”
“I can’t, not exactly,” Robyn said. “But 101 Rodeo is one of the only houses in its grid square.”
Blake’s eyes widened as she saw the spreadsheet of cell tower data that Robyn opened. “So if a phone connected to the network, you’d be able to identify it.”
“Exactly. If you tried this in town, it would be like pulling a needle from a haystack. But out in the sticks, it’s a different story.”
Robyn scrolled through endless rows of data. Blake had seen similar spreadsheets before, but in truth, most of the rows of information meant very little to her.
“So the nearest tower to Ryan’s place is 4G-enabled. That’s good; it gives us a better ability to triangulate. On the other hand, it’s isolated, which means we have fewer towers to work with. Less coverage.”
“Okay…”
Robyn stopped on a particular row. “A cell phone connected to the network four minutes before the first call was placed. This is the IMEI number—the phone’s unique identification number. Far as I can see, it’s the first time that device has ever connected to the network.”
“Which means it probably doesn’t belong to a neighbor…” Blake mused.
Robyn nodded as she hovered the mouse over one of the cells.
“I can’t give you a location closer than a mile square because of the distance of the other nearby towers. But I can place it somewhere in the general region of Ryan’s house. It stayed connected to the network for about eleven minutes. Just long enough to place those two calls. Then the data connection terminated.”
“Is that IMEI connected with a name?”
“Nope. The phone’s a Cat S22 Flip, a fifty-dollar feature phone. It was manufactured in China last year, but which wholesaler imported and which store sold it, I have no idea.”
“It’s a burner,” Blake said.
“Right,” Robyn agreed.
“So you think our mystery caller was watching Ryan’s house when he placed the calls?”
The house was in a wooded area, so it was only visible from thirty or forty yards away. If the caller really had line of sight, then that narrowed down the triangulation data.
Some.
Robyn shrugged. “I think there’s only one way to find out.”
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SEVENTEEN
Robyn, Blake, Melissa, and a handful of uniformed officers rolled out to Ryan’s place. The Hoke County deputies had performed a basic crime scene investigation the previous night—though it had mainly involved snapping a few photographs of Ryan’s smashed front door.
The ground search that they were now conducting was significantly more detailed. Unfortunately, Robyn’s earlier metaphor of finding a needle in a haystack was sounding increasingly apt.
“We’ve been at this for hours,” Robyn groaned. She was holding a hiking stick—a simple tool to turn over detritus found on the ground to determine whether anything of interest was hiding nearby.
“And whose idea was that?” Blake replied with a wan smile.
This wasn’t an exact science—Ryan’s house was visible from about fifty yards in every direction through the trees that surrounded it. If her hypothesis that the caller was close enough to watch as he—or she—made the call, then a little simple math spat out a search area of almost eight thousand square yards. That was about one and a half football fields, and the terrain they were searching definitely wasn’t perfectly kept turf. It was littered with fallen branches, trees, leaves, and long grass.
So far, she guessed that they had performed a cursory search on about two-thirds of the total area. But with only half a dozen or so personnel, they couldn’t hope to conduct a full grid-search. Eyes got tired, and their owners got distracted. Even if there was something out here to find, there was no guarantee that they would come across it. And there was only so long that Captain Rogers would authorize deploying this amount of manpower on what was very likely a wild goose chase.
“Let’s give it another hour,” Blake said. “If we haven’t turned anything up by then, I’ll call it.”
A whistle rang out somewhere in the distance. Robyn’s and Blake’s heads both turned automatically to search for it.
“Think I got something,” Melissa yelled from about fifty yards away. Most of her body was hidden behind a tree whose branches grew diagonally toward the sun.
Blake and Robyn both grounded their search sticks to mark their positions and hurried over to where Melissa was standing, both paying attention to the ground beneath them to make sure they didn’t step on anything that could conceivably be considered as evidence.
“What is it?” Blake asked as she approached.
“You’re not going to believe this…” Melissa said, gesturing to a nearby bush with her own hiking stick. “I almost missed it.”
Blake saw a pale rectangular object on the ground. She crouched to get a better look. “No shit.”
It was a flip phone. It was folded open, though the screen was dead.
Robyn reached into a pocket and pulled out a slim digital point-and-shoot camera. She zoomed in on the device and began taking pictures from various angles.
As she waited for the forensics tech to complete her task, Blake’s eyes darted left and right in search of any other minor details. This close to the ground, the earthy loam filled her nostrils.
It hadn’t rained in several days, so it was relatively hard underfoot. No chance of whoever had placed the hoax calls being generous enough to leave an incriminating footprint behind as they left.
But a little deeper into the bush, Blake spotted a discarded can of Diet Coke. It was difficult to be certain from her present vantage point, but the can looked relatively new. It was empty, but the finish was still polished, the red paint that made out the lettering on its cylindrical sides still vibrant.
Did Ryan drink diet? He struck Blake as more of a full-fat kind of guy, though she wasn’t certain about that. She made a mental note to ask.
“What do you think?” Melissa asked quietly as Robyn circled closer and closer to the phone. The tech finally appeared to complete her task and reached into a pouch at her waist to pull out an evidence bag.
“I think it’s a little convenient,” Blake answered, speaking slowly as a thought formulated in her mind. “Whoever’s behind last night went to the trouble of obscuring their phone calls through some Belgian VoIP number, only to leave the phone and a can of soda behind as evidence?”
“Criminals will be criminals, I guess.” Melissa shrugged. “But I know what you mean.”
“We’ll see when Robyn gets them back to the lab.” Blake shrugged. Like so much of detective work—police work in general—all she could do was wait.
She started as a harsh electronic melody swept through the forest clearing. Blake tracked the flight of the startled bird through the air as she reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone.
“Larsen,” she said. No caller ID. Although that wasn’t unusual in her line of work.
“Lieutenant? Lieutenant Blake Larsen?”
“Yeah. Who is this?”
“Lieutenant Larsen, are you aware that you’re under investigation by the North Carolina SBI for leaking privileged information about the unlawful imprisonment and exploitation of Cora Felton to the press?”
Blake was on guard immediately. The woman’s voice was confident and demanding. She sounded used to getting her own way.
Under investigation?
Sure, she’d been interviewed. But so had the rest of the department. And she hadn’t gotten the sense that Special Agent Crouch had it out for her specifically when they’d spoken first thing that morning.
“Who is this?” she said as calmly as she could manage.
“Joanne Poulsen, ATN12. How do you respond to reports that you will be charged by the SBI in the coming hours?”
Blake’s eyes went wide. She’d never heard of Joanne Poulsen, but the woman had a network news reporter’s tone.
“Lieutenant? I find it’s best if you get your story across before you let somebody else tell it for you. If my information’s wrong, I’d hate to see a good cop get run over.”
There wasn’t a hint of remorse in the woman’s voice. She could have been ordering pizza for all the emotion present.
“No comment,” Blake said. She noticed Melissa’s eyes narrow with interest.
“Lieutenant, I’m giving you a chance. I can go to bat for you. I have the highest ratings of any news reporter in the state. ATN12s viewers trust me. They believe what I tell them to believe.”
“I thought you just reported the news?” Blake retorted coldly. “Doesn’t the truth matter anymore?”
“The truth is what I say it is,” Paulson said. “Last chance, Lieutenant?”
Blake closed her eyes. She felt a wave of frustration building inside her like a geyser at Yellowstone. She wanted to hurl her phone as hard as she could at the nearest tree. Instead she gritted her teeth. Exhaled.
And said, “No comment.”
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EIGHTEEN
“Captain, what the hell’s going on?”
Rogers held up her hands, palms facing out. “I’ve spoken to Special Agent Crouch. He’s confirmed to me that he does not intend to charge you at this time.”
“So I’m under investigation? The reporter was right?” Blake slapped her thigh as hard as she could. The pain barely helped clear her thoughts. “I didn’t fucking do this, Captain.”
“Blake, call me Gina,” Rogers said. She sat heavily back into the chair behind her desk. For a moment, she looked exhausted. “I didn’t get the sense that you were a person of interest, not more than anybody else in the department. But Crouch is keeping his cards close to his chest.”
“What evidence does he have? It’s bullshit! I wouldn’t do a thing to hurt Cora or Ashley.”
“I know that, Blake,” Rogers said. “But what was it you told me the reporter said about a good cop getting run over? Once that story starts running, the viewers will ask who benefits. And like it or not, you were the star of that Pinecone story. You came out smelling of roses.”
“Because somebody’s trying to set me up!” Blake snapped.
“I believe you, Blake,” Roger said, leaning forward over her desk. “But this situation could blow up out of all proportion before we know it. We need to be careful.”
Blake frowned. Something about Rogers’ tone set up a warning flare in her mind. “Are you asking for my badge?”
Rogers shook her head. But her denial wasn’t as effusive as Blake would’ve liked it to be.
“Not yet, right?” Blake said.
She could picture how this would go. The second that news story broke, her name would be plastered across every news outlet in the state. Hell, given her backstory, it might even go national. After Caleb’s death, she’d discovered there was a cottage industry of Instagram stars and TikTokers pumping out conspiratorial click bait. And half the online media these days simply waited to see what was trending on social media before writing an article about it.
Rogers sighed. She shifted awkwardly in her chair. “You heard the audio recordings from last night, correct?”
Blake nodded. She saw the headlights coming toward her.
“I’ve asked Hoke County to do me a favor and keep those under wraps. But if anybody was listening to the police scanner last night, they’ll be able to connect your name and Ryan’s address to a SWAT raid. After that, like it or not, those recordings are going to leak. And then a hurricane like you cannot imagine is going to sweep over this department.”
“Dammit,” Blake hissed.
She stared daggers back over the desk at her boss. But her heart wasn’t in it. The truth was, she could see where the captain was coming from. Northern Pines PD was still recovering from the corruption she’d exposed several months earlier. Hell, that was why Captain Rogers was here at all—she was strictly speaking an employee of the Monroe County Sheriff Department. She’d been seconded to Northern Pines in the hope of turning around the department.
But if and when this story broke, Blake could see that its future hung in the balance.
“I know you have nothing to do with what’s happening, Blake. I’m going to protect you. This story will blow over. But you have to sit tight and let it.”

“THIS IS INSANE,” Melissa said as Blake returned to the booth in Murphy’s Bar with two pints of cold beer, which she spilled a few drops from as she set them down on the table.
“Tell me about it,” Blake said as she slumped into the booth. She lifted the beer to her lips and took a deep swig. She felt her muscles relaxing instantly. There was no chance the alcohol had kicked into her bloodstream yet, so that was a conditioned response.
“Someone’s trying to bring you down,” Melissa said. She stared into her own glass, her face lost in thought. “But why?”
A phrase that Rogers had used earlier echoed in Blake’s mind. “Who benefits?” she said.
“Me, I guess,” Melissa said with a glimmer of a grin on her lips. “But I promise I’m not coming after your job. Hell, I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy.”
“Me neither.”
Blake leaned back against the thick leather padded seat back and threaded her fingers together behind her head. She could feel the warmth of the beer working its way through her system. Probably needed to eat something, or she’d be taking a taxi home.
A man at the bar glanced over at her and immediately narrowed his gaze. Blake figured he was trying to place her. Only he didn’t look away. After about ten seconds, the sensation of his stare sent an itch running down the back of her neck. She glared back at him and shrugged.
“What’s up?” Melissa said, twisting in her seat to follow the path of Blake’s attention.
“You recognize this guy?” Blake answered.
“I’ve seen him around,” Melissa said softly. “Can’t say I know his name.”
The man looked back at his beer, lifted the half-empty glass to his lips, and drained the remnants in one gulp. Blake figured he was just drunk. Probably couldn’t see straight enough to make out who she was.
And then he got up off his bar stool and strode over. He leaned forward, gripping both sides of the booth’s table, and stared daggers at the two detectives.
Blake shifted in her seat, reached for her badge, and set it on the surface of the table. It was a none too-subtle way of telling him to fuck off. Unfortunately, he didn’t take the bait.
“Oh, I know who y’all are,” he said, his drawl thick and slurred. There were a couple of splotches of spilled beer on his flannel shirt. “You don’t scare me.”
“I’m not trying to, sir,” Blake said as politely as she could manage. “But I’m trying to have a conversation with my partner.”
The man fixed his stare on her. “Don’t you think you should be out keeping us safe?”
“My schedule isn’t any of your business.”
“Well, maybe it should be,” he said.
Blake felt her temper rising. She folded her arms and made a conscious effort to breathe through it.
Don’t engage. Don’t engage. Don’t engage.
“And why’s that?” she asked, ignoring the flicker of a look she got from Melissa in return.
“Seems to me like you ruined a girl’s life just to make yourself look good in the papers,” the man said, raising an eyebrow in challenge. “I heard a lot of good things about you, Lieutenant. Sad to hear it was all bullshit.”
Blake clenched her fists at her sides. She dug one knuckle into her rib cage.
“Hell, if you ask me, Northern Pines was a whole lot safer before you arrived.”
“I didn’t ask,” Blake replied flatly.
“And you’re too important to speak to a regular citizen like me, is that right?” He stood up and puffed his chest out. “You’re all the fucking same.”
Blake stood, her hip banging painfully against the lip of the table as she tried to straighten herself in the cramped confines of the booth. The hunched position she was forced into meant she couldn’t match the man’s height.
“You’ve had your say,” she said flatly. “Now please leave me and my partner alone. We have work to do.”
“Doesn’t look like it,” he said scornfully.
Blake felt the anger spiking inside her. Saw Cora’s tear-stained, accusing face staring back. She opened her mouth to respond when her phone’s ring tone blared.
“Well, now it does,” Melissa said, quickly rising from her seat and shuffling out of the booth. She placed one hand on her belt and rested the other on the holster of her pistol as she stepped between the unwanted visitor and Blake. “Now get going.”
He jutted his chin out at the two women, but a quick glance at the pistol and the badge Blake had placed on the table reminded him of who he was dealing with. As her ring tone cut through the bar’s quiet murmur, Blake noticed half a dozen more pairs of eyes watching the conversation unfold.
Very few of them looked friendly.
She reached for her phone as the man shuffled back to his barstool. “Thanks,” she said softly.
“No problem. I don’t like assholes.”
“I bet a lot of people think the same way as he does,” Blake said, still feeling the unfriendly looks on her skin. She glanced at the screen of her phone, half-expecting Joanne Paulson’s number to flash up.
Instead, she saw Cora’s. She felt her chest tighten in the way it did when you were waiting for a phone call likely to contain bad news. She answered it and pressed the phone to her ear.
“Cora? Everything okay?”
The woman’s frantic tone immediately cut through the anger that she was still carrying.
“Blake, are you there? You have to help me. Please.”
Blake’s posture stiffened. Melissa was staring curiously at her as she pointed at the door, mouthing Time to go.
“Tell me what’s wrong, Cora.”
“Somebody’s here. They’re banging on the door. Blake, I’m scared.”
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NINETEEN
“Cora? Is your front door locked?” Blake said as she and Melissa jumped into the SUV. She had the lights and sirens flashing and her foot down on the gas pedal within seconds.
A screech trailed the vehicle as she sped out of the parking lot, thanking her lucky stars Cora hadn’t called half an hour later, when she might have had more than one sip of her beer. She tossed the phone to Melissa, who put it on speaker and held it up between them even as she buckled herself in.
“Locked and bolted,” Cora confirmed, sounding like she was on the verge of hyperventilating. “Got my gun.”
“Go to the bedroom,” Blake said firmly. “Stay away from the doors and windows. Can you do that for me, Cora?”
As she waited for the woman’s response, she pictured Cora’s security setup. It was easy to do, since she’d planned most of it. Unsurprisingly after everything that had happened to both her and Ashley, they’d both found comfort in learning to shoot. Both were taking beginner self-defense lessons, but Blake knew as well as anybody that those were more for confidence-building than an effective way of giving a person tools for fighting off an assailant.
“Yeah,” Cora said, her voice muffled as a scratching sound filled the SUV’s cabin. It sounded like she was moving.
Blake kept her mouth shut. The most important thing was for Cora to get herself into the bedroom. It was the most defensible part of her house. Blake had managed the installation of internal steel shutters that could be closed from the inside, as well as a reinforced bedroom door complete with two deadbolts and a multi-point lock. It didn’t look like the vault door at Fort Knox, but would hold back a determined attacker for at least an hour. Long enough for help to arrive.
She feathered the brake pedal and spun the steering wheel hard to speed around a corner at the end of a block. She guessed she was around five minutes out from Cora’s place. Melissa was radioing for backup, but it was likely that they would arrive first.
“Okay, I’m in the bedroom,” Cora said, her voice high-pitched and tense. “I still hear the banging. They’re shouting. I don’t know what they’re saying.”
Two thuds echoed through the speaker, which Blake easily identified as the sound of the deadbolts sliding into place.
“It doesn’t matter,” Blake said as she weaved through traffic. “Close the shutters for me, okay?”
“Okay,” Cora said. In the background of the phone call, Blake heard metal clanging, and then a click which she guessed indicated the shutters had been locked together.
“Done,” Cora said. “What now? What if they make it inside?”
“I’m a couple of minutes out,” Blake said calmly. “I want you to get into the bathroom, okay? Lock the door behind you and sit next to the toilet.”
A steel beam that supported the house’s roof ran vertically up to the right side of the toilet. It wouldn’t be a nice place to sit, but it would provide some protection from gunshots.
“I’m scared, Blake,” Cora whispered.
“Have you got that gun?”
“Yes…”
“Keep holding it. Don’t shoot unless you have to. I’m almost there.”
As the road straightened out and Broad Street fell away, Blake was able to give the engine as much gas as it could take. She white-knuckled the steering wheel and listened to Cora’s panicked, short breaths through her phone’s speaker. As the roads emptied out, she killed the unmarked SUV’s siren. No sense alerting their suspect that the cops were on their way.
It took barely two minutes before she skidded to a halt outside Cora’s house. It was on an isolated lot on the edge of town. The nearest neighbor was only twenty or thirty yards away, but she didn’t see any lights glimmering from inside their house.
Two cars were parked in Cora’s driveway—Cora’s hybrid and a dented black truck that Blake didn’t recognize. The second vehicle was parked sideways across the driveway, its front tire a foot into the neatly-maintained flowerbeds that edged the asphalt. Some kind of logo had been painted onto the truck’s side, but in the gloom, it was impossible to make it out.
“Let’s go.”
As Blake and Melissa opened their doors and jumped out of the SUV, distant sirens were audible—a comforting sign that backup was on its way. Blake reached for her pistol and drew it from its holster. She flicked the safety but kept her trigger finger just above the guard.
“Police!” she yelled. “Show your hands.”
A dark shape rushed toward her. Blake’s finger grazed the trigger, and she stepped back, aiming the pistol at the silhouette approaching. A man. He was big, at least six foot, and broad shouldered. He was holding something.
Something black.
“Drop it!” she snapped.
“No shit!” an excited voice yelled. “Lieutenant Larsen. Can I get an interview?”
Interview?
A light directly opposite blinded Blake. She stepped backward as she half covered her eyes.
“It’s a camera,” Melissa said sharply, a coded warning for her not to shoot.
Blake lowered her weapon and reached out with her left hand, pushing down on what she now realized was a camera rig. It was a handle with a Nikon DSLR attached to a lighting unit and a microphone. She’d seen similar models used by reporters in the past. They were lightweight and sufficiently high resolution to be used for television.
“Who are you?”
“Hey!” the man protested. “Get your hands off my camera.”
“You a journalist?” Blake said sharply. She grabbed the camera out of the man’s grasp and backed away from him, sweeping her gaze across the front of Cora’s house. “We had reports of a disturbance. I’m going to need to see some ID.”
“I have rights, you fascist,” the man said.
Blake felt her grasp on the camera rig tighten. For a moment she considered hurling it to the ground. If this guy was a reporter or journalist, then he was a real bottom-feeding type. Ambulance-chasing was too good for him.
“You’re on private property,” she said. “You don’t have that right.”
“I’m outside!”
Blake dumped the camera in the truck’s cargo cabin. She resisted the urge to throw it down, but she wasn’t gentle in dropping it.
“ID,” she repeated firmly.
In the illumination cast by the SUV’s headlights, she finally made out the intruder’s face. It was entirely unremarkable, except for the fact that he had a particularly wide-set nose. He was wearing an expression of utter disbelief as he reached into his jeans pocket to extract his wallet. He pulled out a driver’s license and handed it over.
“Steve Lynch,” she read out loud. “You have press credentials?”
“I’m a citizen journalist,” he replied quickly.
Oh great.
Blake resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Barely. “You mean you have an Instagram account and too much time on your hands. What are you doing here?”
“Nobody uses Instagram anymore,” Lynch said, looking at her like she was an idiot. “I have 11,000 followers on TikTok. When I post a video of what you just did, you’ll probably lose your job.”
“I’ll take my chances,” Blake said dryly. She exchanged glances with Melissa, and as if on cue, both holstered their weapons. There was no danger here.
No physical danger, anyway. What this disturbance might’ve done to Cora’s sense of security was impossible to say.
“I’m here for an interview,” Lynch said loudly. “I have constitutional rights, you know.”
Blake closed her eyes. This job really didn’t pay her enough to deal with idiots like Lynch all day. “You are not here for an interview,” she said slowly. “You turned up at a woman’s front door, hammering and hollering like a monkey at a zoo. You scared her half to death. Now if you don’t get the hell out of here before I change my mind, I’ll arrest you for trespassing.”
The influencer reached into his pocket. Blake tensed before she realized he was only going for his phone.
“Look!” he said, thrusting the glowing screen toward her. “Interview request, see?”
Blake could have been a little gentler as she snatched the phone from his fingers. She saw him wince before turning her attention to the display. It was Lynch’s Gmail account.
The subject line read: ‘I Need To Talk.’
Blake frowned as she read a message from cfelton17773@gmail.com—an email address that she definitely did not recognize as Cora’s. The message was indeed an interview request, though it was written in what appeared to be broken English, nothing like Cora would have written.
“I’ll tell you everything you want know,” she read out loud. She looked up at Lynch. “What the hell is this?”
“I told you, I’m here for a fucking interview.”
“For all I know, you sent this email to yourself.”
“Why would I do that? I’m a professional.”
“Can I see your press credentials?” she asked calculatedly.
“I don’t have any…”
“Uh-huh,” she said. “I’m going to forward this email to myself, okay?”
“Fine, I guess.”
Blake did so, then tossed the phone back toward Lynch without any warning. It bounced off his chest, and he reached feebly for it, failing to catch it before it hit the ground.
“Hey!” he protested.
“I’m going to need you to get off this property,” she said. “You have about thirty seconds before I slap a set of cuffs on your wrists and take you down to the department myself.”
“What about my interview?”
Melissa let out an audible groan. “How many times does she have to tell you?” she said. “You don’t have an interview. Someone sent you a hoax email. You scared the life out of a woman who has experienced more horror in her life than you can comprehend. You should be ashamed of yourself.”
That part of the message didn’t seem to crack Lynch’s thick skull. “Who would do that?”
Blake stared daggers at him. “You’re the journalist. Why don’t you go find out?”
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TWENTY
“I’m sorry about this,” Blake said, reaching out and squeezing Cora’s upper arm. The feeding frenzy of backup squad cars had finally cleared out. Melissa had hitched a ride back to the department in one of them, leaving Blake alone with Cora.
“It’s not your fault,” Cora said, settling into the comfortable armchair she’d purchased with Blake by her side. She tucked her knees beneath her. Her face was still puffy from tears. “Just someone playing sick games. I just don’t understand who would be so cruel.”
Blake nodded sympathetically. If there was anybody who knew about cruelty, it was the woman sitting next to her. “Shall I stay the night?”
Cora shook her head. “You’re busy.”
“I don’t mind, really.”
“Blake,” Cora said, squeezing her hand. “I’ll be fine, really. I just got a bit shaken. I’ll find something on Netflix and forget all about it. You go home.”
She was about to refuse when she saw the look in Cora’s eye. It was one that needed Blake to listen. She sensed that Cora was embarrassed by what had happened.
“You did exactly the right thing, okay? If anything like that ever happens again, you call me.”
“He was just some nut,” Cora protested. “Half the police department showed up.”
“And next time he might be a psycho,” Blake said more harshly than she intended. She shot Cora an apologetic grimace. “Sorry. Long day.”
“Go home and sleep,” Cora said softly. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”

BLAKE WAS TOO tired to notice the unfamiliar car parked halfway down her street as she arrived back home. The adrenaline rush of the flat-out race to Cora’s house had been replaced with a crash that dulled her senses. She was still plumbing the bottoms of the bungee cord as she killed her engine and let her head fall back against the headrest.
“Helluva day,” she muttered.
She briefly considered calling Ryan and asking him to come over but decided against it. She’d put him through enough chaos over the past couple of days. It seemed like everybody in her life was being drawn into the same storm. She just couldn’t figure out why.
Once inside, she opened her fridge and stared into its antiseptic white, empty depths before closing the door. Then she opened it again, hoping there would be something more appealing than the gallon of milk, half-empty jar of several-month-old pickles, a red bell pepper that should have gone bad weeks ago but was still worryingly crisp, and four bottles of sriracha that had greeted her a moment before.
Blake didn’t hear the car pulling away outside, either.
“Contestants, you have thirty minutes,” she said into the empty fridge, imagining herself on the set of a reality TV cooking competition with only the eclectic ingredients in front of her with which to whip up a showstopper.
She snorted, grabbed the milk, and poured herself a glass that would have her taking trips to the bathroom all night. Naturally, now that she was inside, she was no longer tired. Wide-awake would be a much better description. She grabbed her laptop and a notepad and pen and sat on the sofa, hoping to figure out what the hell was going on.
The hoax email that had sent the social media crime influencer to Cora’s house had to be connected with the 911 calls the previous night. It was just too big a coincidence for them not to be.
Plus Ryan’s tires being slashed…
The only thing that connected Ryan and Cora—beyond his role in her rescue from Hansen’s gang—was Blake. Ryan hadn’t been involved with Cora over the last few months. Both she and Ashley mainly hung around with women for understandable reasons.
She checked her email and found one from Robyn. The forensics tech had checked both the soda can and the burner phone for prints and DNA but had come up empty. They’d both been wiped clean. And yet the caller had left them there anyway, almost as if he was taunting her.
The next email was also from Robyn. She’d examined the Hoke County dispatch logs and determined that the video matched samples of Blake’s own voice that could be found online in media clips. She believed it had been sampled by a common AI voice modulator, and was clearly fake.
Blake sighed. The most likely hypothesis was that she was being targeted, and whoever was responsible was using people she cared for to do it.
But to what end?
Her gaze flicked through the window. A light was glowing on the second floor of the Ventnor home, though not in the master bedroom.
Amy, Blake realized.
“How the hell can you bear to live there?” she whispered out loud.
The Ventnor murder-suicide had to be linked as well. She hadn’t wanted to believe it until now, but there was no other explanation. Sure, it was possible that a random couple with a seemingly perfect fifty-year relationship were secretly on the rocks the entire time. But there was no evidence to suggest that Mike Ventnor had been anything other than a devoted husband. No sign of domestic violence, mental illness, or even a neurological condition that might have precipitated a sudden break.
The only rotten apple in the entire Ventnor cart was Amy’s brother Oscar, and he had a rock solid alibi.
Her phone buzzed at her side. It was Ryan.
The message read: Heard about Cora. You okay?
Blake shivered. It had been a long time since she’d had anybody who cared for her like this.
I’m good. Just got home.
She could see him typing before a second message arrived. Want any company?
A pause of a couple of seconds. Then, I didn’t mean it like that.
She laughed out loud. It felt good, after today. I know you didn’t. Thanks for the offer, but I’m going to try and get some rest.
Ryan’s final response came thirty seconds later. Good plan. Me too. Sleep tight.
Blake opened her laptop. She’d lied to Ryan, really. She knew there was no chance she was going to sleep. Not for a while. She pulled up Steve Lynch’s TikTok page on her web browser. He actually had 9,106 followers, not the 11,000 he’d been so proud of.
Jackass.
Most of his videos were the same. It was all conspiratorial crap, not journalism. The videos were plastered with low-quality text and graphics that he’d clearly added himself.
WAS SHE KILLED BY A COP?
Blake didn’t watch the video long enough to know who “she” was or what had happened to her. Just being on Lynch’s page felt like it was sanding away her brain cells. She pushed the laptop away and let out a deep sigh. Unless she was very much mistaken, this guy was another dead end.
Would it be possible to serve a warrant on his email provider? Maybe, but Blake thought it was unlikely to lead far. Up to now, the digital trail on the hoax calls had only led as far as the perpetrator intended. She doubted this would be any different.
She was stuck.
Her thoughts drifted back to her parents’ deaths. For so long, she’d hated her father for what he’d done. Occasionally she’d dreamed that it was all a mistake and that her parents were still alive somewhere. Sometimes it took days to recover from those nights.
An iron grip clenched her stomach. She realized she had to do something she’d been putting off for far too long: actually read her parents’ case file. She’d flicked through it a couple of times, but not in detail. She just kept telling herself she wasn’t ready yet. Rationally she understood that it was just a defense mechanism. Emotionally she hated herself for her weakness.
But if there was any chance that the deaths of her parents, the Ventnor murder-suicide, and the strange goings-on in Northern Pines over the last few days were connected, then she no longer had a choice.
“Just get it over with,” she muttered.
She jerked upstairs and grabbed the aging, yellowed manilla folder from her desk. She still had no idea how Caleb had acquired the document. By all rights, it should be locked up in a CID archive somewhere. Hell, she should probably have returned it the moment she found it.
Blake carried the folder downstairs. It felt weighty in her grasp, far heavier than it could actually be. She slumped back into the sofa and rested the folder on her lap. She just stared down at it for several long seconds, slightly out of breath from the impromptu trip upstairs.
Her fingers trembled on the bottom right corner. She wanted to turn the page but found she didn’t have the strength. Even the brief glimpses of the crime scene photographs she’d seen when she previously scanned through the pages were burned indelibly into her memory.
“Do it, Blake,” she hissed furiously, suddenly violently angry with her own weakness. She opened the folder, skipping the first couple of pages, which she knew contained only a handwritten guide to the contents.
And then she froze. Her eyes locked on to the first photograph in the folder. Onto a face she would never forget, horrifically contorted in death.
“Mom…”
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TWENTY-ONE
Aaron Weller’s phone blared in his back pocket just as he was removing a rack of barbecue ribs from the oven. The sweet, vinegary aroma of the marinade had created a rich caramel smell in his kitchen. Every few seconds, his stomach burbled.
Startled by the sound, Aaron’s hand jerked back, and he caught the back of his wrist on the oven’s inner housing. The hairs scorched and shriveled, and his right hand came away from the oven tray.
“Shit,” he said, grunting in pain as his left hand took the tray’s entire weight. It slid to the side, and droplets of barbecue sauce fell to his kitchen’s tiled floor. The dishtowel he was using as an oven glove fell in a pool on the ground.
Aaron backpedaled fast as the tray began to slip out of his left hand and managed to edge it onto the kitchen counter about a second before it would have fallen. The heat from the oven had caused beads of sweat to begin to form on his forehead, and he felt uncomfortably hot.
He winced as he reached into his back pocket and the burned flesh scraped painfully against the denim fabric. He didn’t recognize the number, though that wasn’t exactly unusual. Journalists were one of the last people in the country who still answered their phones to unknown numbers.
Ninety-nine percent of the time, it was just a spam caller. He considered denying the call. It was most likely somebody whose real aim was to get him to send Walmart gift cards to an email address in India.
But
what if it’s not…
Aaron sighed heavily as he switched the phone from his right to his left hand. He answered with a touch of his thumb and pressed the phone to his ear as he strode over to the kitchen sink. He pulled back the faucet and thrust his hand under a stream of cool water, gritting his teeth at the initial burst of pain that ensued.
“Hello?” he grunted. “Aaron Weller speaking.”
“Aaron, we need to talk,” a female voice said. The line was terrible, distorted, and full of static. She sounded familiar, though Aaron couldn’t immediately place it.
“Who is this?” he asked, closing his eyes in relief as the flow of cold water began to tease away the worst of the heat from his singed flesh.
“Blake Larsen.”
Aaron’s eyes snapped open. Getting a call from Lieutenant Larsen was like spotting a white tiger out in the wild. “Is this about the hack?”
There was another burst of static and the delay of almost two full seconds before Blake answered. “Can’t talk about it on the phone. I have something you need to see. Can you come meet me?”
“I can swing by the department first thing.”
There was a longer delay this time. “We have to do this in private. Can you meet me at the old tobacco factory?”
Aaron frowned. He pulled his hand out from underneath the bubbling flow of tap water and immediately regretted it. “Now?”
“Now,” Blake confirmed with barely a delay from the hissing phone line. “I’ll send you the address.”
She hung up the phone before Aaron could say that he didn’t need the address. He’d lived in Northern Pines his entire life. Nevertheless, less than a minute later, his phone chirped to announce an incoming email. Sure enough, she’d sent the location from her official police department account.
“What is this, Deep Throat?” Aaron mumbled. “I’m a local reporter, for God’s sake.”
When he was at journalism school, Aaron had dreamed of working in an overseas news bureau, meeting with sources in dark alleys and playing cat and mouse with foreign intelligence agencies. But the reality of a reshaped media business had come crashing down hard on the news industry over the past two decades. He’d settled in the end for whatever job he could get.
And the truth was, the unusual nature of Blake’s request sent a thrill of interest down his spine. He didn’t mind filing copy on the town fair or a car crash on Broad Street. But covering fender benders in which nobody got hurt wasn’t exactly why he’d entered journalism.
He nudged the faucet closed with his soaking right hand. The burn still throbbed, but the pain was at a much reduced level. He breathed a sigh of relief. He thought about getting the first aid kit down and rubbing some antibacterial cream on the burn, but after gingerly touching it, he decided that could wait.
As long as possible.
Instead he grabbed his voice recorder, a notepad and pen, slipped his phone into his back pocket, and rushed to the garage. He had a story to chase.

THE OLD TOBACCO factory was down a decaying road halfway to Pinehurst. Aaron remembered once writing a story on it, though the details were a little hazy a few years down the line. Something about a developer purchasing the land with hefty tax breaks and then backing out after discovering the soil underneath the crumbling facilities was riddled with pollution.
Or they ran out of money and needed something else to blame. It depended on who you asked.
What he did remember was that the old brick warehouse building that formed the main body of the factory was practically falling down. Sections of the building were beginning to collapse, and the body of a homeless woman had once been discovered in the rubble following an overdose that must’ve taken place several months prior.
The grounds of the old factory spanned several acres and were now surrounded with a chain-link fence topped with barbed wire. The purpose was supposedly to deter local teenagers and troublemakers from gaining access, though he doubted it was particularly successful. Even as he drove up to the main gate, he could see that the bottom of the chain-link was curled upward in multiple places to provide access for animals.
Or people.
“What the hell am I doing here?” he whispered as his headlights settled on a car-sized opening where the gate had been pulled back. It was wide enough to drive through.
For an instant, as a shiver ran down his spine, Aaron considered backing his car up and simply driving away. He could call Lieutenant Larsen in the morning and explain. Why the hell had she wanted to meet him here, anyway? Starbucks wouldn’t do?
No sooner had the thought crossed his mind than he felt the eyes of hundreds of Pulitzer prize-winners on his back. What kind of professional was he if he backed away from a story like this? Surely it had to be important if Blake was going to drag him all the way out here.
He gently stepped on the gas pedal and guided his car through the gap in the gate. His front right tire was almost swallowed whole by a massive pothole that sent a jolt running up his spine. He felt something on the undercarriage scrape against the decaying road. There was so much debris on this section that it was only one car width apart.
“Dammit, this better be good.”
It would be. He was sure of that. Blake Larsen was a lot of things, but chief among them was that she was a straight shooter. She had to have a reason for this. And the prospect of being let in on the secret thrilled him. Hell, it might even be the break he needed to move up a level from the local stuff.
One step at a time, Aaron.
The forest was slowly but steadily reclaiming the factory’s grounds. Decade-old pine saplings now stretched into the sky in every direction, the beams of his car’s headlights dipping off their skeletal trunks and sending shadows stretching into the distance. Even the road was being nibbled away by foliage that had begun to settle in the potholes, root systems digging into the foundations and expanding, causing cracks to form that would harbor the next generation of life.
This would be a hell of an opening lede, Aaron thought as he slowly drove farther down the road. As soon as I find out what the story is…
The silhouette of the crumbling tobacco factory came into view as he rounded a bend in the road. The headlight beams raked through the gaps in boarded-up windows, briefly exposing the brick behind before the shafts of light shifted direction.
Just for a second, he was sure he saw movement inside the vast brick warehouse. People scurrying. And then the car hit another pothole, and the headlight beams momentarily dipped down. By the time the wheels had scrabbled out, whatever he’d seen was gone.
“What the fuck was that?” Aaron said, the sound of his own voice a slight comfort against the chill that had dropped the car’s cabin a full ten degrees.
Piles of rubble lay in the road and the yard directly outside of the warehouse, so Aaron was forced to stop twenty or thirty feet away from it. As far as he could tell—and despite whatever he thought he’d seen—the place was empty. Still, there was evidence that people visited the abandoned site: smashed beer bottles, rusting drinks cans, grocery bags flapping in the wind. It was like looking upon the ruins of a forgotten civilization.
“Nuh-uh,” Aaron muttered under his breath. Visions of the first character in a horror movie to die kept running through his mind. That was the best analogy he could find for his present situation. Something about this felt off.
But could he just turn around? Potentially lose a story that could make his career?
He chewed his lip as anxiety bubbled up from the depths of his stomach.
“No one’s even here,” he said, still speaking aloud, just so that he didn’t feel completely alone.
Are they?
Aaron decided to get out of the car. Just to see if he could hear anything out there. But he would keep the engine running. As the decision crystallized in his mind, he had a better idea. He put his car into reverse and quickly backed it up about ten yards. As soon as he had space, he twisted the wheel and spun around so that he was facing the road out of here. Dust kicked up in the headlights and coated the chassis.
“Better,” he whispered. He would just open the door and climb out. He left the vehicle in neutral as he reached for the door handle. If this was some kind of ambush, he wouldn’t need to waste a second getting away.
The warmer evening air was a shock in comparison with the cool climate control of the car. He stepped out, one sole crunching against the decaying road surface. His eyes were wide, ears peeled for any sign of danger.
Aaron twisted as he rose to his full height, keeping both hands on the car for support. And comfort. He probed the darkness, but there was no sign of Blake anywhere out here. She would’ve come by car, wouldn’t she?
No one’s here.
He spun as the sound of a stone skittering against brick caught his attention. Without the headlights shining on the warehouse’s walls, it was difficult to make out any detail in front of him. There was a puff of dust as something hit the ground. Aaron’s eyes jerked upward, toward the warehouse’s flat roof. For an instant, just an instant, he thought he saw eyes peering back at him.
“Probably just birds,” he muttered. There was clearly nothing out here. He’d done exactly what Blake wanted. But he decided he’d be damned if he let her jerk him around like this. No story was worth this.
Just as Aaron was lowering himself back into the car, he saw light flickering through the pine trunks ahead of him. Now the skeletal shadows were punching through the darkness toward him, scratching the surface of his car. He took a step back.
It quickly dawned on him that it was too late to leave. A bolt of fear shot up his spine at the realization that the road wasn’t wide enough to let him pass the other car. He squinted into the darkness as the other vehicle approached. Aaron didn’t know crap about cars, but as it got within twenty or thirty feet, he recognized the SUV as the same model Blake drove. He let out a sigh of relief as the SUV’s tires crunched the debris-strewn road as the driver braked to a halt.
Over-react much?
The headlights were blinding, and strangely, as Blake—it had to be her, right?—opened the driver door, the cabin lights didn’t flicker on. Aaron heard heavy boot steps scraping the ground. With his eyes pinched together and one hand raised to shield his vision, he squinted out at the silhouette approaching him.
“Lieutenant?” he called out. “That you?”
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TWENTY-TWO
“Lieutenant..?”
Aaron’s second query was significantly more hesitant than the first as the man approached. He was still shielding his eyes from the headlights, maybe starting to realize that the new arrival had cranked them up to full beam as he put the SUV into park.
The man smiled, delighting in the ease with which his plan had succeeded. He pushed the baseball cap he wore up half an inch, wanting his prey to see his face. To know that he was a dead man.
Aaron squinted against the light. The two men were only six feet apart now. He was shielded by the car door he was cringing behind, which would make the shot more difficult, but not impossible.
Not for me.
His hands reached into his jacket pocket. His fingers closed around a hard object, and he worked them around the weapon’s grip as he angled his approach a few steps to the side to bring him around the door.
You should be running, kid… You still have a chance.
“Who the hell are you?” Aaron said, reflexively stepping back as he finally realized that the person standing in front of him was not Blake Larsen after all. That he had made a terrible mistake in coming here.
He shouldn’t have bothered asking. Should have jumped into the car and slammed the door and stamped on the gas pedal all at once. The man had left the SUV in park, but at full acceleration, Aaron’s vehicle would probably be able to scrape through. It would get dinged up in the process, but money could fix physical damage.
It couldn’t bring you back from the dead.
But it was too late for that. He’d missed his chance.
The man drew the Taser from his pocket. Flicked the safety switch at the top of the grip with his thumb. He was well within range, so he didn’t bother to look down the non-lethal weapon’s sights. At this range, he couldn’t miss.
“What the hell are you doing?” Aaron asked, his voice kicking up several octaves. Belatedly, he twisted and tried to climb into the car. “Jesus…”
He squeezed the trigger firmly, heard a pop as the compressed nitrogen cartridge deployed, and easily absorbed the slight recoil this caused. A lifetime of firing real weapons made it so that he barely felt the force it imparted. His arm remained level and steady as the probes deployed, a tiny flash momentarily illuminating Aaron’s face before they buried into his flesh.
A rapid clicking sound accompanied the crackling of the electricity hungrily discharging into Aaron’s body. His body instantly went rigid, and he fell sideways against the roof of the car he’d been trying to clamber into. His head hit the door frame, and blood immediately spurted from his scalp as he tumbled like a cardboard cutout. His legs splayed out, and his torso slumped halfway over the driver’s seat.
The man kept the Taser’s trigger depressed for the full five-second discharge cycle. He felt a thrill run through him as he watched Aaron’s muscles contract, the ligaments popping in his neck, the whites of his eyes as he desperately—hopelessly—attempted to look at his attacker.
The clicking stopped. Aaron Weller went limp. He couldn’t move, his muscular system still flooded from the electric shock.
“Hurts, doesn’t it?” the man said in a conversational tone of voice, as if he was commiserating over something as harmless as stubbing one’s toe. “I’ve been there. Don’t worry, I wouldn’t do anything to you that hasn’t been done to me.”
He smiled as he squeezed the Taser’s trigger a second time. Aaron’s body went rigid once again, his hips thrusting upward as his hands formed into fists at his sides. Blood streamed down one side of his face, and the man was sure he could smell burning flesh.
A sound from somewhere inside the warehouse attracted his attention as the clicking and hissing stopped for a second time. He lifted his head to probe the warehouse, confident that Aaron was suitably incapacitated. The brick structure was flooded with light from his SUV’s headlights, which seared the darkness from inside.
He narrowed his gaze as Aaron moaned insensibly at his feet. His eyes flickered left and right as he searched for any sign of movement. He was a professional. And his specialty was hunting human beings. He was good at it.
But he didn’t see anyone out there.
The man relaxed and looked down at Aaron, whose eyelids were fluttering open. He tried, and failed, to pull himself away from his attacker.
“I said I wouldn’t do anything to you that somebody else hasn’t done to me,” he said as he released the probe wires from the Taser, which he slipped into his pocket. He drew out a combat knife. Light glinted off the steel. “But I lied.”
Aaron’s efforts to escape grew frenzied as the man rounded the car door. He paused for a moment to admire his handiwork, like a hunter watching a trapped animal before finishing it off.
“How to kill you?” he mused out loud. “I have to make it look⁠—”
A flash of movement at the corner of his vision attracted his attention. His neck snapped up just in time to catch the sight of an object sailing through the air and landing on the roof of Aaron’s car before smashing his windshield and disappearing into the darkness.
What the fuck?
Another object flashed through the air, illuminated by the headlights just enough to cast a shadow before it smashed against the ground several feet behind the car. Then another, and another. They were clearly aimed at stopping him, even if some fell short. One came within a couple of inches of the man’s head, and he instinctively ducked into a crouch and shielded himself behind Aaron’s driver-side door.
“Shit,” he muttered out loud. The objects—bricks, he now realized—kept raining down, thudding against the car and the ground like obscenely oversized hailstones. Aaron’s driver-side window smashed. One of the bricks almost made it to his own SUV.
He wasn’t a stranger to situations like this. He was practiced enough to understand that he couldn’t hope to fight this enemy. Whoever was throwing those bricks was on the roof of the warehouse. They could stand a foot behind the lip and even with the gun in his jacket’s left pocket, the rules of physics wouldn’t allow him to shoot them.
And there’s definitely more than one…
He heard Aaron grunting with pain as he kicked out with his legs in an attempt to push himself away from the man who meant him death. He reached for the pistol, flicked off the safety, and fired two shots in the general direction of the warehouse’s roof.
There was a brief lull in the intensity of the thrown bricks. They came in ones and twos, not in a thick downpour like before. Still, one bounced off the roof of the car and somehow slid down the side and hit Aaron in the head. The sound it made was sickening.
The man raised his eyebrow. He chanced a look around the side of the door and saw that Aaron’s face was turned to the side. He could see bone.
He grinned widely. This hadn’t turned out exactly as he planned. A stupid mistake to overlook that the factory might attract other visitors on a mild night like this.
But as he aimed the pistol at the roof and squeezed the trigger half a dozen more times, just enough covering fire to allow him to retreat toward the SUV and out of the range of the bricks, he decided it hadn’t worked out so badly after all.
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TWENTY-THREE
Blake was little wiser by the end of the murder book than she had been at the start. Everything pointed to her father as the man responsible for both her mother’s murder and his own subsequent suicide. He had gunshot residue on his hands. There was no evidence of forced entry. In fact, the front door had been locked from the inside when Caleb returned to discover the two dead bodies.
If it was a frame job, then it was the perfect crime.
But now that Blake’s mind had opened up to the possibility that something deeper was at play, all she could see were the little inconsistencies. Pieces of evidence that didn’t seem to fit. Connections between cases that by rights had nothing to do with each other. Her father’s blood alcohol was even higher than Mike Ventnor’s, for example. Yet she barely remembered him ever drinking at home. At most he might have a bottle of beer at the end of a long day at work. The liquor bottle that had tipped him over the edge was cheap bourbon, but he’d never drunk neat spirits.
At least, not to Blake’s knowledge. Now more than ever she wished Caleb was here. He would remember better than she did.
And then there was Skip. She’d tucked his thin notepad into the back of the murder book after returning from her brief trip to Florida a week and a half earlier. Somehow she hadn’t returned to it in all that time. The paperwork on the Pine Ridge Retreat case had swallowed every spare minute of her free time, and no sooner had that started to come to an end than she was pulling overtime to investigate the Ventnor killings.
Skip Hobson had been one of the Army CID agents responsible for investigating her parents’ murder-suicide. She’d spoken to him just days before his death and discovered that Caleb had also reached out to him several months earlier during his own investigation.
Something Skip had said on that phone call stuck in her mind. “Blake, I’ve thought about that case most every week for twenty years. There was a time when I could recite the contents of that murder book backwards.”
“Why?”
“Blake—”
“Skip, don’t treat me with kid gloves,” she said firmly. “I did a decade in CID. I can handle it.”
“Something about that case never sat right with me. The physical evidence all pointed to your dad as the killer. But I didn’t speak to a single person who knew either of your parents who saw it coming.”
The similarities with the Ventnor case were too compelling to overlook. The thought crossed her mind as she reached for the private notebook Skip’s wife Sarah had given her after their discovery that the rest of his personal notes on the case were missing that if the two cases were connected, then she was looking for a serial killer.
And if they were still active after all this time, then what were the chances they had only struck twice?
Blake started flicking through the notepad. It was a thin volume, paper-bound and had the same dimensions as a trade paperback novel. She didn’t recognize the branding stamped in black ink on the rear cover, but she’d used many similar notepads herself over the course of her career.
“Come on, Skip,” she whispered. In the distance, a car horn sounded, at first sharp and insistent, then drawing to a long, mournful close. Then the silence of the night returned. Blake glanced at her watch and saw that it was already 2 a.m.
Skip’s notepad wasn’t dedicated to her parents’ case. That became clear when she was just a couple of pages in. It was filled with lists of groceries, household chores, maintenance tasks required around the house—everything, in fact, but work.
Ten pages later, she finally hit a lode of case notes. They were scribbled, snatched thoughts. Blake recognized the type as the kind she jotted down late at night when working a case. They weren’t organized thoughts, which made them harder to parse. The first few pages appeared to relate to a rape investigation. Judging by the dates Blake saw written on the page, Skip must’ve worked this case just a couple of years before he retired.
She read quickly through the half-dozen or so pages dedicated to the case but quickly decided that there was no connection with her parents’ situation. Nothing in their murder book had suggested that her mom had been sexually assaulted before she was killed.
Blake shivered. Thank God.
Several more pages of grocery lists were interspersed before the next section of case notes. As Blake’s eyes passed down the lines, something caught her attention. The initials ML and EL were scribbled at the top of the page. Her parents’ initials. There was no date, but given the context of the rest of the notepad, the notes must have been written near Skip’s retirement date.
Underneath that was what appeared to be a reminder to Skip to request a travel budget from a Captain Charlotte. It wasn’t immediately clear whether the officer was male or female. Nor was the location of the requested travel obvious. Several locations were listed below, with no obvious rhyme or reason to why Skip had written them.
Washington?
F.B.
Kentucky.
Florida.
Colorado?
Alabama.
Th acronym F.B. attracted Blake’s attention first. It most likely stood for Fort Bragg right here in North Carolina. At a glance, she knew that all of the other locations hosted military facilities. She wasn’t sure whether they were all Army bases, but several of them were.
For some reason, Bragg, Florida, and Alabama were all struck out with a line of black ink. Did that mean Skip had checked them out and discounted any connection with her parents’ murders⁠—
Blake’s eyes went wide. Her thought process stopped dead in her mind as she realized that for the first time in her life, she was actually considering the possibility that her dad was innocent. That he’d been framed.
“Follow the evidence,” she said under her breath. She gritted her teeth and reminded herself not to get ahead of the facts. Right now she was imitating the scene in the film A Beautiful Mind where John Nash began connecting random events with tangled lengths of string.
All she had to go on was a list of locations. A quick flick through the rest of the notepad at double-speed only turned up several dozen more grocery lists.
“Dammit.”
She returned to the list and picked up her line of thought where she’d left off. Did the struck-out locations mean that Skip had assured himself that there was no connection or simply that he’d visited them?
And what was he looking for? More murders?
Her gaze focused on Captain Charlotte’s scribbled name. She had to locate him or her and find out what exactly Skip had been requesting travel budget for. Why did he want to visit these locations? To get CID to sign off inter-state travel was no easy task. She knew that from bitter experience.
Did he have a partner?
Even if he didn’t, there was probably somebody Skip had worked closely with who he had bounced ideas off. You couldn’t work a case as an island. It helped to attract a fresh set of eyes, even just a different perspective. Sometimes somebody else could see the needle in the haystack with their first glance when your own eyes had long since glazed over.
Blake sank back against the couch, at once completely drained by the emotional journey she’d just been on and also wide awake. Her heart was racing in her chest at the implications of what she had discovered.
“What were you looking for, Skip?” she said aloud. “A pattern?”
The question was: what could she do about it? She needed to check for murders going back several decades in multiple locations. And not just on military facilities, either, but in the communities that surrounded them. After all, the Ventnors had no connection to Fort Bragg; they just happened to live across the street from her.
A pang of guilt stabbed Blake through the heart at that thought. She pushed herself off the street and paced to the living room window. She peered out toward the Ventnor house and saw that the light upstairs was still burning.
Was Amy still awake? Was she tossing and turning, unable to stop thinking about what had happened downstairs? Or was the prospect of sleep so distant as to be ridiculous? Maybe that’s why the lights were still on.
Her phone’s ring tone cut through the quiet. At first Blake thought she was imagining it. It was 2:30 in the morning. Who the hell was calling her at this time?
She thought about ignoring it. Too many thoughts were clogging up her mind, and she didn’t want a distraction to steal anything from her that might help her crack this case. But as it usually did, her sense of duty won out. She picked up her phone and recognized the number of the department’s dispatch office on the screen.
“Hello?” she said as she answered on the fifth ring.
“Lieutenant, sorry to wake you.”
“Don’t worry. I couldn’t sleep. What’s up?”
“It’s Aaron Weller. He’s in the hospital.”
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TWENTY-FOUR
Blake squealed down the road, adrenaline replacing the exhaustion that had begun to tug at her eyelids. Just before she hit thirty miles an hour, she saw movement on the top floor of the Ventnors’ house. A shape looking down out of the bedroom window.
Amy.
She pushed all thoughts of her parents’ case out of her mind as she raced to the hospital. Two Northern Pines cruisers were parked outside the emergency department. Jed, one of the department’s officers, was waiting for her by reception.
“What the hell’s going on?”
“911 received a call at 11:58 p.m. requesting an ambulance to the old tobacco factory outside of town.”
“Who called, Aaron?”
“It was his phone,” Jed said, “but there’s no way he placed the call.”
“I don’t understand.”
“He’s in surgery. Head wound. The details aren’t exactly clear, but the doctors don’t know if he’s going to make it. It took a couple of hours for us to put together who he was and what the hell was happening. Robyn’s at the crime scene now.”
“What do you know?”
“It’s the strangest thing,” Jed said, scratching his head. “I was on duty tonight. Peeled out to the factory soon as we got the call. Beat the ambulance there by a couple of minutes. Found Weller on the ground bleeding severely. He was in the recovery position. He was surrounded—and I mean surrounded—by smashed-up bricks. Looked like somebody was chucking them at his car. Must’ve been a few people, or one psycho who just couldn’t stop. His car’s practically totaled.”
“Anything else?”
“I forgot the weirdest thing. He had a Taser probe sticking out of his chest. He must’ve been juiced just before the bricks started raining down from the roof.”
Blake closed her eyes and tried to picture the scene. If Aaron had been tased, that had to mean somebody was on the ground with him to do it. But then who was on the roof of the factory hurling bricks?
And why?
“How long has he been in surgery?”
“Couple of hours. They say it could be a couple more before they wheel him out. There’s no telling if he’s going to make it.”
Blake linked rapidly as she tried to process this latest development. Somebody tried to murder Aaron, too? It sure looked that way. But the MO was nothing like the Ventnor killings.
Maybe that doesn’t matter.
After all, the hypothesis was that she was looking for a serial killer who had murdered her parents, the Ventnors, and maybe other couples too. But the same person was responsible for Skip Hobson’s death. Blake was almost certain of it, despite having no proof that it was anything but a heart attack. Perhaps the killer was able to restrain whatever drove him when necessary. If he’d staged a murder-suicide at the Hobsons’ that would definitely have attracted attention from CID. Retired or not, Skip was one of their own.
“Especially if he was known for investigating murder-suicides…”
“You say something, Lieutenant?” Jed asked.
“Thinking out loud,” she replied with a shake of her head.
“Want me to show you up to the waiting room?”
Blake considered the offer but shook her head a second time. “Call me when he’s out. It doesn’t sound like he’ll be waking up for an interview anytime soon. I’d just be kicking my heels here.”
“Hell no,” Jed said with a dark look. “If you saw him, you’d understand. He’s lucky to be alive.”

AN IMPROMPTU PARKING lot had been set up just outside the gates of the abandoned tobacco factory on the edge of town. A mix of cruisers from Northern Pines and the Monroe County Sheriff’s Office were laid up. A couple still had their lights flashing. Technically, the factory was within the town limits. But at this time of night, the department’s available manpower was limited. It wasn’t unusual for the sheriff’s office to provide mutual aid.
Blake popped the trunk of her SUV and took out a set of latex booties, some gloves, and a flashlight as thick as her forearm. She shoved the first two items into a pocket and carried the last as she beeped the SUV closed behind her.
“Can I see some ID?” a deputy called out as she approached the tape line. He pulled a notepad out of his pocket and waited expectantly.
Blake stopped in front of them and flashed her badge and credentials long enough for him to note down her name and where she was from. He checked his watch and scratched down the time before slipping the notepad back in his pocket.
“Thanks, Lieutenant,” he said. “Go on in.”
Blake nodded and ducked under the police tape. It was almost 4 a.m., and other than the blue and reds bouncing off the pine trunks that dotted the factory’s grounds, there was little light out here. Only the forensics van had made it farther into the complex. Somewhere behind it, the darkness was being beaten back by a set of generator-powered work lights. She could hear the hum of the motor powering them in the background.
She turned a corner in the woods, and the outline of the factory appeared in front of her. One set of work lights faced it, some of the bulbs angled upwards, others down. Most of the front was illuminated. Lower down on the ground, she saw a smashed-up car that had to be Aaron’s. The windshield was an opaque patchwork of cracks. The driver’s side window was missing entirely, and she couldn’t see the rear. Red bricks, brick dust, and chunks of masonry dotted the ground all around the car.
And enough blood to briefly steal the breath from her lungs.
“Hey, Robyn,” she called out as she approached the Northern Pines forensics tech. The woman’s hair was pulled back neatly, and the tips of it flicked as she turned toward Blake. “Helluva night.”
“Not sure I need all this overtime,” Robyn said grimly. “It’s not that I don’t need the money, but…”
“Yeah,” Blake agreed. “I know the feeling. What the hell happened here?”
Robyn glanced meaningfully at her toes, and Blake flushed. She pulled the latex booties out of her back pocket and slipped them over her shoes. She followed up by teasing her fingers into the gloves.
“Now we can go,” Robyn said. She walked Blake over to the car and pointed at the ground about four feet behind the driver’s side door. There was a dark discoloration on the concrete. “Jed said he found him here. He was bleeding badly from a head wound. There’s blood in the car. Looks like he probably hit it as he fell.”
Blake crouched to the ground. A brass round casing gleamed amid the rubble and the bricks. It had a little yellow evidence marker beside it. She glanced up at Robyn. “You find a gun?”
“Nope. Whoever fired it took it with them.”
“Great,” Blake muttered. They had another mystery crime scene. Nothing was ever easy in this job. “Tell me about the bricks.”
“There’s a ladder around the side of the factory. Leads to the roof. Probably originally intended for maintenance access. They were thrown from up there, I’d guess.”
“You haven’t been up there?”
Robyn shook her head. “Doesn’t look safe. I’ve got a call out to the fire department to get one of their engines out here.”
“How did the brick throwers get up there?”
“Probably the ladder.” Robyn shrugged. “But I’ve seen the department’s health plan. I really don’t want to have to use it. I’ll wait for the experts.”
“Okay. Keep going.”
“I found half a dozen round casings. I’m not sure about this, but tell me what you think.” She pointed at the front of the factory. “You see the second window from the right on the top floor?”
“Yeah…”
“Look about two feet up from there. Does that look like a bullet hole to you?”
Blake narrowed her gaze. The illumination thrown by the work lights only barely made it all the way up to the top. Still, the brickwork up there was in surprisingly good shape. She could see the hole the Robyn was talking about. It was one of the only ones she could see in the vicinity. “Could be. Think you can dig the slug out of there?”
“If it’s still up there.”
“What else did you find?”
“He had a laptop and notepad on the backseat, and we found his phone right next to his body. I have both bagged up in the van.”
“Any idea what he was doing out here?” Blake asked, frowning as she realized neither device had been stolen.
Robyn glanced around. The factory’s grounds looked faintly apocalyptic to Blake, even more so due to the shattered car and the bloodstains near her feet. “Not a damn clue.”
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TWENTY-FIVE
Blake was the second one up the ladder the fire department cranked into place. The only reason she wasn’t first was because one of the firefighters threatened to physically hold her back. He said it with a smile, but she wasn’t one hundred percent sure he was joking. The moment he radioed down that the roof looked structurally sound, she began scaling the ladder.
Don’t look down was the mantra that kept reverberating in her skull. Of course, she ignored it.
The fear of falling fell away as she crossed the lip of the roof and her feet met solid ground. She tried to push all thoughts of the building’s crumbling structure out of her mind. It felt sturdy enough.
“All yours,” the firefighter said, gesturing at the scene in front of her. It was almost pitch black up here, the oncoming dawn more of a glimmer in the sky, and the work lights were positioned way too low.
Blake clicked on her flashlight and shot him a muttered thanks. He shrugged and reached into his pocket for a nicotine vape. She guessed that it was pretty passé for a firefighter to smoke cigarettes in this day and age.
She played the flashlight’s beam left and right across the roof. At first she was just checking for anything that indicated that the roof wasn’t intact. Any dark patches or sections that appeared to be a little depressed.
Looks clear.
Next she lifted her gaze and examined the complete scene. The roof was strewn with objects. The flashlight’s beam halted on what appeared to be a rusting but intact fire pit. There was only ash at the center of it, but somebody had gone to the trouble of hauling fallen pine branches all the way up here. Presumably using the rusted and definitely not structurally sound ladder on the side of the building.
Around the inner lip of the roof, she saw dozens, perhaps hundreds of neatly-stacked beer bottles.
“Nice roof terrace,” she said to herself. The rest of the picture began to fill in. There were half a dozen camping chairs, half of which lay on their sides, as if their occupants had stood up quickly and not had time to pick them back up.
“Somebody was up here,” she murmured out loud. “Probably a few people. Drinking.”
That much was clear from the fact that there were several half-full beer cans discarded around the deck chairs. Despite the apocalyptic view at ground level, the roof felt reasonably well-maintained. It didn’t look like a home for the homeless or addicts. More like a place for friends to come hang out. As she approached, she even saw that an old metal oil barrel had been repurposed as a garbage can. It even had a trash bag inside, indicating that it might be regularly replaced.
Another container held what looked like hand-rolled cigarette butts. Blake crouched down and experimentally sniffed it. The cloying fragrance that wafted up her nostrils confirmed that they were spent joints.
Not just drinking, then.
Blake didn’t like the smell of marijuana, but neither could she claim she’d never smoked a joint. Marijuana was still illegal in North Carolina, but that wasn’t the case across the entire country. She wouldn’t arrest somebody just for lighting up. But it might be a useful pretext if she needed to compel whoever was up here to talk.
A detailed scan with the flashlight revealed little additional information. She’d hoped for something that might identify whoever was up here, but there was nothing. The beer bottles would probably reveal fingerprints, but that would take some time.
She glanced toward the ladder. A metal clanking and a slight shifting indicated that Robyn was laboriously making her way up. She grinned, not having taken the forensics tech for a scaredy-cat. She walked back over to the front of the factory and crouched down by a stack of bricks. It looked like the lip of the warehouse roof had begun to decay over time. Probably freeze-thaw over the winter working its way into the mortar joints up here where the rain didn’t drain away as quickly as it did on the sides of the building.
There were several stacks of bricks just inside the lip. Blake flashed the beam around the entirety of the warehouse roof. Others were spaced at irregular intervals halfway around. As if somebody had neatly placed them that way. Why? Perhaps they had begun falling to the ground. If people were coming up here to drink, then it stood to reason they would prefer not to get hit with a brick as they climbed up the ladder or loitered around by the base of the warehouse.
Blake turned back so she was facing toward the way she’d entered the factory grounds. From up here, she saw Aaron’s car in a different light. She closed her eyes and pictured picking up one of the stacked bricks and hurling it down. From this height, it would be an easy throw.
But why?
Without the fire pit burning, anybody up here would be invisible from the ground. If a car approached, all they needed to do was hide and wait for it to leave. There was no need to attack it.
“So you had a reason.”
She opened her eyes and narrowed them at the car. Aaron had parked facing out. Why would you do that unless you wanted to leave quickly? Why was he here at all?
The only reason that made any sense was that he was meeting a source. Somebody brought him out here. That same somebody must have been the one who shot him with the Taser. Since the gun was nowhere to be found, it stood to reason that the same person had done the shooting.
They came here to murder Aaron.
“And whoever was up here realized that,” Blake said. “And they did the only thing they could to stop it.”
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TWENTY-SIX
“Want the good news or the bad news?” Melissa said as Blake stepped into their shared office.
“Did I miss another attempted murder?” Blake asked, her voice flat from exhaustion and emotional fatigue.
“No,” Melissa replied. “Lieutenant, I hope you don’t mind my saying it, but you look like shit.”
“I feel worse,” she replied. “Give me the bad news.”
“Coffee machine’s out.”
“You’re shitting me,” Blake groaned. She was running on precisely 0 hours sleep. Technically she probably shouldn’t have been driving. If she’d hit someone on the way back to the department from the crime scene, they would probably have a decent case for a lawsuit.
“The good news is I got you an americano on the way in,” Melissa said, walking back to her desk and producing a paper coffee cup from a local shop with a flourish. “Triple shot. This shit’ll rot your guts and keep on burning right through until it hits the floor.”
Blake shot her a thankful look. She grabbed the cup and tipped her head back. The coffee was warm enough to be palatable but not so hot that it burned her throat. She would’ve taken a little mild blistering if it meant the caffeine hitting her bloodstream just a few seconds faster.
Thankfully she didn’t need to.
“There’s more,” Melissa said. “I pulled every record I could find on callouts to the tobacco factory. Seems like a popular place.”
Blake raised an eyebrow. That was exactly the news she was hoping to hear. If they could just track down somebody who was there last night, maybe they would be able to find out what the hell had just happened. While she was at the crime scene, Aaron had left surgery, but before Jed clocked off, he’d called her with the news that the journalist’s condition was serious and not necessarily stable.
Not a great combination…
“Anything recent?” she said, feeling a flicker of regret that she’d passed the first third of the coffee down her throat so quickly now that the weight of the cup was lighter in her hand.
“A couple of kids were picked up for trespassing about three months back. Responding officers reported smelling wood smoke, though they couldn’t find the source. They apprehended a male aged eighteen, Leo Felton, and a seventeen-year-old girl called Ava Murphy. Both released without charge.”
“There’s a fire pit on the roof. God only knows how they hauled it up there.”
“That explains it.”
“What about the 911 call?” Blake asked. She slumped into her desk chair and felt the weight of the world tugging down on her muscles. What she wouldn’t give for a twenty-minute nap.
“I’ll play it,” Melissa said.
She leaned over her computer setup and wiggled the mouse, clicking a couple of times before hitting the space key to start the audio file.
“911, what’s your emergency?”
A female voice answered. She was panting heavily, her voice pinched in her throat as if from fear. “I need an ambulance. This guy’s hurt. Fuck, I think it’s his head.”
“Where are you?” the dispatcher questioned professionally. “Can I get your name?”
“You need to come quick,” the woman—or girl—answered hurriedly without responding to the question. “He’s at the tobacco factory. Somebody tried to kill him.”
There was a click, which Blake figured was the woman’s side of the call ending. The recording kept rolling, backed by the sound of rapid keystrokes as the dispatcher input the information into the system.
“Ma’am. Ma’am, you still there?” A pause. “Ma’am, if you can still hear me, I need you to respond, okay?”
The dispatcher waited only a couple seconds more before the recording ended. Already Blake could hear her radioing units in the background.
“She sounded young,” Blake said, shooting Melissa a knowing glance. “Seventeen years old, you think?”
“She’ll be eighteen by now,” Melissa said. “But it fits.”
“You have an address?”
Melissa nodded.
Blake grudgingly pushed herself back upright. She tossed back the last of the first coffee in what would no doubt be a long line today. “Then why don’t we go pay her a visit.”

THE LISTED address for Ava Murphy was on Colonial Ave., Aberdeen. It was a street of Craftsman-style, mostly single-story homes set in large lots. One side backed onto an industrial estate that housed an enormous self-storage facility just barely visible over the tall, established pines that surrounded the homes. Out of sight was a building supplies yard, several minor defense contractors, and an electrical supplier.
Most of the houses on the street were well-maintained, and almost every single one had a Stars & Stripes fluttering from a pole either in the front yard or extending from the porch. The Murphy residence had a pole, but the flag was long gone.
“Down on their luck?” Melissa murmured as the two women stepped out of Blake’s SUV.
“Sure looks that way,” Blake agreed.
Fallen pine needles deadened their footsteps as they approached the bungalow’s front porch. The paint on the overlapping wood shingles was peeling where it was visible at all. The place was an eyesore. To the right side of the house was a carport, under which sat an early 2000s Honda sedan. Moss was visible on the top of the roof. Blake wondered whether the vehicle still ran.
She gestured for Melissa to knock as they approached the front door but held back, eyes scanning left and right to check the windows on either side for movement. She kept her hand near enough her gun to draw in case of emergency.
Melissa knocked firmly several times. “Detectives Larsen and Wilson, Northern Pines Police Department,” she called out, loudly enough to be heard inside the house but not so much that her voice would carry to the neighbors. “Is anybody home?”
No response. Nothing happened for several long seconds. Melissa glanced back at Blake with one eyebrow raised. Blake shrugged and indicated for her to try again. But before she had a chance, a door slammed inside the house hard enough to rattle the windows in their frames.
“Ava, you little bitch! What have you done now?”
The voice was female, but much older than the one on the phone call. It was deep and husky, sanded down by cigarettes and drink. There was a scuffle inside the house, a squeal, then the sound of thudding.
“I’ll go around back,” Blake whispered, gesturing for Melissa to stay where she was. The two women drew their firearms. Blake kept the safety on hers, and she guessed that Melissa would do the same. More scuffling sounded through the house’s thin walls. It sounded like a struggle.
Then a muffled “Get off her!” This time, the voice was male. Young.
Maybe Leo?
“We just want to ask a couple of questions,” Melissa called out, slightly louder this time. Blake couldn’t help but approve. It felt like this was the kind of home that was no stranger to visits from the police.
Blake continued sidling down the side of the house. The fence around the back of the garden was barely waist high and was missing panels in any case. She quickly scanned for any evidence of dogs. The Murphys seemed like the pit bull type. But there was no chain, no bowl, no sign, and no smell of dog shit.
She stepped over the fence. She was pretty sure this counted as exigent circumstances.
More scuffling sounded from inside, though it was hard to hear from back here in the garden. Then she saw a flash of movement. Two figures raced past on the other side of the window, the rear door of the house slammed open, and the same two figures—clearly a teenage boy and girl—sprinted out. They were looking behind them as they ran, at the figure of a woman who was probably in her mid-fifties but looked two decades older. She was dressed in only a pink My Little Pony T-shirt that went about halfway down her veined thighs and was clutching what looked like a lock of the girl’s blond hair in her left hand.
“Hold it!” Blake yelled at the top of her voice. “Police. Get down on the ground.”
Two young faces snapped toward her, their eyes wide with shock. Both of them looked puffy from sleep. They seemed terrified, not dangerous. But the best way to ensure things stayed that way was to end this quickly.
So Blake used her most commanding tone. “Do it. Now!”
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TWENTY-SEVEN
The two kids, Leo and Ava, didn’t say a word the entire journey back to the department. Ava’s mother, Bridget Murphy, didn’t seem to give a damn what happened to her daughter. According to the woman, Ava was a troublemaker. The sooner she was out of her house, the better.
On the other hand, the woman also seemed borderline narcissistic, and at the very least neglectful. Blake wasn’t surprised that Ava had gotten herself involved in a couple of run-ins with the law. She didn’t seem bad, just the kind of kid that didn’t know any better.
She glanced up at the back seat in the rearview mirror as she turned back into the department’s parking lot. She momentarily regretted not separating them, sensing that despite the quiet in the back, they had some kind of non-verbal method of communication. Despite their young ages, they seemed in sync with each other. Leo’s face had been visibly reddening the entire journey, and there appeared to be an entire thesaurus of different looks Ava was shooting him.
“She didn’t do anything,” Leo finally spurted out as Blake began backing into a parking space. She was lucky to be once again looking through the rearview mirror as she saw Ava elbow him hard in the ribs.
“Leo, shut up!” the girl hissed.
“It was all me, okay? If somebody’s going to get in trouble, then I should be the one,” Leo said despite the increasingly frantic scowl Ava was flinging at him.
Blake finished backing the SUV into the space and killed the engine just as Melissa twisted in her seat.
“Listen,” Melissa said softly as Blake turned to look back at the two kids. “There are two ways this can go. You can lie to us, pretend that you had nothing to do with what went down last night, and then you’ll stumble into a half-truth that you can’t back up with the facts. And when you do that, we’ll know. And maybe both of you will get in some real trouble. That’s one way.”
“What’s the other?” Leo asked, garnering another elbow in the ribs.
“You come clean. Tell us exactly what happened. And maybe if it fits with what we think happened, then we’ll thank you for being honest. Hell, you’d be valuable witnesses.”
“And we walk away clean?” Leo asked.
“That’s right.”
Blake glanced sideways at her partner. This was a side of Melissa she hadn’t seen much of before. Caring. Almost motherly. She looked back just in time to oversee Leo and Ava in the middle of a silent and private conversation with their eyes. Ava finally acquiesced with a tight jerk of her chin.
“Let me tell them,” she said.
The two detectives held extremely still. Blake didn’t need to record the conversation, since the rear seats were constantly recorded with a microphone-equipped video camera that was active whenever it detected movement.
“We thought they were cops at first, okay?” Ava said, her eyes beady with suspicion. “You already know we were on the roof. We hung back and watched, making sure we weren’t spotted.”
“What did you see?” Melissa asked gently.
“One guy arrived first. He looked, I dunno, kind of nervous. He kept shuffling his feet and looking around.”
“And then?”
“The second guy drove up. He was in a dark SUV. Exactly like this one. That’s why I thought he was a cop.”
Blake’s department-issued Chevrolet Tahoe was unmarked. It was one of the more popular models of SUV used by police departments and other law enforcement agencies across the country. It didn’t have Crown Vic-levels of notoriety, but it was definitely the kind of car that the right demographic knew to look out for.
“The first guy called out to him. I don’t know what he said.”
“Lieutenant, I’m sure of it,” Leo chipped in.
Blake and Melissa looked sharply at one another.
Blake’s eyes flashed with surprise. A little harder than she intended, she said, “Go on.”
“The second guy kept coming. I thought he had a gun, but it was a Taser. He shot the first guy with it, kept zapping him for what felt like forever.”
“Then he pulled out the knife. I threw the first brick,” Leo said quickly, almost defiantly. “I didn’t have any other choice. I wasn’t just going to watch some dude get sliced up while I watched.”
“We all threw them,” Ava said firmly. “The first guy was out for the count. We thought he was shielded by the car, but somehow he must’ve been hit.”
“Tell them about the gun,” Leo said.
“I didn’t see it until he started firing up at the roof,” Ava said. “If he was a cop, we didn’t want to get identified, so we hung back. We could have been killed.”
She started to shake, as if the fear of the previous night was only just beginning to hit her. Finally, she looked up and met Blake’s gaze. She spoke softly. “Is that man okay?”
“He’s in the hospital,” Blake said honestly. “We don’t know whether he’s going to make it yet.”
“You’re sure the attacker was male?” Melissa asked.
Leo nodded. “I didn’t see his face, but he was big. Six two, easy. He was wearing a baseball cap with a hood pulled over it. He looked kind of old.”
“How do you know?”
“Just the way he moved. He was fit but kind of jerky.”
“Are we gonna be in trouble?” Ava asked suddenly. “I tried to get him help. We put him in the recovery position, and I called for the cops.”
Blake could see the terror in her eyes. “If things went down like you said, then it was self-defense. But we’re going to need to go over this formally. Is that okay?”
Ava nodded mutely.
“Then let’s head on inside. This won’t take long.”
Blake was wracking her brain for ideas about the identity of the man that the two kids had described on the short walk to the department building. Was Leo right about Aaron greeting his attacker as ‘Lieutenant’?
But distracted as she was, she sensed that something was wrong the second she stepped through the glass doors into the building’s reception lobby. Sandra shot her a warning look, but Blake’s eyes settled on Captain Rogers and Special Agent Crouch, both of whom were waiting for her to arrive.
“Detective Wilson,” Rogers said formally, “please escort our guests somewhere private.”
Blake and Melissa exchanged uncertain looks.
“Now, Detective,” Rogers insisted.
Melissa grimaced mutely as she buzzed Leo and Ava into the secure part of the department. Despite the panic and uncertainty racing through Blake’s mind, she empathized with the woman’s position. She had to put on a brave face for the kids.
“What is this?” she said.
Special Agent Crouch took a step forward. Blake couldn’t miss the fact that he had one finger resting on his gun. “Lieutenant Larsen, please hand over your badge and gun.”
“Crouch,” Rogers said sharply. “Let’s do this in private.”
Blake could no longer resist the confusion boiling over inside her. “Will somebody tell me what the hell’s going on?”
Rogers held out her hand, palm up. “You are a suspect in the attempted murder of Aaron Weller.”
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TWENTY-EIGHT
“Captain!” Blake said, standing up so suddenly the chair behind her fell back and rattled against the floor. She was on the wrong side of the interview table for the second time in as many days. They’d left her stewing in here alone for almost an hour. Rationally, she knew that it was a tactic.
Emotionally, it had her all at sea.
Special Agent Crouch entered with Captain Rogers. His face was a mask.
“Captain,” Blake repeated, modulating her tone this time so that she didn’t sound crazy. “Will somebody tell me what the hell’s going on? I’m investigating the attack on Aaron Weller, for God’s sake. I had nothing to do with it!”
“Blake, please sit down,” Rogers said as the door to the interview room closed with a solid click. The sound practically caused Blake to flinch. Her pulse rose. She was innocent. Hadn’t even considered doing anything wrong. And yet her body was reacting like she was guilty.
It was the room. She knew that, too. It was designed to make her feel this way, clinical and cold. It was made to get her to feel hopeless.
And it was working.
“Captain—”
“Blake!” Rogers snapped. “Sit.”
Mutely, Blake did as she was instructed. She was still wearing her holster, though her pistol and badge were now locked up in Rogers’ office. Somehow she still felt the weight of her service firearm at her side like a phantom limb as she fished the fallen chair off the floor and slid into it.
“Captain, I was at home last night. I didn’t hear about the attack on Aaron until after it already happened. You can track my phone. It was with me all night. And there’s a GPS locator in all department vehicles, right? Track that too. I didn’t leave, not until the call about Aaron.”
Special Agent Crouch was holding a thin folder. Blake couldn’t help but keep glancing at it. She’d used this tactic many times herself, knew that a suspect could whip themselves into a frenzy even if the folder was empty by assuming that it contained irrefutable proof of their guilt.
Knew that’s what was happening to her.
Keep it together, Blake.
He sat on the opposite side of the table. A moment later, Captain Rogers joined him. She looked strained and tired.
Crouch flattened the folder on the table. He spun it around so that the bottom edge was facing toward Blake, then pushed it across the surface toward her.
“What is this?” she asked.
“Take a look.”
Blake gritted her teeth, hating that if she did this, she was playing into Crouch’s hands. But she couldn’t resist. She snatched the folder toward her and flipped open the outer leaf. The single sheet of paper underneath rippled from the gust of displaced air. She stared at it, eyes interrogating the text.
It was an email.
From her, to Aaron Weller. Dated late the previous night.
Blake looked up sharply, her eyes wide with shock. “I never sent this email. I swear, Captain, this is the first time I’ve seen it.”
“Ms. Larsen,” Crouch said, no ‘Lieutenant’ this time. “Where were you at 9 p.m. last night?”
9 p.m.? Blake thought fast. That has to be way before the attack.
“At home.”
“Was anybody else with you?”
Blake remembered Ryan’s offer of company and regretted not taking him up on it more than she’d regretted anything in her life. “No. But I didn’t⁠—”
Crouch continued as if he hadn’t heard her. “This email was sent from your departmental email address, using your home Wi-Fi, shortly before nine last night. We’ve verified both of those facts.”
“But that’s impossible!”
“You’re certain that nobody was home with you last night?” Rogers said, an almost pleading tone in her voice.
“I was alone,” Blake said softly. “Captain, you have to believe me. I’m being set up.”
“Why do you think that?” Special Agent Crouch asked.
“Oh, I don’t know,” Blake said sarcastically. “Because somebody’s forged an email claiming I am involved in an attempted murder. I’m a fucking cop!”
“What time did you go to the tobacco factory last night, Ms. Larsen?”
“Late. After 3 a.m. After the hospital. You know all this.”
“Not before? Did you meet Aaron Weller there?”
“No.”
“It’ll be better for you if you come clean now, Ms. Larsen. I’ve interviewed the two teenagers you brought in. They identified the attacker as driving an SUV matching yours.”
“They also said he was male,” Blake snapped. “Six two, right? I’m tall, but nobody ever tapped me up to play in the WNBA.”
“They didn’t see the subject’s face. And it would’ve been difficult to accurately estimate height from their vantage point in the dark.”
“But apparently there’s no trouble in identifying me,” Blake said sarcastically. “Check the GPS locator for my vehicle. You’ll find it backs up everything I’ve said. Just like the data for my phone.”
“Don’t worry,” Crouch said. “My team is examining it now.”
“Blake,” Roger said. She leaned forward over the table’s edge, her expression softening. “Is there anybody who can attest to your narrative? Anybody you saw last night?”
Blake began shaking her head when she stopped. She was alone last night, but somebody had seen her leave.
“Ask Amy Ventnor,” she said. “She watched me head out to the hospital. I saw her out of the corner of my eye.”
“At that time?”
“I guess she couldn’t sleep,” Blake said flatly, eyeing Special Agent Crouch with an expression that bordered on contempt. “I can’t imagine why.”

THE DOOR to the interview room swung open again almost five hours later, during which time Blake had passed through pretty much every stage of grief. She got hung up on anger for an unhealthy length of time. Depression hit while one of the department’s administrative staff entered and asked her if she wanted anything to eat or drink. She’d merely shaken her head and stared blankly back until the woman backtracked.
But now she had reached acceptance. This was happening, whether she liked it or not. Somebody was trying to frame her for the attempt on Aaron Weller’s life. Her theory that the killings of her parents, the Ventnors, and an unknown number of others were all connected was no longer just a hypothesis in her mind.
It was the truth.
And now she had to prove it.
Rogers and Crouch entered, as they had before. This time the SBI agent wasn’t carrying a folder for her to obsess over. His expression was pinched, almost angry. Some of the exhaustion she seen in Rogers’ eyes earlier was gone, though the captain still seemed weighed down by the day’s events.
Blake just waited for one of the two law enforcement officials to break the ice. She kept studying both carefully but said nothing.
“We contacted Amy Ventnor,” Rogers said as she sat down in front of her. “She confirmed your statement of events. According to her, she was pacing all night long. Kept stopping by the window and looking out onto the street. She’s certain she saw your car out front most of the night until you sped off to the hospital.”
Blake nodded, then turned her gaze on Crouch. “And the GPS data?”
When he said nothing, Rogers cut back in. “The location data confirms your story, too.”
“What about the Taser in my car?” Blake said flatly, still eyeing Crouch. “Is it missing any cartridges?”
Again, Rogers said, “No. They’re all there.”
“So I’m free to go?” Blake said, shifting her posture for the first time. The muscles in her lower half twinged from the sudden movement after so long seated in one place.
“You’re a person of interest in my investigation,” Crouch said.
“Understood,” Blake said. “Am I under arrest?”
He stared back at her for a long time, a muscle twitching on his left temple. Blake matched his gaze without blinking, unwilling to give him the satisfaction of besting her.
Crouch scowled as his eyes flicked toward the ground.
“Blake,” Rogers said softly. “I’m placing you on a leave of absence from the department. You will remain on full pay until we’ve cleared up this mess.”
Blake had suspected this would happen all afternoon. It was logical, and in Rogers’ shoes, she would probably have made the same choice. But the words nevertheless felt like a battering ram to her gut.
“You believe this shit, Captain?” she choked out.
“I believe in you, Blake. But I have to do my job. It would be best if you remained in Northern Pines for the time being. Can you do that?”
She gave a tight nod.
“What about the other thing?” Crouch said. She was beginning to hate the sound of his voice.
There was a slight flicker of emotion on Rogers’ face that might’ve meant she shared the same reaction, though she was too professional to make it clear. “Blake, please don’t contact Detective Wilson or anybody else in the department until your suspension is complete. I know you know why.”
Blake did. It was so that she didn’t prejudice the investigation into herself.
The bullshit investigation.
“Yeah, I get it,” she said, unable to completely contain the bitter note in her voice. “And I guess it’s not a leave of absence after all.”
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TWENTY-NINE
It was only when Blake stepped outside, evening darkness already swallowing the daylight she’d missed, that she realized how completely her life had just changed. When she arrived at the crime scene first thing that morning, she’d been a respected police lieutenant.
Now her gun, badge, phone, and the keys to her departmental SUV were all gone. And she couldn’t even ask anyone for a ride home.
A set of headlights flashed on the opposite side of the parking lot. A moment later, the sound of a car door opening and closing echoed toward her. She squinted as a silhouette made its way through the gloom toward her.
“Ryan?”
“Melissa called,” Ryan explained as he approached. His black eye was even more pronounced in the shadows cast by the streetlights. “She said you’d need a ride home.”
Strangely, it was this double kindness that finally broke through the dam that Blake had built around her emotions. First Melissa calling Ryan and then him actually showing up. She felt her throat tightening, tears pricking at the corners of her eyes, and the warmth in the chest that had always signaled a minor breakdown in her youth.
Ryan looped his arm around her waist and gently but forcefully guided her toward the car. “Just keep walking,” he said quietly. “We can talk in the car.”
In private was the subtext. Blake was struck dumb by the sensitivity and thoughtfulness of that statement.
Blake felt her legs wobbling beneath her. She gripped Ryan’s arm for support. “Everybody stared at me as I walked out,” she said hoarsely. “I couldn’t meet their eyes.”
“Melissa explained,” Ryan said as he opened his truck door for her. He pushed her softly upward to get her number muscles to move. “Nobody thinks you’re guilty.”
“She told you what happened?”
“Enough.” Ryan nodded, looking at her with a strange ferocity in his gaze.
Does he hate me?
The same thoughts that had overwhelmed her in the department building a couple of minutes earlier flooded through her mind just then. She was certain she could hear the judgment in the looks they’d all shot her.
“I know you, Blake,” he said, pushing his forehead against hers and daring her not to meet his eyes. “And I know you didn’t fucking do this. So does Melissa, you understand? You have friends. We’re not gonna let this happen to you. But you need to do something for us.”
“What?”
“Fight. Don’t give up. Be Blake.”
“I can’t talk to Melissa. Can’t be in contact with anyone in the department. What can I do?”
Ryan grinned. “I have faith in you. You’ll find a way.”

“BLAKE LARSEN. Let me guess. You need a favor?”
Mark Rowley’s voice was tinged with amusement as he answered the phone, but Blake flushed anyway. It was true. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d called her old colleague from the Army’s Criminal Investigative Division just to shoot the shit.
“Apparently you know me too well,” she said ruefully. “Can I owe you one?”
“I’ll add it to the list. It’s like a CVS receipt at this point.”
“Sorry.”
He chuckled down the phone. “Forget about it. How can I help?”
Blake quickly filled him in on the situation but not without shame flushing her cheeks. The situation she had found herself in was anathema to people in her line of work, for whom the saying ‘there’s no smoke without fire’ was pretty much a professional credo. After all, when you sat opposite people who told you they were innocent right to your face even as they were holding a bloody knife, it was hard to retain faith in the human race.
“That’s some real shit, Blake,” Mark said.
“No kidding.”
“How you holding up?”
“About as well as you’d think. I can’t just sit on my hands and let myself be railroaded, okay? I’ve got a theory, but it’s going to sound crazy.” Blake paused to steel herself, her tone dropping as she continued, “You remember what I told you about my parents?”
There was a short pause before Mark said, “Blake, it’s kind of a hard thing to forget.”
“A couple was found dead across the street from me about a week ago. Murder-suicide, just like my mom and dad.”
Mark whistled. “Heavy shit.”
“I think it was staged,” Blake said, voicing her theory to somebody else for the first time. “I think they were both murdered. And I’m starting to wonder whether that’s what happened to my parents, too.”
There was a much longer pause this time. Blake ended it. “You ever meet a CID agent called Skip Hobson?”
Something rustled on the other end of the line. “Name rings a bell, maybe. Can’t picture him.”
“He retired a few years back. He was on his way out by the time he picked up my parents’ case. I spoke to him just before he died. He suspected there was more to the deaths than met the eye. He was going to dig out his old case files and look through them for me.”
“Let me guess, he got himself murdered?”
“His death was ruled natural causes. But I don’t buy it. His wife gave me one of his old notebooks. I think he was working a theory that my parents’ deaths matched a pattern of other similar killings across multiple states. Maybe all on military facilities.”
“A serial killer?” Mark said.
“Could be,” Blake said. “And if I’m right, it’s somebody with military training and the kind of skills needed to remain undetected all this time.”
“Thanks for getting me involved in this, Blake,” Mark said sarcastically. “You think I need to be worried about falling out of a window?”
“Just stay on the first floor,” Blake said, laughing with little humor. “And try not to shoot yourself three times in the head.”
“What do you need me to look into?”
“Check your email. I’m sending it now.”
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THIRTY
Blake frowned as she heard a knock on her front door. The sound startled her out of the obsessed fugue state she’d fallen into, sitting on the floor of the upstairs bedroom office. She noticed as if for the first time the chaos of files that surrounded her. She’d been here so long her laptop’s battery had run down to nothing. It lay on the floor in front of her, screen dead.
I gave Ryan a key.
He’d insisted on heading to the store to buy some groceries after taking one look at the interior of her fridge. She didn’t blame him. If he was going to cook, then he was going to need more than a limp bell pepper and leftovers from three different takeout containers that had been in there long enough to grow their own strains of fur.
The key situation was temporary. But unless he’d managed to lose it already, then whoever was at her front door was unexpected. Nobody from the department was likely to swing by, and though she understood the reason, the reality still pained her.
She went downstairs, retrieving her backup on the way. She didn’t ordinarily greet guests with a loaded weapon, she thought as she chambered a round. But right now seemed like a time where she couldn’t be too careful.
Blake padded quietly to the front door in her bare feet. She held the firearm by her side, muzzle pointed toward the ground. Without breathing, she peered through the peephole. She relaxed the second she saw the face of her visitor, though their presence raised even more questions. She slid the pistol into the back of her jeans and pulled her T-shirt down over it, then swung the door wide open.
“Shit,” Amy said, her hand jumping to her throat before she stilled the motion. “I didn’t hear you coming. Sorry.”
“I didn’t mean to startle you,” Blake said. “What can I do for you?”
Amy narrowed her gaze. “I hear you’re off my parents’ case, Lieutenant.”
“I can’t comment on official business,” Blake said neutrally. She shouldn’t really be talking to Amy Ventnor at all. That was almost certainly a breach of her agreement with Captain Rogers.
“I’m not asking you to. I told you Oscar wasn’t the person you should be looking at. But you believe me now that somebody else did this, don’t you?”
Blake pursed her lips. “Why do you say that?”
“Because six hours ago, your captain called me asking if I could provide you an alibi. I’ve spent the rest of the afternoon looking into you, Lieutenant. And since you really don’t strike me as the killing type, I figure you must be being targeted by the same person who killed my parents.”
“There’s no evidence—” Blake began.
“Of course there isn’t,” Amy interrupted. “But you suspect something, don’t you? I can see it on your face.”
Blake grimaced, her face knotted with indecision. She knew what she should do: refer Amy back to either Melissa or Captain Rogers. There was a simple two-word answer to anything Amy could throw at her.
No comment.
“I’m not stupid, Lieutenant,” Amy continued. “I can help you. But not if you treat me like an idiot.”
“Why do you think I’m being targeted?” Blake asked.
That didn’t sound like ‘No comment’…
She gritted her teeth, hoping she wouldn’t regret going down this path.
“Can I trust you to be straight with me, Lieutenant?”
Blake saw Ryan’s truck slowing on the road behind Amy. Instead of parking, he rolled down the window and shot her a questioning look. She signaled for him not to intervene. She sensed that Amy wanted to tell her something. Something important.
“You can.” She nodded.
“Something occurred to me after Captain Rogers hung up the phone earlier. Yours wasn’t the only car I saw last night.”
“I don’t understand.”
“An SUV just like yours pulled up to the curb. I don’t know the time exactly. I was drinking,” Amy said, flushing slightly at the admission. “It sat there for five or ten minutes. I didn’t see a driver get out, but I wasn’t at the window the entire time. I went to get more wine, and it was gone.”
Blake’s eyes widened. “Did you get the license plate?”
“Lieutenant, I was drunk. And I didn’t know I was supposed to be staking out the detective investigating my parents’ murders.”
Blake didn’t correct her description of the case. She regretted now that she hadn’t treated it as suspicious from the start.
“How long did you watch it after it pulled up?”
“Five, maybe ten minutes?” Amy said. “I thought it might be your partner coming to give you some news about the case. That’s why I was watching.”
Blake heard the mild embarrassment in her voice. “And nobody got out in that time?”
“No. There was no light in the cabin, either. Just the screen on the dashboard glowing.”
“Where was it parked?”
Amy turned and pointed to a spot directly across the road. Far enough away that Blake probably wouldn’t have just happened to notice a parked car in the dark. Close enough for whoever was inside to be able to look through her front windows and see that she was home. “Right there.”

“WHAT WAS THAT ALL ABOUT?” Ryan asked her as he laid the grocery bag down on the kitchen countertop. Axe padded amiably around the kitchen floor, twice rubbing his sides against Blake’s legs as he passed.
“Huh?” she asked, distracted by the implications of what Amy had told her.
“Earth to Blake.” Ryan grinned. “You in there?”
Blake glanced around the kitchen she’d now lived in for more than six months. Suddenly it felt alien and unwelcoming. “Can you help me outside for a sec?”
He frowned but said, “Sure.”
Blake unlocked the door that led from the kitchen out into the yard. She kept walking until she was at least six feet away from the house. “Close the door behind you.”
“What’s with the cloak and dagger routine?” Ryan asked after doing as she instructed.
“That was Amy Ventnor,” Blake said, jerking her chin as if she could point through her house and across the street. “She thinks I was being watched last night.”
Ryan expression hardened immediately. “By who?”
“I don’t know exactly,” she admitted, puffing a frustrated breath of air out through her lips. “But I think it’s the same person who put Aaron Weller in the hospital.”
“Why?”
“Call it paranoia. But if someone’s trying to set me up for Aaron’s murder, then they couldn’t just rely on sending emails from my account. They had to make sure I was home alone so that I didn’t have an alibi. I just happened to get lucky with Amy.”
Blake winced the moment she said it. The only reason Amy was awake was because both her parents had been murdered. Real lucky.
“You know what I mean,” she said.
“Why are we outside?”
“When I went to visit Skip Hobson’s widow, she told me his personal files were missing. I noticed evidence of a potential break-in. Nothing conclusive, but Sarah Hobson swore blind that nobody would’ve moved Skip’s files. I found money in his top drawer. And only one case where the files were missing.”
“That’s awfully coincidental,” Ryan said, raising his eyes.
“I think whoever’s targeting me knows what they’re doing. Probably some kind of military training. And the fact that they got into my PD email suggests they’re technically proficient. I think we have to assume that the house is bugged until I can prove otherwise.”
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THIRTY-ONE
First thing the next morning, Blake went to the Best Buy on the edge of town and purchased a clean laptop and a new smart phone. She walked across the parking lot and grabbed a booth in a diner called First Watch. As she waited for a cup of coffee, she set up a fresh email account and pinged Mark a follow-up email to let him know where to send whatever he dug up.
Ryan had convinced one of his old special forces buddies who now worked for a security contractor that provided various services to the numerous paramilitary and defense contractors that dotted the area around Fort Bragg to ‘borrow’ some countersurveillance equipment from work.
Blake glanced at the screen of her new phone. A message from Ryan popped up on screen. His was the only number programmed into the device’s memory.
Starting sweep now.
This wasn’t the first time Ryan had provided invaluable help to her without ever really being asked. But at least previously, she’d had a future ahead of her. What did she have to offer now? She was on the brink of being a washed-up cop whose public reputation was mud.
“Concentrate,” she muttered to herself, shooting daggers at a middle-aged businessman who gave her a curious look.
Until Ryan and his buddy finished sweeping her house, she couldn’t risk using any of her usual devices. In fact, it was best to avoid connecting to any public Wi-Fi network, or even the one at her own house in case it was compromised. So she hotspotted off her new phone. The Internet was slower than she would’ve liked but passable.
“Okay, Captain Charlotte,” she murmured. “Let’s make this quick.”
Charlotte, whoever he or she was, had been Skip Hobson’s commanding officer. If anyone was going to know about the agent’s investigation into her parents’ deaths after all this time, it would be him.
Blake warned herself not to get her hopes up. Her parents’ deaths had been ruled a murder-suicide. It was an open and shut case. Even if Skip had continued his own mostly off-the-books investigation, he probably wasn’t doing it with the same level of oversight or resources an ordinary case would have.
Charlotte, CID, Fort Bragg, she typed into Google.
The search term returned tens of thousands of results, a quick scan of which revealed that they were all completely useless. Blake clicked on the icon for advanced search and narrowed the date range to the one she’d seen in Skip’s notepad.
“Better.”
She discovered an archived Military Times article into a vehicular manslaughter on the grounds of Fort Bragg. The copy contained a reference to a Captain Charlotte.
“So,” Blake said, drumming her fingers on the table. “Your name is Adam.”
She refined her search query, holding her breath as she hoped that Adam Charlotte had remained in the area. It was far from a given after all this time.
She found a LinkedIn page with a picture of a man in his forties. According to the list of jobs displayed, he had retired as a major. Following that, he’d practiced law in Raleigh. The last update to the page was over five years earlier.
Adam Charlotte had to be in his late fifties now, judging by his college date range right at the bottom of his profile page. It was plausible that he’d already retired. Didn’t need a LinkedIn page anymore or the daily emails telling him that he was on a roll. He had a military pension, and maybe he’d done well enough in his law practice to top it up. Maybe he was just frugal.
Blake next found a Facebook page. The profile picture was the same one as Charlotte had used on LinkedIn. The public-facing section of the page had a number of birthday well-wishes visible but no recent posts. She scrolled back as far as she could go, the computer screen hanging several times as her slow Internet connection labored to catch up.
When the page finally loaded, a picture of Charlotte with two teenage boys flashed up on screen. They were standing around a barbecue pit. The caption read: Teaching the boys to grill.
Blake felt a rusty knife shift just a millimeter somewhere deep inside her chest. Detective work necessitated a whole lot of prying into other people’s usually perfectly happy private lives. She’d been doing it for years. And still, sometimes, it hurt to see what she’d never had.
She began scrolling up. The stream of pictures and captions and posts flowed quickly at first, a slice of perfect Americana. Holidays in Mexico, hiking trips to Yosemite, fishing, baseball games. By the time Blake was three years in, she thought she knew everything about Adam Charlotte there was to know.
And then there was the photo of him in a hospital gown. He looked skinnier than before. He was flashing a thumbs up, but there was a nervous strain in his eyes and a pinched expression on his face that suggested he was in pain.
I felt off my game for weeks. Mary made me go check it out. It’s prostate cancer. Guys, check your junk, okay? I’ll be here. Still fighting. Adam.
After that, the updates grew less and less frequent. The most recent one was posted three months earlier. In every photo, Adam looked sicker than the last. Finally he was lying in what looked like a hospital bed, an IV line feeding into a port on his chest.
Still fighting. Adam.
“Dammit,” Blake whispered as her gaze fixed on the location. Loving Hands Hospice, Fayetteville.
If only she’d started looking into this months earlier, like Caleb had. Years, even. She’d lived most of her life believing that her dad was guilty. And now maybe it was too late to prove he wasn’t.
She slumped back into the booth. A server approached with a coffee pot. “Need a top up?”
Blake nodded numbly. Her eyes stayed fixated on the photograph of Adam Charlotte in his hospice bed. Had Skip Hobson’s secrets died with him?
After a while, she frowned. None of her Google searches had turned up an obituary. That wasn’t unusual, since local journalism wasn’t exactly what it once was.
Sorry, Aaron…
But neither was there a goodbye message on his Facebook page. Was there any hope he was still alive? And even if he was, could she in good conscience put this kind of strain on a dying man?
“Find out if he’s alive first,” Blake muttered. “Have your existential crisis later.”
She searched for Loving Hands Hospice’s phone number and dialed.

HER PHONE RANG JUST as she turned into the hospice’s parking lot. Now that she no longer had access to the department’s SUV, she was back to using her own truck. She’d barely used it in months, so it was lucky it ran at all.
“Ryan, what’s up?”
“You driving?”
“Yeah. Just parking. One second.” She backed into a space and turned off the engine. “Better?”
“Much. Where are you?”
“Long story. I’ll explain later.”
“Okay. Your house is clean. We swept the whole place twice. Unless somebody’s installed some kind of CIA-grade listening device, nobody’s watching you while you sleep.”
Blake breathed out a sigh of relief. “Guess I was just paranoid after all. Sorry.”
“Don’t be. I wasn’t finished. We found an anomaly while we were testing your Wi-Fi. Don’t ask me to explain. Sid’s taking your router back to the lab.”
“An anomaly?”
“Something to do with port access? I was listening but I wasn’t really hearing. Like I said, don’t ask me to explain how it works.”
“When will we know something?”
“Could be a day or two. Maybe longer. Sid’s going out on a limb here.”
“Yeah, I get it. Thanks, Ryan. See you later?”
“Sure thing.”
She ended the call and stared at the front of the hospice. It was a brick building, no more than ten or twenty years old. The flowerbeds out front were neatly maintained. But it was still a medical facility. There was only so much you could do to soften the edges and mask the sterility.
Worse, people didn’t tend to walk out of facilities like Loving Hands.
Blake didn’t know how she was going to play this until she walked up to the reception. She didn’t have an appointment, and she no longer had her badge. Worse, because of her suspension, this was definitely no longer official business. Relying on her authority wasn’t an option.
“Can I do something for you, ma’am?” the receptionist asked sweetly.
Blake nodded and mirrored the woman’s smile. “I was hoping you could help. You have a patient called Adam Charlotte here, right?”
“Do you have an appointment?”
“No.”
“And are you on Mr. Charlotte’s friends and family list?”
“Lena—is it okay if I call you that?” Blake asked, reading off the woman’s name badge.
“It’s my name,” she said.
“I’m here to do a favor for an old friend of Adam’s. He was called Skip Hobson. He died recently,” Blake lied. She offered up a prayer for forgiveness. “He never got to say goodbye.”
“Ma’am, if you’re not on the list…”
“Call me Blake,” she said. “Skip was law enforcement, just like Adam. They had a bond. It would mean a lot if you would just check.”
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THIRTY-TWO
The duty nurse gave Blake a tongue lashing that left her under no illusions about what the woman thought of her unscheduled visit.
“You’ve got ten minutes. Not a second longer. Don’t say anything that could upset him, you understand? Mr. Charlotte’s very fragile.”
The longer she went on, the worse Blake felt. Did she have any right to risk a man’s life just to chase down a lead? Her parents had died a long time ago. Would he even remember the case?
“Wait here,” the nurse said brusquely, stopping by a door. The brass nameplate outside read A. Charlotte. She disappeared inside, leaving Blake standing awkwardly in the hallway.
She glanced around, taking in relatively modern and well-maintained furniture. Even a couple of vases staffed with bouquets of fresh-cut flowers. This certainly didn’t feel like an underfunded, overworked VA hospice. Even the nurse’s hostility came from a place of care.
“Ten minutes,” the woman said she exited the small room. “I’ll be waiting. And remember what I told you.”
Blake entered and closed the door behind her. The room was small and carpeted in a durable but cold fabric. There was a vase of flowers on a table by the window. And Adam Charlotte lay on a single hospital bed on the righthand side of the room. The covers were pulled over his skeletal frame and tucked up just underneath his armpits.
He twitched. Made a coughing sound. Then began to convulse.
Blake rushed over, searching for a panic button. Her eyes were wide with horror. Jesus, had she killed the poor bastard?
It was only when she was standing over him that she realized that his eyes were twinkling with amusement. He was smiling, and though he was coughing furiously, the sounds were mingled with the tinkle of laughter.
“Tissue,” he said, pointing at a box. Well, he attempted to raise his arm off the bed, anyway.
Blake plucked several out, her heart racing, and handed them to him. He mopped his mouth, and for the first time Blake noticed he’d coughed up droplets of blood.
“She means well,” he said in a wheezing voice as his hand dropped back to the bed, the tissues disappearing out of sight underneath it. “Don’t take it personally.”
“Should I get her? Are you okay?”
“What does it look like?” Adam wheezed. “I’m dying. If not today, then tomorrow, or the day after that. Or a week from now, or a month.”
He stopped talking, his chest heaving as if he’d just run a marathon. Blake momentarily closed her eyes, regretting having come here at all. If she had only known exactly how sick he was…
You knew.
“Do you need help?”
“Are you a world-renowned cancer researcher?”
“No…”
“A drug company rep here to enroll me in a trial for a miracle cure?”
“Unfortunately not,” Blake said, playing along with what she now realized was Adam’s game.
“Then there’s not much you can do for me, is there? Why don’t you start by telling me why you’re here? I spoke to Skip before he died. We already said our goodbyes. And besides, it’s not like we were close.”
Blake winced. “I might have been economical with the truth to get in here.”
“Obviously. You’re a cop?”
“You can tell?”
“We have a sixth sense, don’t we?” Adam said, eyelids sagging as his head dropped back onto the pillow. His energy appeared to be draining fast.
“Mine’s not as good as yours.”
“It will be soon,” Adam laughed. Again he dabbed his lips with tissues. More blood.
“Mr. Charlotte –”
“Adam.”
“Okay, Adam. My name’s Blake Larsen. Skip investigated my parents’ deaths a long time ago.”
He looked at her sharply, intrigue replacing the exhaustion in his gaze. “You’re the daughter?”
“You remember the case?”
“Skip never shut up about it,” Adam said. “But all that was a long time ago. Why are you here now?”
“Because I don’t think the past is buried, after all.”
His eyes narrowed. “Skip told you about his serial killer theory?”
“No. We didn’t exactly get that far before he died. He had one?”
“He had a theory,” Adam said. “What he didn’t have was any evidence to back it up. Do you?”
Blake told him about the Ventnors, her suspicions about Skip’s death, and the attack on Aaron Weller. She thought he would tire the longer she went on, but if anything, he seemed to draw energy from it.
“So what do you want from me?” he finally asked when she was done.
“Skip’s notes are gone. Maybe taken, though I don’t have any proof. I have the original murder book on my parents, but there’s nothing in it that helps me. Is there anything you can tell me that might help? Do you have any contemporaneous notes?”
“I did,” Adam coughed. “But they got lost during a personnel move. The Army transferred me to Germany for a year toward the end of my career. My wife and boys made it, luckily. But where a lifetime of possessions got to, I guess I’ll never know.”
“Is there anything else you can tell me, Adam? Anything at all would help.”
He closed his eyes and said nothing for a long time. The longer the silence lasted, the smaller he looked. Eventually he opened his eyes and shook his head. “I’m sorry. My memory isn’t what it used to be. It’s all in there somewhere, but when I reach for it, it’s like I’m pushing my hand through fog.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Blake said, doing her best to resist looking crestfallen. Adam had at least confirmed that the locations she’d seen in Skip’s notepad were connected to a serial killer theory. That was a start. “I have other irons in the fire.”
That part wasn’t exactly a lie, but it wasn’t the whole truth either. She had other leads. But none were as promising as this one.
“Skip did have one suspect. I’m trying to remember his name.”
Blake’s eyes widened. She held her breath but said nothing in case she disturbed his train of thought. Again the silence built before Adam spoke.
“There was a pattern of complaints on base in the months leading up to your mother’s death. Skip was the one who put it together.”
“What kind of complaints?”
“A number of women reported being stalked around that time. Said they were being followed home, all gave a matching description. Skip didn’t connect it to your mother’s case until years later.”
“How come?”
“He did a trawl through pretty much every file CID had at the time. Except your mother, none of the women came to any harm.”
“So what was the link?”
“Only that all the women were married. All the same height and age, and all dark-haired. And all had kids.” He coughed. “That was six or seven different women. I don’t know how Skip even connected the dots together. But somehow he did. Never did get anything on the suspect, though.”
“You remember his name?”
“It just came back to me. I guess I heard it enough. Brett Hayes.”
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THIRTY-THREE
By the time Blake returned from the hospice in Fayetteville, her new inbox had its first email. There was a quick cover note from Mark explaining that he’d pulled case files from CID records for every murder-suicide, double murder of a co-habiting couple and murder of a female recorded on any Army base in the locations listed in Skip’s notebook.
I threw in a few unsolved home invasions for good measure. I don’t envy you.
As Blake clicked through the attachments, she understood why. There were so many different case files he’d been forced to send them as a separate file transfer. There had to be hundreds of them. It would take hours just to scan through the first couple of pages for each of the different cases. Days or weeks to go through them in detail.
And it goes without saying, but you didn’t get this from me.
“I’m starting to wish I hadn’t,” Blake said to her empty living room.
She decided to start by taking a deeper look into Brett Hayes, the creep Adam Charlotte had told her about. She tapped the name into a Google search box and waited for the results to populate.
“Who are you?”
Brett had that rarest of characteristics in the modern age: no social media profile. Worse, Blake was starting to feel the realities of her suspension from duty biting. She no longer had access to law enforcement databases. It felt like losing a limb. There were hundreds of men named Brett Hayes across the United States. Even modifying the search term with a Fort Bragg location—where she and Caleb had originally grown up, and where their parents had been murdered—didn’t narrow it down much.
This is hopeless.
Blake let out a sigh after twenty or thirty minutes of banging her head against a brick wall and delved into the files Mark had emailed over instead. The only organization structure was in the file name of each document, which listed the Army facility it had been reported on, as well as the date.
She opened a file at random and began browsing through. It described a murder-suicide of a young married couple two decades earlier, several years before her parents’ deaths. Their names were Eleanor and Sam Riggins. Sam Riggins had a list of domestic violence priors that ran over three pages. MPs were called to their residence on numerous occasions, and each time, Eleanor refused to press charges.
“Somebody should have done something,” Blake hissed as she finished the file. It wasn’t even right to say that Sam Riggins’ CO had missed the signals. They were right there in plain sight. Hell, he was waving a fucking flag telling people what he was on the path to doing.
Yet nobody had acted. And Eleanor Riggins had ended up with half a dozen rounds to the chest before Sam blew one through the underside of his chin. Blake didn’t always like looking at crime scene photographs. There was a grisly, cold essence to most of them that made her feel sick. She hoped never to get used to them, no matter how long she worked this job.
But seeing Sam’s body splayed out on the floor didn’t bother her all that much.
Blake closed out the file. She glanced at the clock at the bottom right of her laptop screen. She’d wasted fifteen minutes reading through the entire file, when she could have discounted it in a couple of minutes. She didn’t have time to waste scouring every document in great detail. Not with a killer out there.
She had to be more efficient.
After opening up an Excel spreadsheet, Blake filled in labels for a number of columns: location, year, suspect apprehended?, crime, and a number of others. Her new goal was to work through each of the files as quickly as possible, pulling out only the key details and inputting them into the spreadsheet before moving on to the next. She didn’t need to dig into the meat of each individual case yet. Right now, all that mattered was pulling out patterns. Analysis could come later.
She was still hard at work several hours later when she heard a key turn in her front door. Ryan called out his name to let her know not to worry as Axe bounded through and communicated that in a very different way.
Blake looped her arm around the dog’s neck and gave him a long scratch on the underside of his chin. He closed his eyes and made a purring sound that would have made far more sense if it came out of a Siamese cat.
“What are you up to?” Ryan asked.
“The hell if I know,” she admitted, closing her eyes and massaging them with the tips of her fingers. “Doing the grunt work. Might turn into something. Probably won’t. Still gotta do it.”
“That’s the spirit,” Ryan said. “Beer?”
Blake let out a long sigh. She looked up at him, glanced at the table on the spreadsheet that now stretched all the way down to 126 rows—how did that happen?—and said, “You read my mind.”
He walked to the refrigerator and grabbed two bottles, popping the caps before walking back over to the couch and handing one to Blake. They clinked, then lifted the necks to their lips in unison.
“Thanks for, you know,” she began before tailing off awkwardly. Her cheeks flushed a bright red.
“What, poking into your underwear drawer with an electronic wand? What red-blooded American male hasn’t done that after the second date?”
“Mostly the ones I didn’t have to arrest,” Blake fired back before grinning. “Thanks anyway. Anything from your buddy?”
The warmth of the alcohol was already trickling down the back of her throat, a pleasant contrast to the ice-cold beer. There were probably healthier ways to unwind after the week she was having, but right now Blake really didn’t feel like an hour of yoga.
“Not yet. Could be a day or two. What were you up to earlier?”
Blake explained Adam Charlotte’s back story. “You ever hear the name Brett Hayes?”
Ryan frowned. He considered the question for a few seconds before saying slowly, “Can’t say I have. Someone you know?”
“A potential suspect in my parents’ murder,” Blake said. That was the kind of comment that necessitated another sip of beer, so she duly obliged. “But there’s no evidence connecting him to the murders. Just Skip’s gut feel. God, I wish I could ask him.”
“You’ll get there,” Ryan said. “I’m not sure I’ve ever met anybody quite as dogged as you.”
Axe chose that very moment to look up, then roll onto his side and sigh dramatically.
Blake chuckled. “He’ll get jealous.”
Ryan leaned closer to her. He looked up and matched her gaze and didn’t look away. “Maybe he should.”
The shiver that ran down Blake’s spine was unlike anything she could ever remember feeling. It went all the way down to her core before vibrating out to every extremity. She’d slept with Ryan before, of course she had. The sex was good, and it didn’t hurt that he was fitter than any boyfriend she’d ever had.
But it wasn’t about sex.
Not totally.
“Is that right?” she said, more breathlessly than she intended to. Her heart rate was beginning to tick up. Slowly at first, then all at once.
“Yes, actually,” Ryan said. He still hadn’t blinked. His gaze was still drilling mercilessly into hers, as if daring her to look away. “Because the truth is, Blake, I think I’m falling in love with you.”
Blake drew in a breath just to buy herself some thinking time. It didn’t help. Her mind was suddenly completely blank. She spoke in a strangled gasp. “You think?”
Ryan shook his head. “I know.”
He didn’t give her a chance to answer, not that she could have. Instead he leaned in and planted his lips on hers as he looped one of his muscular arms around her lower back and pulled her closer. Blake felt a heat building deep within her. She wondered if she was supposed to say something in response, but she still couldn’t think.
And besides, there wasn’t time.
Ryan’s hand found its way in underneath her top. She let out a slight moan as his fingertips traced gently down her skin, leaving a trail of fire in their wake. Her head tipped back, and she was about to succumb completely when she pulled away.
“Everything okay?”
“More than just okay,” Blake said, half-panting. She threaded her fingers through his hair and pulled him down for another kiss. When she finally let him up, she jerked her chin at Axe, who was still sleeping on the floor. “He just shouldn’t see what we’re about to do.”
OceanofPDF.com



THIRTY-FOUR
When Blake’s eyes snapped open the following morning, she wondered whether it had all been a crazy dream. Last night felt like the breaking down of a wall between her and Ryan. A frenzied melding of two bodies into one.
Her neck turned until her cheek lay flat against the bedsheets. Ryan was fast asleep, curled in the fetal position. His chest rose and fell gently. He looked utterly at peace.
Not just a dream, then.
She lay there and just watched him for a long while, wondering what had prompted Ryan to come out and say that he loved her last night. Why now? What had changed?
He gave up waiting for you to make your damn mind up, that’s what changed.
And, Blake decided, she was extremely glad that he did. It wasn’t intentional, but she’d been teasing him for weeks now.
Months.
Deep down, she’d known that she felt something for him for a long time. She just wasn’t ready to admit it to herself. Ready to be vulnerable again. To risk getting hurt. Everybody she’d ever loved had been taken from her. Her parents. Caleb. Some part of her still feared that allowing herself to love was just a way of setting herself up for failure.
It was a one-way ticket to loneliness. Depression. A life lived and died alone.
And yet for so long, she’d been resigned to that fate. Decided it was better than rolling the dice and opening up her heart. Why not just become another washed-up, burnt-out cop who gave their best years to the department, only to die of a heart attack five years after getting their pension?
Blake had never paid much attention to the future. Part of her always figured she’d never survive that long. And with Caleb gone, she wondered if she had anything to live for anyway.
Well, now you do.
Ryan stirred at her side. His eyelids twitched rapidly, and she wondered what he was dreaming about. Her?
“Don’t get ahead of yourself, Blake,” she whispered. Despite that, she felt a broad smile creeping across her face. A sense of warmth and contentment that she could rarely remember experiencing.
It didn’t last.
A low growl sounded from downstairs. For an instant Blake couldn’t place the sound. She’d forgotten all about Axe. And then she remembered Axe’s reaction seconds before Sergeant Doug and other cowboys from the sheriff’s office had busted through Ryan’s front door a few nights earlier.
A kick of adrenaline scoured all of the warmth from Blake’s veins. She rolled out of bed, dropping lightly onto the floor and barely making a sound. Ryan’s white T-shirt was the first item of clothing she came across, so she slipped it over her naked body. She didn’t want to waste time fiddling with yesterday’s jeans, so she slid open a drawer and pulled out a pair of athletic shorts. She crept downstairs a moment later, Axe’s growls growing louder with every step.
“What is it, buddy?” she whispered as she reached the last step. He was standing on the couch, head cocked to one side, hackles up behind his neck and on his haunches. Something had definitely spooked him.
With Blake present, Axe’s growls instantly silenced. He stayed in his alert posture, primed and ready to charge. If she didn’t have the nerves on the back of her neck standing up, Blake would have marveled at the dog’s intelligence. He’d alerted his pack. No need to warn whoever was coming of what lay in wait.
Her eyes darted around. The doors were shut. No sign of an intruder on the first floor. Though Axe would have made damn sure they didn’t get a foot past the threshold. She began to frown. What the hell was going on?
She took another quiet step forward. The cool floor sent a chill running up through the soles of her feet. It heightened the tension playing through her body like an over-tightened guitar string.
Her eyes snapped wide open as she heard a cracking sound from outside, like a foot stepping on a twig or another piece of detritus in the front yard. She glanced over her shoulder, back up the stairs to where Ryan was sleeping. Briefly wondered whether she should wake him. But she didn’t want to risk calling out for him loud enough that whoever was outside might hear. For all she knew, knowing they’d been discovered might provoke an attacker to throw caution to the wind.
Her gaze passed over the oven clock. It wasn’t even 6 a.m. No way this was an innocent visitor. Normal people didn’t sneak up on houses long before the working day started.
She padded quickly to the kitchen, stepping lightly so as not to make a sound but moving with a sense of urgency. She opened the door to the cereal cupboard and pulled out the pistol she stored there. It had seemed reasonable at the time: one upstairs, one down. The way things were going lately, she’d need one in every room of the house.
Blake flicked off the safety and chambered a round. A comforting metallic scrape echoed around her living room. She felt steadier with the weight of the weapon in her hands. Axe glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. She felt like he was waiting impatiently for her to do something.
“It’s coming, buddy,” she whispered. “It’s coming.”
She moved quietly to the front window. Crouched to the side and pulled back the curtain just a fraction of an inch. Did it slowly to avoid attracting attention. With the material out of the way, more noise flooded through the glass.
It sounded like somebody was murmuring. Whispering. She could only hear the tone, not the words. Could it be a pair of intruders discussing how to plan their attack?
A simple mantra had guided Blake most of her life. If somebody’s going to hit you, make sure you do it first.
It was a motto that had gotten her in trouble at school when the other kids learned about her mom’s murder and teased her relentlessly, asking when she was going to snap and kill them. The bullying had escalated from verbal to physical. At least it had until Blake had knocked down the ringleader of the group during recess, a girl named Sally. Sally had beautiful long blond hair that she tied in pigtails with pink ribbons at the bottom.
So Blake had pinned her to the floor and cut them off with a pair of arts and craft scissors. After that, the teasing stopped. It hadn’t won Blake any friends, but neither did she regret doing what she had.
She crept to the front door. Crouched low and pressed her left ear to the cool wood. Another crack, then the sound of a shoe sole scraping on the ground. Strangely, she wondered if the noise was getting fainter.
Blake reached up and twisted the lock, turning it a fraction of an inch at a time so that the mechanism moved silently. Like the rest of the house, she kept it well oiled and maintained. The deadbolt was noisier, but not by much. She rose and pulled back the door in one motion, side-stepping fast as she brought her pistol up.
“Don’t take another fucking step,” she called out loudly as Axe bounded to her side. She reached down with her free hand and grabbed his harness to hold him back. He was no longer restraining his growls. Blake heard movement upstairs. Ryan being shocked awake.
A man was in the process of disappearing down the side of her house. He stopped dead as he heard the sound of her voice.
“Back up so I can see you,” Blake called. “Nice and slow. I’ve got a pistol pointed at the back of your head. I’ll use it if I have to. And I’m a good shot.”
Without speaking, the intruder did exactly as she instructed. His familiar face came into view just before the camera rig in his hands. He turned to face her, a manic, obsessed grin stretching across his face.
“Did you kill your parents, Lieutenant Larsen?” were the first words that came out of Steve Lynch’s mouth. “Did you murder Mike and Maggie Ventnor?”
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THIRTY-FIVE
For an instant, just an instant, rage at the question so thoroughly overwhelmed Blake that she considered putting a bullet through Lynch’s kneecap. What right did this lowlife, gutter-dwelling piece of shit have to disturb her sleep, the best sleep she could remember in years, and accuse her of killing her own parents?
“Easy,” Ryan said, so close she could feel his breath tickle her cheek. He reached out and slowly but firmly took the pistol from her hands just before Lynch brought his camera up to film her.
Blake glanced back at him just longer to see that he was dressed only in pants. He hadn’t even had time to fully button up the fly. As he disappeared behind her, she heard him clear the round from the pistol’s chamber. He returned a moment later, his fly now securely buttoned.
“I suggest you get off this property right the fuck now,” Ryan said, a menacing coldness in his tone that Blake had never heard before. Sure, he was a sweetheart to her. But he’d been an outstanding soldier in one of the military’s foremost special forces groups. He was no pushover. And if push came to shove, she guessed that Lynch would last all of two seconds against him.
“Are you a serial killer, Lieutenant Larsen?” Lynch said, seemingly unbothered by Ryan’s request. He put extra emphasis on the word Lieutenant. As if he knew that she was under suspension. “Why did you kill your parents, Lieutenant?”
“Get out of my fucking yard,” Blake hissed. She was glad that Ryan had taken the pistol from her. Because if he hadn’t, then there was a good chance that Lynch would be missing not just one, but two kneecaps. It would mean serving a couple years behind bars. But could anybody really judge her for doing her part to clean up society?
“Were the Ventnors your next victims, Lieutenant? Or have you killed others along the way?”
Ryan fished into his pants pocket and pulled out a cell phone. Neither of them had had the presence of mind the previous night to recharge their phones, but it seemed to have enough battery. He quickly dialed three digits, then pushed the phone to his ear.
“I need a police response to 178 Mulberry, Northern Pines. There’s a trespasser on the property.”
Lynch’s eyes narrowed.
“He’s right in front of me. I don’t know whether he’s armed.”
“I’m a journalist!” Lynch protested. He had a fanatical intensity in his eyes, so much so that Blake wondered if he really believed it. “Lieutenant, I have information that suggests you murdered your mother and staged the crime scene to look like your father did it. Don’t you think it’s a coincidence that exactly the same crime happens right across the street from your front door?”
Blake gritted her teeth. She was almost consumed by anger. Down the street, she saw curtains twitching and doors opening as people came out to see what was disturbing their morning.
Ryan leaned in again. He spoke so that only she could hear. “When I tell you, let go of Axe’s harness.”
He straightened and said in a voice loud enough to carry down the street—or maybe designed to do so, “Is that a gun?”
As Lynch’s eyes widened, Ryan said, “Now, Blake.”
Her fingers fell away from the canvas straps, and Axe sprinted forward, launching himself through the air and landing on Lynch’s chest in one bound. His weight slammed the TikToker to the ground, punching the oxygen from the man’s lungs. The dog opened its jaw wide and closed it on Lynch’s crotch.
Blake was about to leap toward him and pull the dog back when she realized that Axe was cradling the asshole’s junk so gently he wouldn’t break an egg. He stayed that way, almost paralyzed with fear, for several minutes as the sound of a siren filled the air. A car must have been close by.
She finally relaxed when she saw a pair of blue and reds burning down the street. The police cruiser braked hard to a halt, its two front tires hopping the curb.
“Get it off me!” Lynch yelled, a note of outright panic injected into his voice. “Get this psycho dog away from me. You made a big fucking mistake. They’re going to put him down.”
“The fuck we are,” Jed said, his Northern Pines uniform ruffled from the sprint from the car. “You’re trespassing on this woman’s property. She has every right to defend her home.”
He looked up. “Lieutenant, did you ask him politely to leave?”
Blake cocked her head to one side. “I wouldn’t say I was polite. But I was very clear.”
“Well there you go.” Jed shrugged. He glanced at Ryan. “Mind calling Axe off?”
Ryan whistled. “Here, boy.”
Axe released his jaws and padded back toward the front door. He shook from side to side, then lay down at Ryan’s feet as if nothing had ever happened. He even yawned.
“There we go,” Jed said as he hauled Lynch upright.
“You think you can silence me?” Lynch yelled. “Everybody’s going to know what you did, Lieutenant. You’re a sociopath. And I’m going to bring you down.”

“I GUESS HE WASN’T WRONG,” Blake remarked less than an hour later as the first of what she suspected would be many news alerts pinged on her phone. She showed Ryan the screen.
“Is Northern Pines Police Lieutenant a Killer?” Ryan read out loud, his tone indicating he hadn’t grokked the meaning before he began. “Oh, shit. I’m sorry, Blake.”
Blake intentionally didn’t open the full news article. It was from a statewide media outlet, but she’d been in this game long enough to know that regardless of the truth, this was the kind of story that national press wouldn’t be able to resist covering.
Things are about to get noisy, fast.
Perhaps even worse than the media were the influencer-types that had been spawned by modern social media. Men, women, even teenagers just like Lynch would doubtless pick up the story and remix it a hundred different ways, digging up a childhood pain that she’d intentionally left buried. Worse still, the whole town had probably just received the same news alert.
Blake wondered whether she’d even be able to leave the house. The recent wave of sideways looks after the hacked Pinecone article were bad enough. But how was this going to play out?
A knock sounded at the door. Blake grudgingly pushed herself upright and walked over to answer it. She leaned down to look through the peephole and relaxed when she saw that it was Melissa. She swung the door open.
“Hi, Lieutenant,” Melissa said awkwardly. “How you doing?”
“Hi, Melissa,” Blake said, gesturing for her partner to come on in. “Can I get you a cup of coffee?”
“Lieutenant—?”
“It’s Blake, remember,” she said with a grin, knowing that Melissa was resorting to her formal title to cover her embarrassment about being sent to interview her boss.
“Blake, sure. I’d love a cup, thanks.” Melissa stood awkwardly a couple of steps into Blake’s living room. She smiled as Ryan said hi. “Listen, I want you to know that nobody at the station thinks you had any part in the attack on Aaron. We all know it’s bullshit.”
“Except the captain,” Blake said before grimacing at the realization that she’d let some of her internal frustration slip out.
“I’m not so sure about that,” Melissa said. “The captain will do the right thing.”
Blake hoped that Melissa was right. But she’d been around the block. Had enough experience to know what police departments did when faced with wall-to-wall media coverage. There were essentially two plays: either close ranks or find a sacrificial lamb.
And the longer this went on, the more she worried she was being made the latter.
She covered her thoughts by firing up the coffee machine, then handed Melissa a steaming cup. She was already wide awake enough not to need a top-up of her own. “So shall we get this over with?”
They both sat at the dining table. Melissa pulled out a notepad and pen as Ryan busied himself upstairs. Melissa ran through the standard questions: when was the first time you saw Stephen Lynch, have you had any contact with him, what time did you first notice the disturbance, etc.
Finally she laid down her pen, and their eyes met. Melissa seemed unduly strained by a minor episode of trespassing, though perhaps that wasn’t surprising given the broader situation. “Blake, have you seen his videos?”
She shrugged. “I scanned through a couple. Didn’t click on any. He seems like a garden-variety nut job.”
Melissa reached for her phone. It seemed that Lynch’s TikTok profile was already loaded up on her screen because it was there when the display flickered into life. She scrolled down a couple of rows, then tapped on a video.
The number under the red heart on the right-hand side of the screen indicated that the video had been liked three times. It was about as popular as any of Lynch’s content.
“What would you do if you knew that a police officer was a killer?” Lynch’s voice narrated over footage of an SUV driving down a dark street. His camerawork was shaky, the postproduction nonexistent. The lens flared as the headlamps drew level. “Because I do. Her name is Blake Larsen. She killed her parents. Then her brother. And I’m worried she’s going to kill again.”
“My fucking brother?” Blake hissed. “Who the fuck does this guy think he is? Make sure you put him away for as long as you can. Asshole.”
Melissa paused the video. “He’s an asshole, all right. I won’t fight you on that. But, Blake, he filmed this weeks ago.”
She exited the video, then began scrolling through dozens more just like it. The rectangular windows of content zipped past fast, but not too quickly for Blake to recognize images of her high school yearbook, footage of the front of her house, of her driving to work.
“He’s been stalking me?” Blake said, blinking as she tried to process what she was reading.
“The videos go back a few months. They started just after you took down Hansen’s gang. He posted a couple of stories—videos—on that case. And then about a month ago something changed. He seems to have started obsessing over you. Digging into your past. Connecting you to all kinds of random murders.”
“Why?” Blake said, stunned by what she was hearing.
“Who knows? But he’s got a community of sleuths who comment and like on his posts. Only five or six different accounts. But they all think you’re some kind of serial killer.”
“Are you going to arrest him?”
“We’ll hold him for a day on the trespassing charge,” Melissa said. “But I doubt there’s much we can do about the stalking. Not yet. If you see him again, document everything. He’ll give us a reason. They always do.”
“I know the drill,” Blake said.
Melissa nodded. “I know you do. But Blake, be careful.”
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THIRTY-SIX
“Where you headed?” Blake said, looking up from her laptop as Ryan jogged down the stairs. He had a grim, serious look on his face and was wearing the faded work jacket she usually saw hung up off the rear passenger headrest in his truck. His eye was turning a yellowed purple by now, which she found strangely attractive despite herself.
You need more sleep.
Axe lifted his head off the couch by her side, then flopped onto his side and let out one more dramatic sigh.
“Lowe’s.”
Blake raised her eyebrow. “Got a home improvement project in mind? My backyard could use landscaping.”
“I’ll add that to the list,” Ryan replied. He didn’t crack a smile.
“What’s already on it?”
“You need a lock for the back door. A real one that I couldn’t bust through with one heel kick with my bum leg.”
“There’s a deadbolt,” Blake pointed out.
“Only held in by quarter-inch screws,” Ryan responded. “I’ll refer you back to my right heel.”
“Fair enough. What else?”
Ryan began listing the items on his fingers. “Hardwired alarm system. Smoke and heat detectors. Window sensors, exterior motion sensors and lights, and enough cameras to provide 360 degree coverage.”
“This isn’t Kandahar.”
“Blake, a few months ago, somebody drove here and started blazing. This morning, a nutjob stalker turned up your front door, and the first thing we knew about it, he’d already gotten close enough to soak the first floor with gasoline and toss a match, if he wanted to. I don’t believe in giving the enemy the chance of a third time lucky.”
“It’s possible somebody broke in here to bug the place,” Blake said. “So technically it’d be fourth time lucky.”
Ryan just raised his eyebrows and held them there until Blake relented. “Axe, you stay here. Keep Blake company.”
The dog opened one eye, rolled it toward his owner, then closed it again and let out a loud snore.
Blake grinned broadly. “I feel safer already.”
After Ryan left, Blake returned to the task that had occupied her most of the previous afternoon: going through all the military police and CID files Mark had compiled and pulling out the key pieces of data. She set herself little milestones: to add half a dozen cases to her spreadsheet before allowing herself a couple of minutes to stretch or grab a cup of coffee.
Blake resisted the urge to dig into each of the case files in depth. This part was all about pattern recognition. Analysis came later. She barely looked up when Ryan returned a couple of hours later, hauling a drill and ladder he must’ve brought from home through the front door, along with bags of supplies.
He reached into one of them and tossed a cardboard package at her.
“What’s this?”
“A two-pack of pet trackers. Axe has one on his hiking harness in case he gets lost when we’re in the back-country.”
“What am I supposed to do with them?”
“They need to be charged once a week. Keep one with you if you can. Maybe in your go-bag or else in your car. If you get in trouble, I’ll call in the cavalry.”
“You sure you’re not overreacting?”
Ryan grabbed his drilled and turned his back. He said something that sounded a lot like, “We already had this talk,” as he disappeared.
“What did I do to deserve you?” she murmured as the sound of a drill bit biting into wood blocked out any chance of her being overheard.
Three hours after that, Ryan finished his work inside and out.
“I got two cases left,” Blake said, holding up one finger as Ryan leaned against a nearby wall. The aroma of fresh sweat filled the room, and a quick glance over at him revealed marks underneath both armpits and around his neck. “Just give me a minute.”
“Take all the time you need,” he said in a low voice. She could feel him watching her, though the attention somehow wasn’t a distraction. It just felt comfortable.
“Okay, done,” she said, tapping the return key and leaning back with satisfaction. Her eyes, neck, and back all ached from far too long spent operating the computer.
Ryan walked over and leaned across the couch. “What am I looking at?”
Blake flushed. “Not much. Yet. I need to go through and organize it.” She scrolled through the hundreds of rows of information on the densely packed spreadsheet, then stopped and tapped the screen. “Here’s the date the crime was recorded. Here’s the nature: rape, murder, murder-suicide etc. This column shows you whether a suspect was charged or the case was unsolved. And this last one has the name of the prime suspect.”
“What about the guy you mentioned—Brett Hayes?” Ryan asked.
Blake hit control-F and brought up the search box. She typed in the name and hit enter, though she knew exactly what she would find. She would have remembered entering that particular piece of data into her spreadsheet.
“Nada,” she said.
“Damn. Guess that would be too easy.”
“Yeah,” Blake said, strangely feeling more disappointed than she expected. She’d been at this long enough to know that cases were rarely cracked due to a moment of luck or serendipity. It most often took days and weeks of painstaking effort.
You
make your own luck.
Next she ran a command to sort the data in the suspect column. Her computer made a whirring sound as the instruction executed. She glanced over at Ryan. “Not exactly as glamorous as TV makes it look, huh?”
“Not exactly. But I don’t mind the view.”
Blake punched him lightly in the shoulder, then returned her attention to the screen. “Okay, all of these have no suspect, then a long list of cases with one suspect or perpetrator. Then… this guy.”
“Nico Moretti,” Ryan read off the screen.
Frowning, Blake wondered why she hadn’t remembered seeing the man’s name pop up twice. She was usually pretty good at picking up on details like that. Her eyes scanned right across the columns. “He was charged with harassing a woman in his unit back in 2001. That was at… Bragg. That fits the timeline of my parents’ deaths. Then three years later he gets locked up for murdering a woman right across the country in Tennessee. He was stationed at Fort Campbell, then.”
Blake’s fingers danced across the keyboard as she pulled up the two case files. The harassment file was minimal. It didn’t even contain the name of the victim or any details of what punishment Moretti had faced for his actions.
Clearly not enough.
“He broke into a woman’s house in the middle of the night carrying a pistol. Tied up her husband and sexually assaulted her while he watched. Then he shot the wife. The husband managed to free himself and get to safety, though he was shot in the leg in the process. MPs responded and picked up Moretti. He surrendered without a fight.”
“When was that?”
“November 15, 2004. His unit was gearing up to be deployed to Iraq, but he ended up in Leavenworth instead.”
“Where is he now?”
“File doesn’t say.”
Blake frowned and flicked back to the spreadsheet. There were two cases of breaking and entry at Fort Bragg between 2001 and 2002. Both involved a woman getting tied up and assaulted. No record of a suspect being captured or physical evidence found that could tie Moretti to the scene.
Then there was a murder-suicide at Fort Campbell on the Kentucky/Tennessee border that matched the pattern of her parents’ and the Ventnors’ cases; however, no sexual assault was recorded and no physical evidence left behind. The husband was the recorded perp, and his blood alcohol was off the charts. Still, it happened just a few weeks before the November 2004 rape and murder Moretti was convicted for, so it couldn’t be ruled out.
“Could be him,” Blake muttered as Ryan read the screen over her shoulder. “Or he might be completely unconnected.”
Ryan’s lip was curled back in a disgusted scowl. “If it was him, he was a busy boy. Somebody should’ve locked him up when he first got going. Or better yet, given him the chair.”
Blake nodded. Truth be told, she wasn’t a huge fan of the death penalty. She’d worked enough cases across her career where the evidence pointed in half a dozen different directions to be completely certain that every single person ever convicted was 100 percent guilty. Neither did she truly believe that the death penalty was a deterrent. Most murders occurred in the heat of the moment. Murderers didn’t tend to stop to think about the consequences.
It was what kept her in a job.
Besides, part of her felt that sick folks like Moretti deserved to rot in jail for the rest of their natural lives. Death was too easy.
She tapped over to a web browser and typed in the man’s name, appending the search terms murder and Fort Campbell in order to weed out the chaff. Half a dozen news headlines popped up in the search results.
“Convicted murderer Nico Moretti was released from Fort Leavenworth today on good behavior after serving sixteen years of a twenty-two year term,” she read.
“He’s out?” Ryan said in a shocked tone.
“Four years almost to the day,” she said.
“Where did he go after Leavenworth?”
Blake scrolled through several more articles, regretting her lack of access to police databases more and more with every second that passed. “It doesn’t say. Kansas is a long way from Northern Pines, but…”
“Maybe not far enough,” Ryan finished.
“He was posted to Fort Bragg at the same time as my parents’ deaths,” Blake said. “That has to make him a suspect. And if he’s been out for a couple of years, maybe that’s long enough for him to forget there are consequences to his actions. Then there’s Brett Hayes. If Skip suspected him, that’s good enough for me.”
“What about the TikTok guy?”
“What about him?”
“He looks way too young to have anything to do with any of these cases,” Ryan said. “But he’s clearly obsessed with you. In those videos, he’s been on this street watching you for months. Is it possible he’s a copycat killer?”
Blake chewed her lip. “I guess we can’t rule it out.”
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THIRTY-SEVEN
Ryan called the following morning while Blake was on a run. She’d spent most of the previous night tossing and turning, trying to fit everything she knew about each of the potential suspects against the facts of the case.
“Do you want the good news or the bad news?” he asked.
Panting, she replied, “Dealer’s choice.”
“Okay. My guy got back to me on Brett Hayes. He was discharged from the Army in 2004. It was Other Than Honorable.”
“At least there were consequences for his behavior, I guess,” Blake replied. She’d read through each of the stalking reports on Brett Hayes. They clustered around a six-month period in 2002. There was no formal record in the files Mark had sent over of him having stalked her mother, but the timing fit. She had been murdered less than a year later. “Wait, is that the good news or the bad?”
“Bad. That’s all they could dig up. His file’s thin. Maybe lost.”
“Damn,” Blake responded. It was possible that a paper version of Brett Hayes’ military service record existed somewhere, but getting her hands on it would be extremely difficult. “Okay. Cheer me up.”
“It’s not ‘good’ news, exactly,” Ryan said, “but it’s sure as hell interesting. Guess where he lives?”
“Northern Pines?” Blake ventured as a joke.
“Close. His last listed address is Carthage.”
“Seriously?” Carthage was a small town just ten or fifteen miles outside of Northern Pines. She drove past it at least once a week.
“That’s what it says. He’s up to date on his property taxes, so I’m guessing he still lives there.”
“What’s his address?”
“Blake…” Ryan said in a warning tone.
“I’m not gonna swing by and pay him a visit,” Blake lied. “But I sure as hell want to do some digging.”
“What’re you thinking?”
“If he did kill my parents, then it was a premeditated and extremely well-planned act. You don’t do that kind of thing just once. It’s a compulsion. If he’s been living in this area for a while, then maybe there are more unsolved murder-suicides.”
“Okay. I’ll send you the address. But promise me you won’t swing by your own.”
Blake crossed her fingers. “I promise.”
After she returned home, showered, and inhaled a pack of instant Ramen, Blake started searching the Internet for unsolved murder-suicides within a hundred mile radius of Northern Pines. She went back a full two decades, all the way back to the date Brett Hayes was discharged from the Army.
In total, she found almost a dozen cases. She discounted half of them instantly. Either the MO was completely different—in one case a frenzied stabbing that had resulted in ninety-six separate wounds—or there was a long history of domestic violence, or a witness.
Four of the remaining cases involved a firearm. Two of the reports mentioned a shotgun and one a hunting rifle. Blake made notes of all three cases, but she doubted there was any relevance. The killer’s modus operandi was too similar in her parents’ case and the Ventnor murders for her to believe he would switch it up so easily.
That left one case involving an unregistered firearm in 2005 that had happened in Greensboro, 75 miles from Northern Pines and 60 from Carthage. The victims were a retired military chaplain and his wife—a Paul and Jane West. Paul was known to shoot recreationally and had owned guns, but none of his family members recognized the murder weapon. Both the couple’s sons had the code to the gun safe and accessed it regularly, and there had been no recent bank transaction or cash withdrawal that might have been used to pay for the firearm.
Family members on each side had given statements to the press indicating they suspected foul play. The police found no physical evidence to back up those claims.
Blake made a note of both names, then leaned back against the dining chair she was sitting on and fidgeted with the pen.
She sighed out loud, wishing that Ryan’s buddy had been able to dig up more information on Hayes. The fact that he had an Other Than Honorable discharge—the military’s most severe discharge, which rendered the individual ineligible for either reenlistment or veterans benefits—indicated an inability to control himself emotionally.
On the other hand, the killer’s MO was exacting. They left no evidence behind, only the suspicions of the victims’ families. And they had remained at large and mostly undetected for two decades or longer. Had Hayes learned to restrain his urges and emotions?
If so, perhaps the hundred-mile radius she’d drawn around Northern Pines was insufficient. The killer demonstrated a clear understanding of forensic methodologies. If that extended to a broader awareness of investigative practice, then perhaps they also knew to vary their killings by location and time. Two identical murders in the same town separated by just a few months was bound to draw suspicion.
If the same two murders were scattered across two different states? It was unlikely they would ever be connected.
“Fucking Crouch,” Blake whispered.
If Special Agent Crouch hadn’t pushed to have her suspended, then she’d still have access to the databases she needed. Relying on access to local news archives was time-consuming and inefficient. Many had gone bankrupt over the past few years, meaning it was highly possible she was missing cases entirely. If she could only access the FBI’s NCIC system, she’d be able to run search queries that would allow her to cover the entire nation. She’d be able to search by MO and quickly narrow down potential leads.
Blake gritted her teeth. She needed more information. She drummed her fingertips on the dining table as she considered her options.
Melissa would help, she thought. But I can’t risk her career. For all I know, Crouch is monitoring her emails, too.
She slowly reached for her phone, knowing that she’d already asked this man way too much. And also that she didn’t have any other choice. She searched his contact on her phone and dialed.
“Oh hi, Blake,” Mark answered on the second ring. “Another social call?”
“You know it. Thanks for sending over those files, by the way.”
“Did I just make a rod for my own back?”
“How do you feel about catching a serial killer?”
“I’m listening…”
She told him about the murders in Greensboro and her suspicions that there might be more linked cases out there. “The thing is, I’m flying blind. Or I’ve got both hands tied behind my back. Pick your metaphor.”
She let the implication dangle out in front of him.
Mark sighed. “What’s his name? I’ll level with you, Blake, I’m pretty tied up at work the next couple of days. But I’ll do what I can.”
Blake winced. She needed this information now. But she knew she’d already pushed Mark too far. She would have to be happy with the crumbs off his table.
“Brett Hayes. Or Nico Moretti. Or maybe somebody else entirely. Thanks, Mark. I owe you… ten.”
He chuckled. Just before he hung up the phone, he said, “You’re damn right you do. Sit tight. I’ll be as quick as I can.”
“Sit tight?” Blake repeated to an empty room. Rationally she knew it was the sensible thing to do. She didn’t have enough on Brett Hayes to share her suspicions with Melissa, even if she could speak to her without endangering her partner’s career.
But she was also growing increasingly confident that the killer was escalating. Perhaps it was something to do with Caleb’s investigation, or her return to Northern Pines, or maybe it was completely unconnected. But there had been no need to kill the Ventnors. No need to plant fake stories in the Pinecone or to hack Blake’s computer.
Something about this felt vindictive. Like it was building to a crescendo. And sure, Blake could just sit tight and wait for that to happen.
Or you can do something to prevent it.
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THIRTY-EIGHT
According to the map that Blake consulted just before she set out, Brett Hayes lived just off Needmore Road, about a mile and a half outside of Carthage. A quick scan through Google maps showed that it was a relatively rural area, the houses between a quarter and half a mile apart from one another.
Selfishly, the Street View car hadn’t made it down the private road that led to Hayes’ residence when it last passed through the area—two years ago, according to the date at the bottom of the image. All she could see was a mailbox in need of painting. There was a wooden gate at the end of the drive that was in equal need of repair.
She went through Caleb’s things before leaving and pulled out a Patagonia windbreaker that was a couple of sizes too large for her but disguised her shape and hung low enough to conceal the pistol she slid into a holster at her waist. She pulled her own green Army baseball cap over her hair, and after consulting her reflection in the mirror decided that she was sufficiently well disguised.
She threw in some thin tan work gloves, a pair of binoculars, and a slim digital camera that thankfully still had about half a battery worth of charge. She didn’t intend to break into Hayes’ place, but over a decade in law enforcement and the Army had beaten the value of preparation into her skull.
Blake drove slowly past the opening to Hayes’ private road about a half hour later, glancing out of her window just long enough to confirm that she was looking at the right place. The wooden gate had seen a fresh coat of stain, but the mailbox was as rickety as it had been two years earlier.
The road to Hayes’ home was made of compacted dirt and gravel, and the shoulders were brown with fallen pine needles. Trees stretched into the sky on either side—old growth, so the green branches with fresher shoots mostly started thirty feet up.
After that, it was out of her sight. She kept driving and didn’t stop for a third of a mile to ensure that she was completely obscured from view. She turned off the road and drove slightly into a grove of pine trees and sparse foliage, not stopping until she was deep enough that it was unlikely she’d be spotted from the road. It wasn’t exactly clear whether the land was privately owned, but it wasn’t fenced.
“Okay,” she muttered, stuffing the tan gloves and binoculars into the side pockets of her jacket and the camera into the back pocket of her jeans. She locked the car and tucked the keys into her right front, where she felt the serrated metal edge digging into her flesh.
She felt the kick of adrenaline in her system the second she began walking toward Hayes’ home. There was no real evidence to suggest that he was responsible for her parents’ killings, or the Ventnors, for that matter. But even the suggestion that she was closing in on an answer to the question that had tormented her for so long was enough to raise her heart rate.
Blake walked through the forest on the opposite side of the road to the house, using the trees for coverage. She tried to avoid stepping on branches and twigs, though several times heard a telltale crack.
Careful, she chided herself, redoubling her attention on the forest floor. Fallen pine needles deadened the sound of her footsteps, except where they concealed traps—dry branches or knots of wood to trip over. Even divots in the earth you could roll an ankle by stumbling into.
When she judged she was almost in line with Hayes’ residence, she walked slowly to the edge of the tree line. She stopped a couple of feet away, crouching low and cocking her head to one side as she listened for the sound of approaching cars.
You’re good.
Blake slipped across the road and into the trees on the other side. She was on the right side of Hayes’ house. Twenty yards into the forest, she came across a waist-high fence topped with barbed wire. She figured it must delineate his property line. She glanced left and right along the fence, searching for cameras or motion sensors. But the barbed wire was rusted, and there was no evidence of any security system of greater sophistication.
“Okay, Blake,” she whispered. “Time to put up or shut up.”
As she pulled on the work gloves, she knew she’d already made the decision when she climbed into her car. The possibility that Brett Hayes was culpable for her parents’ death had worked its way so deep into her mind she would do anything to find out the truth.
She hopped the fence and came down lightly on the other side. Her feet barely made a sound as they touched down. She paused a second time and listened to the forest. A couple of birds squawked in the distance, and farther still was the low drone of what sounded like a gas-powered lawnmower. She couldn’t smell the fumes, only the heady aroma of freshly fallen pine needles.
Blake moved slowly through the forest. Hayes’ house could only be a couple of hundred yards away, and though she couldn’t see the end of the grove, it was possible that someone on the second floor would be able to see her. Her eyes constantly probed the ground around her. She saw no sign that anybody had recently walked through.
It took her twenty minutes to reach the tree line. When she came within ten feet, close enough to see the house across about thirty yards of neatly trimmed lawn, she lowered herself to her belly and pulled out the binoculars.
She first panned them over a double-wide car shelter. It was constructed of wood with an angled roof and open on the side that faced her.
“Damn,” she muttered. There were two cars inside: a rusting Dodge Charger from the mid-80s and a RAV4 that looked at least fifteen years old. Both were colored silver. Neither vehicle matched the description of the SUV that the kids had seen approach the tobacco factory.
Blake dropped the binoculars to the dry ground in front of her. She scanned left and right, careful to not lose her situational awareness. She doubted the Charger was still in working order, but the RAV4’s tires were inflated, and it seemed to be in decent condition. Unless Hayes’ daily ride was the SUV she was looking for, he was probably home right now.
She reached into her back pocket and pulled out the camera. After powering it up, she focused on the car shelter and snapped pictures of the license plates.
She did a full scan of the rear side of the house that faced her before picking up the binoculars again, checking every window for signs of movement. Two windows on the second floor were open a crack, and one of them had net curtains pulled all the way across inside. It was impossible to know whether someone was behind that one.
There was no sound, either. No tinny laugh track from a daytime rerun, or even the crash of rock ‘n’ roll playing over the radio. Just silence.
Blake pressed her eyes back on the binoculars. She used them to inspect each of the ground floor windows in turn. It looked like a perfectly normal house. She didn’t know what she was expecting to see, maybe a knife collection on a bookshelf, but she didn’t find it. The house was decorated in antique style, wooden chests of drawers and cabinets. There were a couple of table lamps on inside but no overhead lights—at least in the few feet inside the house that she could see.
So he’s probably home.
The rightmost window on the first floor opened out into a small, boxy room with a desk and chair that faced the backyard. Bookshelves lined the far wall, stacked two layers deep in places. The room was also empty.
She let out a sigh. She didn’t even know what she was doing here, or what she was hoping to see. A man who had evaded law enforcement suspicion for two decades wasn’t going to have a trophy from the Ventnors out on display, waiting for her to come look at it.
Don’t kid yourself.
Blake winced. She knew exactly what she was doing here. She wanted to see him. Take a look at the face of the man who might have killed her parents. Who had stolen a childhood from both her and Caleb.
The slightest of sounds caught her attention, so faint she wondered if she’d imagined it. She snapped the binoculars up to the top floor, focusing on the window with a net curtain. Some instinct told her that it had just twitched.
Was it moving? Or was that just a slight tremor in her hands caused by her muscles tiring of the position on her belly that she was in? She shifted the view to the right, to the other window.
And saw the muzzle flash a fraction of a second before the tree trunk behind her exploded.
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THIRTY-NINE
Blake flinched as she felt the shower of splinters rain down on her back. The binoculars had fallen out of her hands as she ducked away from the gunshot. She pressed herself to the ground, trying to process what the hell had just happened. It sounded like a low caliber rifle. Probably a .22. A rabbit-shooting gun.
But still one that could deal her a world of damage if it came down to it.
“I’d stay right there, if I were you,” a male voice called out. He sounded calm, like he was chatting to a neighbor. But there was something commanding about his tone. It carried easily across the thirty yards between where she lay and the house. “Wouldn’t want to have to shoot you.”
“I’m a cop!” Blake called out, her heart racing in her chest. She felt sick from the adrenaline flooding through her system. Every muscle twitched like her brain wanted her to get on up and sprint the hell out of there.
“Is that right?” the man said. The news didn’t sound like it bothered him at all. “Got a warrant?”
Shame colored Blake’s cheeks despite her fear. How the hell had she allowed herself to be spotted? How had he managed it at all?
“No…” she admitted.
“You armed?”
“Pistol on my waist,” she called back, her throat straining to be heard without being able to fully inflate her lungs due to the position of her body. “I’m gonna keep my hands where they are.”
“That would be a good idea,” he said. “Seeing as how I’d be perfectly within my rights to shoot you. What are you doing on my property?”
Blake’s thoughts were spinning out in her head. How the hell was she supposed to respond to that? If Hayes was responsible for the Ventnors’ deaths, and her parents’ too, then would he just shoot her the second she admitted who she was?
But could she lie to him? There was something in his voice that suggested he would be able to see right through any story she tried to spin.
Shit. She was stuck. It had been a stupid damn idea to come here in the first place. Ryan was right.
“Less thinking, more explaining,” Hayes called out.
“You really want to shoot a cop?” Blake replied. “My partner knows where I am. Unless you want to spend the rest of your life in jail, I suggest you let me go.”
“Got a badge?” Hayes asked. His tone suggested what he thought the answer would be.
“It’s in the car.”
“I doubt that.”
Crap. He was good. Assured. There was no way she would be able to bluff her way out of this one. That left only two options. Either she could run or tell him the truth.
I just don’t know which one’s more likely to get me killed.
Blake just lay where she was for a few seconds. Let the tension build. In her experience, she’d found people didn’t like the awkwardness of silence. They preferred to fill it.
But not Brett Hayes. She sensed that if she didn’t get up, he wouldn’t have a problem sitting where he was with a rifle trained on her skull all day.
She cracked. “Okay. I’m gonna stand up.”
“You’re going to reach down and open up that holster first.”
Grimacing, her cheeks prickling with embarrassment, Blake did as she was instructed.
“Withdraw the pistol. Thumb and forefinger only.”
She plucked the firearm from the holster.
“Toss it behind that stump.”
“Is this really necessary? We both know you could fill me with lead before I had the chance to take aim.”
“That’s true.”
“Then can I keep the gun?”
Without a pause, Hayes answered, “No.”
Blake sighed. She tossed the pistol as far to her right as her restricted movement allowed, then slowly pushed herself up. Finally upright, she eyeballed the window with the net curtain. She could just barely make out the man’s outline from behind it.
She spread her hands. “What now?”
“You walk over nice and slow, and we have a chat.”
Blake inhaled, filling her lungs with oxygen – in part to steady her nerves, but also in case she really did have to run.
My best bet’s to sprint for the house, she thought as she took in the vast expanse of lawn on every side in her peripheral vision. It’ll be harder to use the rifle in confined spaces. And I might find another weapon.
She took a step forward. Felt the twig snap under her sole and flinched at the sound even though the need for stealth was long gone. Felt the soft grass depress underneath her next footstep. And the heat of knowing she was walking closer and closer to a man with a gun trained on her chest.
“That’s close enough,” Hayes said to her dismay as she got to the halfway point between the tree line and the house. It was a no man’s land—too far to head for the forest and not close enough to the nearest door to slip inside before getting shot.
He was good.
“What now?” Blake said.
“How about you start with telling me what a cop’s doing on my property? A cop without a badge, no less.”
Blake’s throat tightened. Despite her best efforts, she felt a tremor run through her. She had decided to tell the truth. If Hayes was responsible for the Ventnors’ deaths, then he would know who she was. And if he wasn’t, then she might just get lucky.
“My name’s Blake Larsen. I am technically a lieutenant with the Northern Pines Police Department.”
“And what the fuck are you doing here?”
She craned her neck, trying to pick out a pair of eyes behind that damned net curtain. “Mr. Hayes, do you remember a woman called Eleanor Larsen? It would’ve been during your Army days.”
“How do you know I was in the Army?” Hayes asked with what sounded like a genuine note of surprise in his voice.
“Do you think I’m here by accident?”
That seemed to throw him a little. He acted more subdued. “Larsen. Yeah, of course I know the name. She’s your mom?”
“She was.”
“She’d dead? I’m sorry about that, lady. But I don’t see what all it has to do with me.”
“My mom was murdered, Brett. In 2003. Just a few months after you stalked her.”
“So you think I killed her?”
Blake’s eyes flashed. “I think you had a problem with women. I think the Army should’ve done something about it a long time before it ever allowed you to escalate. Am I getting warm?”
A long silence followed her accusation. She stared up at the window, but the wind had shifted once again, and the curtain was in the way. Blocking her view of Hayes’ eyes. And the rifle in his hands.
Finally she heard Hayes sigh, then the thud of what she figured had to be the butt of the rifle being stood against the floor. He swept the curtain aside, leaned forward, and rested his forearms on the window ledge.
“You know, you’re right about a lot of things,” he said as Blake got a good look at him for the first time. His face was square, his jaw chiseled, but all sitting on top of a frame that was carrying a few extra pounds. He had the look of a man who spent a lot of time outside. Perhaps a contractor. “But I never killed your mom.”
“Why don’t you tell me what I’m right about, Mr. Hayes?” Blake asked. She felt suddenly cold as the flood of adrenaline coursing through her system faded, dropping her blood pressure with it.
He chewed his lip and looked away. “I was an angry young man. Confused. I did some stuff I ain’t proud of. Spent most of my life after trying to better myself. But I’ll tell you one thing right now. I never killed nobody. And Lieutenant?”
“Yeah?”
“I think it’s time you got off my property.”
“What about Paul and Jane West, Brett? Do you remember them?”
Blake wished it were otherwise, but she didn’t think he feigned the look of confusion at the mention of the dead couple from Greensboro.
“Who?”
“They—” she began.
“—it doesn’t matter,” Brett said, catching himself. A moment later, the barrel of the .22 emerged menacingly out the window. “I told you to get off my land. Don’t make me ask again.”
OceanofPDF.com



FORTY
Blake returned to her car, unlocked it, and climbed inside. She gripped the steering wheel, closed her eyes, and banged the back of her head against the headrest several times with increasing ferocity.
“Dammit, Blake!” she said angrily as a leaf fluttered down through the air and landed on the windshield.
She’d just blown it. Not only had she illegally trespassed on Hayes’s property—an infraction that might well be sufficient to have her suspended from duty if she wasn’t already—but he’d caught her doing it.
If he was guilty, then he now knew she was on to him. But the worst part of it all was that unless he was a damned good liar, she no longer thought he was a suspect at all.
She’d seen real regret on Brett Hayes’ face. Pain at the man he had once been. And the hope in himself that he’d changed.
Was it all a show?
Blake didn’t think so. Despite how much she wanted him to be responsible for killing her parents, the Ventnors, even Skip Hopson, just to finally close this chapter of her life, she couldn’t bring herself to believe in his guilt.
“Then why didn’t he want to talk about it?” she said to herself.
The question hung in the silence of the car’s cabin for several seconds. Instead of forcing her off his property, he could have given her just a few minutes to go over her questions. She could have ruled him out of suspicion entirely.
Because you broke into his property, dipshit. You’re lucky he spoke to you at all.
Blake finally opened her eyes. The leaf was still flat against the windshield, and a handful of pine needles had joined it while she was fulminating. She let out a deep sigh, sinking into the seat more from exhaustion than relief and fired up the car’s engine. She would still need to do her due diligence on Hayes. You couldn’t just take a potential killer’s word for their innocence, after all.
But in her heart of hearts, she knew it was just busywork.
So where did that leave her? Nico Moretti was still a plausible suspect in her parents’ deaths, but there was nothing linking him to Northern Pines. Until Mark got back to her with the man’s file and anything else he was able to dig up, that was going to be a dead-end. Steve Lynch might have something to do with the Ventnor deaths, or he might just be unhinged. But without being able to talk to him, she would never know.
What she needed was to beg, borrow, or steal her way back into Captain Rogers’ good graces. She couldn’t continue freelancing her way through this investigation. Most of all, Blake needed her badge back.
Before getting driving, she reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone. She’d left the device on silent to avoid attracting attention while she snuck onto Hayes’ property.
Guess I needn’t have bothered…
Several notifications occupied her home screen. A text message from Ryan simply read: check your email.
So she did. Ryan had forwarded her an email from Dustin Swain, the buddy of his who had helped sweep her home for bugs and had taken her Wi-Fi router away in the process. She scrolled hurriedly down to the main body of the email.
“– detected evidence of an advanced piece of malware known as Prometheus5,” Blake read out loud, skipping over dense sections of text that she barely understood, “combining a Man in the Middle attack with a keylogger module and deep packet inspection.”
She punched the air. This was proof that she’d been hacked after all. Maybe after seeing this, Special Agent Crouch would finally believe she had nothing to do with either leaking information to the Pinecone or sending those emails to Aaron Weller.
“Extracted data logs are attached to this email. They include plaintext passwords, including login information for departmental systems and personal email accounts.”
Blake stopped reading. This was everything she needed it to be. For at least a moment, her crushing disappointment that Brett Hayes had turned out to be a dead-end faded away. She forwarded the email to Captain Rogers, then let her head sink back against the headrest more gently than before and closed her eyes.
Relief flooded through her. She’d barely been able to look at the news all day. Every time she did, it seemed like another video clip or article was spinning round the web, each more lurid in the way it painted her as a devil. She finally had proof that she was being framed.
Her ringtone began blasting, bouncing off the windshield and the hard plastic of the dashboard. She reached for it and answered without checking the number. “Ryan?”
Heavy panting echoed down the line. “Lieutenant, I need your help.”
For a moment, Blake convinced herself that she really was speaking to Ryan. Panic flooded through her. But it didn’t take long for her to realize that the voice sounded nothing like the man she now realized she had fallen for.
“Who is this?”
“I was an idiot,” the voice said, breathing more heavily still. “You had nothing to do with those deaths. I—I—I’m in trouble, Lieutenant. Please say you can help me.”
Blake’s eyes narrowed. She realized that she had heard this voice before, after all. Heard it every time she scrolled through another generic TikTok clip. It belonged to Steve Lynch.
Her first instinct was to put down the phone. This was almost certainly a trap. Lynch probably just wanted content for his TikTok account. The worst thing she could do right now, given the storm of public opinion she’d found herself in, was feed the beast. And that was before she took her disciplinary situation into account. Engaging with a suspect while on suspension was the kind of thing that could get her kicked out of the department.
Permanently.
And yet something in Lynch’s tone gave Blake pause for thought. He sounded terrified. Like a wounded animal.
“We can’t talk,” Blake said. “If you need help, call 911.”
“They can’t help me. Only you. I—I’m going to kill myself, Lieutenant. It’s the only way out. I shouldn’t have been so fucking stupid.”
Blake screwed up her face. What the hell was he talking about? He sounded disgusted with himself at the end. Ashamed.
In truth, she thought he had every reason to feel that way. But the man she’d met on two very unpleasant occasions didn’t strike her as the introspective type. On the other hand, the panicked fear in his voice sounded very real. Either he was the world’s best actor, or he really was on the verge of losing it.
Shit. What do
I do?
“Where are you?” she found herself saying, grimacing even as the words came out of her mouth. “I’ll get you help.”
“No! It has to be you.”
“Okay, okay,” Blake said, putting the car into drive and slowly maneuvering it around a thicket of pine trunks. She didn’t know where she was going yet, but Lynch sounded so unhinged she sensed she couldn’t afford to waste a second. “Just tell me where you are. I’ll come.”
“Alone,” he said. “You have to be alone. Or I’ll do it. Believe me when I tell you that I will.”
“I believe you, Steve,” Blake said soothingly. “It’ll just be me. But I can’t help you if you don’t tell me where you are.”
Her phone buzzed in her hand a moment later. She’d received a text message from the same number Lynch was calling from. It was a location.
“I’m coming to get you,” she said as she tapped the location card and opened up her maps app. Lynch was in the middle of nowhere, but he was only fifteen minutes’ drive from her. “But I’m going to need to hang up so that I can use my phone, okay?”
“No. You need to stay with me. I need to hear your voice. Please. I need your help. You have to help me.”
Blake made a fist with frustration, spinning the steering wheel with one hand as she glanced down at the phone that was now on her lap. She put Lynch onto speakerphone as she waited for the directions to load.
“Okay. I’ll stay on,” she said calmly. “You need to tell me something, Steve. Are you armed?”
“Of course,” he hissed. “How else do you think I’m going to kill myself?”
Blake felt the hairs on her arms stand on end. She slowed to navigate around the last couple of tree trunks before the nose of her car poked out of the tree line. Her thoughts raced as she tried to figure out what to do. Only two people sprang to mind, and she couldn’t put Ryan in this kind of danger.
She bit her lip and picked the phone up as she forwarded the location Lynch had sent to the only other person who could help. She added the shortest message possible.
SOS!!!
OceanofPDF.com



FORTY-ONE
Light was beginning to fade from the sky by the time Blake arrived at the location Steve Lynch had sent. It was a dirt track road through a scrubby pine farm. The trunks were laid out in neat rows, like gravestones at a military cemetery.
“I see you, Lieutenant,” Lynch said as her headlights kicked on and settled on the hood of his car. The TikTok creator had barely said a word as she drove over, only speaking to get her reassurance that she wasn’t going to hang up. Mostly she could just hear him breathing heavily down the line. At times she wondered if she could hear him crying.
Blake said nothing in response. Something about this entire situation felt wrong. Like a trap. She took her foot off the gas pedal and let her car creep forward slowly on the lowest gear of the automatic drivetrain as she narrowed her eyes to peer through the gloom.
Lynch was leaning against the front of his car, both palms flat against the hood. His stance was wide, and he appeared tense. A pair of wired headphones hung out of his ears, the microphone just a couple of inches from his mouth, which explained the heavy breathing she’d heard on the drive over.
“I see you,” she said.
He was wearing just a T-shirt and dark jeans. What Blake didn’t see was a gun. It was possible that Lynch had one stashed in the crook of his back, but the way he was leaning against his car, it would have been digging into his skin. She doubted he was armed after all.
“Aren’t you going to get out?” Lynch asked, a panicked tone to his voice. “I thought you came to help.”
“I did,” Blake responded, the front of her own car creeping closer to his foot by foot. He was squinting against the low beam headlights. “But I need to make sure you’re not armed first.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I need you to turn around and lift up your T-shirt.”
“The gun’s in the glove compartment. I couldn’t bring myself to hold it. Please, Lieutenant. You have to believe me.”
“I will,” Blake replied, glancing down at the screen of her phone just long enough to see that Melissa had picked up her SOS message. Her response told her that she was on the way. “But you understand why I need to be careful, don’t you?”
She stopped the car twenty feet in front of Lynch’s and put it into park. Reaching slowly so that she didn’t startle him, she unclasped the pistol from its holster and drew it. She kept the weapon by her side.
“I can’t,” he moaned, his voice twisted in his throat.
“Why not?”
“You wouldn’t understand!”
“Help me, Steve.”
He was still squinting against her headlight beams, so she dipped them toward the ground. As she did so, she thought she saw Lynch glance into the forest to his left. He looked back so quickly she wondered whether she had imagined it.
“Okay,” he said, his voice crackly over the speakerphone. “I’m turning.”
As Blake watched, Lynch pushed himself off his car and spun slowly in a circle, lifting his T-shirt as he did so. He was definitely unarmed. His jeans were too tight to have a firearm stowed anywhere else. It was possible he had a knife hidden somewhere, but she didn’t have to get close to him to find out.
Blake slowly rotated her neck left and right, scanning the trees all around in search of – what, exactly? She wasn’t sure. Something about this situation still smelled off to her. Lynch was acting weird.
He’s suicidal. How should he be acting?
She let a puff of air escape through her lips. As far as she could tell, there was nothing hiding in the woods. It was just her and Lynch out here. As she returned her attention to him, she saw that he was shivering. He looked pitiful. Terrified or on the edge of losing it completely. She ended the call and dialed Melissa before slipping her phone into her jacket’s chest pocket.
“Steve, can you do me a favor?”
“I already did.”
“Just one more. I’m going to get out of my car, okay? I want you to stay nice and still. Can you do that?”
His voice was small. “Yeah.”
Blake pulled her door handle toward her, then nudged the door with her shoulder to push it open. She stepped cautiously out of the vehicle, glancing both sides but sensing no danger. She rounded the front of her vehicle and closed within fifteen feet of Lynch, holding her pistol in a double-handed grip but keeping the muzzle pointed toward the ground.
His teeth were chattering fiercely now. It was a mild chill in the air but not nearly sufficient for this. It looked like he was in shock.
“I’m sorry, Lieutenant,” he whispered, his voice audible now to the naked ear. She noticed that he was leaning against the hood of his car again, palms facing down. Just like before.
“For what?”
Her cell phone vibrated slightly in her pocket as Melissa said something. She couldn’t make out the words. But shadows began raking away from her as headlights behind her illuminated the trees. Melissa had to be close.
“He was going to kill my mom. He made me do this.”
Lynch’s lips hadn’t even stopped moving when the puff of red exploded where his forehead used to be. Blake watched dumbfounded as he crumpled back against his car’s windshield, blood already trickling down the glass.
Acting on instinct, she dove for the ground, pushing through her right foot to send her tumbling forward and out of the line of fire for whoever was shooting. She kept hold of her pistol and rolled onto her back after she hit the dirt, flicking the safety off and squeezing several shots randomly into the darkness just to buy herself a second of cover. Now her own car’s headlights blinded her. She had no idea who was out there.
But they could see her, and she couldn’t see them.
The adrenaline flooding through her system seemed to slow time. She shifted her aim right and fired a single shot. The car’s left headlight exploded in a shower of sparks. One more shot and the woods returned to darkness.
“Fuck, fuck,” she whispered, pushing herself backward on the needle-strewn road with her heels until she built up enough momentum to spin and scrambled to her feet.
“Make this easy for yourself, Blake,” a male voice called out. A cold, malevolent voice that she did not recognize. She was certain that if she’d ever heard him speak, she wouldn’t have forgotten.
“Shots fired, shots fired,” Blake yelled loudly, hoping that Melissa could hear. She couldn’t allow her partner to stumble into an ambush. Dammit, where was this guy?
She sank into a ditch at the side of the road, pinning herself to the dirt and aiming out with the pistol. Most of her body was shielded from danger now. But she couldn’t see the man who had opened fire.
Melissa’s full beams grew closer. An instant later, they were joined by a wailing siren and flashing blue and red lights which scattered off the skeletal pine trunks in every direction. Blake used the light to search the forest for any sign of the enemy. She sensed he was out there, watching her, maybe even had a bead on her right now.
She just couldn’t see him.
“What was the plan?” she called out, hoping to buy Melissa enough time to pin this bastard in. “Make it look like I killed him? Then stage my murder so it looked like I ate my gun? Well it didn’t work, did it, you piece of shit?”
There was a blur of movement to the right, twenty yards back through the trees. Blake aimed and fired. She heard the bullet crack into a pine trunk. But no sound of pain. No sound of a body falling to the ground.
Only Melissa’s siren growing closer. The grumble of the cruiser’s engine.
But nothing from the man who had set her up. Somehow he was gone. And he’d left yet another body behind.
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FORTY-TWO
Every time Blake closed her eyes, she saw Lynch’s head disappearing backward in a cloud of red mist. Saw the moment at which the light in his eyes died.
Seconds after Melissa arrived at the crime scene and jumped out of her cruiser with her pistol raised, both women had heard a dirt bike engine roar into life. They briefly glimpsed the glowing red eye of a disappearing brake light before the killer was lost to sight.
“I should’ve known,” Blake said. “I sensed something was wrong. Shouldn’t have been so damn naïve.”
She was sitting on the back seat of Melissa’s cruiser with a foil blanket wrapped around her shoulders as she watched NPPD and Monroe County vehicles arrive on scene. She’d seen officers she recognized rake her with glances as they passed. Couldn’t read the expressions in their eyes.
Melissa pressed a KitKat into her fingers. “Eat this. You’re in shock.”
And there was an abstract part of Blake’s mind that realized her partner was right. She was slightly ashamed to be reacting this way. But even that embarrassment was coming from some distant part of her brain. And then every time she blinked, she saw Lynch’s head erupt.
Melissa took the candy bar back and broke off a finger. She wrapped Blake’s fingers around it and physically maneuvered the chocolate into her mouth. “Need me to chew for you as well?”
The weak attempt at humor actually cut through the fog that had subsumed Blake’s mind. She swallowed the first mouthful of candy and felt more alive instantly, even though she knew it was just a psychosomatic reaction. Or maybe it was real: now that her brain’s new energy was on the way, it was allowing her to expend her final reserves.
Why are you thinking about this? None of it matters.
Blake shook herself out of her train of thought. She realized that despite the foil survival blanket, she was shivering. She broke off another finger of chocolate and forced it down her throat. What she really needed was a drink. Something to block out the memory of the bullet blowing Lynch’s gray matter out of the back of his skull.
She winced as another SUV rocked up. Unlike all the others, this one still had its sirens blaring.
Melissa leaned out of the other door to take a look at what was happening. She rolled her eyes as she twisted back toward Blake. “He really is a special agent, that’s for sure.”
Despite herself, Blake laughed. She offered the KitKat to her partner but was already in the process of snapping off a third finger when Melissa refused. She tossed it back and swallowed it almost in the same motion.
“What did you hear as you were arriving?” she asked.
“Blake, we don’t have to talk about this.”
“The hell we don’t,” she fired back. “Sorry.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Melissa said. “It was kind of noisy. I could hear a lot of your jacket rubbing against the speaker. I’m pretty sure I heard Lynch apologize to you.”
Blake closed her eyes, replaying Lynch’s final moments in her mind. After he’d apologized, he’d admitted that somebody had made him do this. And then the bullet, and his head snapping back, and the chaos that followed. “And after that?”
“I smashed my foot down on the pedal. Between the noise of the engine and the car bumping over every pothole in the state, I didn’t hear the rest. What did he say?”
Before Blake could answer, a loud bang echoed through Melissa’s cruiser. Both women looked up sharply to see Special Agent Crouch staring at them.
“What the hell’s going on, Detective?” he said, pointedly directing his question in Melissa’s direction.
“I’m sorry?”
“Why isn’t this woman in cuffs?”
The two partners glanced at each other. It took Blake a moment to realize what Crouch meant. He was trying to pin Lynch’s murder on her.
“For what, Agent Crouch?” Melissa asked sweetly.
Crouch looked around theatrically. “Is it only me who can see the dead body slumped against that car? Am I going crazy?”
Blake shrugged pointedly but said nothing.
“I don’t understand your point,” Melissa replied. “You think Lieutenant Larsen killed him?”
“I think she came out here to the middle of fuck nowhere with a gun, and the man she came to meet has a bullet hole in the front of his face. Is there some other conclusion you’d like me to draw?”
Blake raised her hand. Crouch looked at her, screwing up his face with confusion. “What are you doing?”
“I have one,” she said.
“One what?”
“A conclusion.”
“Hit me,” he said acidly.
Blake grinned. “They must have really dropped the hiring standards at the Bureau if you managed to slip through.”

FOR THE THIRD time that week, Blake was left on the wrong side of a steel table in one of her own department’s interview rooms. She was left there for at least an hour. Without a clock on the wall, it was difficult to be sure. They’d taken her phone and watch from her along with her weapon as she arrived.
When it became abundantly clear that nobody was going to offer her so much as a cup of coffee, Blake closed her eyes, and for the first time, Lynch’s grisly death didn’t replay in her mind’s eye. The shock of his death and her own there-but-for-the-grace escape had finally faded—at least enough to let her think.
“He was just a pawn,” she whispered.
Nothing about Lynch’s TikTok profile screamed that he was sufficiently in touch with reality to stage Mike and Maggie Ventnor’s murders so expertly. His type was a dime a dozen on social media—no conspiracy theory was too improbable for them to fall for hook, line, and sinker.
Somehow, she had come to his attention. Whether that was naturally, following the wave of stories that had accompanied her taking down Darryl Hansen’s gang and solving her brother’s murder or whether he had the killer’s assistance she didn’t know.
But the rest of it? She could picture exactly how it happened. Lynch would have believed any tip someone gave him. The killer wouldn’t have even had to try that hard to sell him the story that she was responsible for killing her parents and then the Ventnors. And that the combination of his videos and his untimely appearance at all the wrong moments had pushed her over the edge.
But with Lynch ruled out and her gut feeling that Brett Hayes was innocent, her list of suspects had dwindled to just one. Nico Moretti.
A man she knew next to nothing about.
A muffled commotion sounded in the hallway outside. Blake sensed that it might have been going on a while, but she’d been so lost in her thoughts she’d only just noticed. Her eyes sprang open just in time to see the door to the interview room swinging inward. Captain Rogers strode into the room with Special Agent Crouch in close pursuit.
“Captain, you’re not thinking straight. If this blows up, it’ll take both our careers down the drain with it.”
Rogers turned on her heel, and Blake couldn’t see the look she was flashing the SBI agent, but she had a pretty good idea what it looked like. “This is still my department, correct?”
“Of course.”
“Then I’m going to take that risk.”
As she spun back around, Blake saw for the first time that she was holding a pistol, the slide racked back, chamber empty. In her left hand, she held the magazine and Blake’s badge. She slid all three items across the interview table.
“This has gone on long enough,” she said.
What Blake wanted to say was, “You think?”
Instead, for once in her life, she held her tongue. Kind of. “Don’t think I’m guilty, Captain?”
Rogers met her gaze, but Blake sensed she was talking for Special Agent Crouch’s benefit. “The kids at the tobacco factory identified a male suspect. Neither your phone nor department SUV were placed anywhere near the scene. Amy Ventnor vouched for your whereabouts the night of Aaron Weller’s attack. And I’ve been through the report on your Wi-Fi router. Somehow your system was compromised, leaking your access credentials. It seems pretty open and shut to me.”
Blake reached for her service weapon and slid the magazine home before placing the firearm into the empty holster at her waist. She picked up her badge and ran her thumb across the embossed lettering on the front. Didn’t realize how much she’d missed it.
“What do you want me to do?”
Rogers gritted her teeth. “I want you to solve this damn case.”
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FORTY-THREE
“Catch me up,” Blake said the moment she left the interview room to find Melissa waiting for her.
“Robyn’s just finishing up at the crime scene,” Melissa said, perhaps sensing that Blake was in no mood to linger over her personal feelings. “She’s recovered a couple of casings, and she’s taken a cast of the dirt bike’s tread, but…”
“We’ll be lucky if either of those lead to anything,” Blake said. It was always possible that the tire tread would be a hyper-specific pattern only found on the 1982 Kawasaki, but she doubted it. The tire was most likely mass-produced and found on any number of bikes. Same went for the cartridge casings. Maybe the killer had left DNA or a partial fingerprint when he loaded the magazine.
But his track record so far made that feel unlikely.
“What about Lynch’s place?”
“I’ve got a cruiser sitting outside to make sure it isn’t disturbed. Was waiting on the captain to finally decide what to do with you before I went to take a look. We’re pretty stretched around here.”
“When did you detail the unit?”
“A few minutes after Special Agent Crouch arrived at the crime scene.”
“Quick thinking,” Blake said approvingly. She should have had the same thought. The killer had clearly intended for both Lynch and her to die out there in the woods. It might have been hours or days before their bodies were discovered. Long enough to sanitize Lynch’s home of any incriminating evidence.
You were in shock. Cut yourself some slack.
“Ready to head out?” Melissa asked.
Blake caught a glimpse of her unusual outfit in a nearby window. She’d dressed to remain unnoticed while stealing onto Brett Hayes’ property, not to return to her day job. She slipped off her Patagonia jacket and held it scrunched in her left hand. “I just need to grab a windbreaker. Meet you at the car?”

THEY ARRIVED outside Lynch’s place in Pinehurst 25 minutes later. A Northern Pines cruiser sat on the street out front, lights flashing but siren off. Alongside it was a unit from Pinehurst PD, there for babysitting duty.
Blake glanced at both vehicles, seeing a figure in the Pinehurst cruiser with their window rolled down. The cabin lights were dark, but the gleaming red-orange tip of a cigarette glowed and briefly framed a woman’s face before the illumination faded. As far she could tell, the NPPD cruiser was empty.
Melissa spun the wheel of her department-issue sedan and expertly parked it between the two cruisers. The second the engine noise died, Blake pulled open the door.
“Good to see you back, Lieutenant,” a familiar voice said as Blake and Melissa approached Lynch’s front porch. “Didn’t feel right without you.”
Blake squinted into the gloom. The revolving blue flash of the lights on top of Jed’s cruiser momentarily illuminated his face. “Thanks, Jed. They have you working overtime?”
“Glad to.”
Melissa pulled a plastic evidence bag out of her pocket. Something metallic jangled inside. She snapped on a pair of latex gloves as Blake pulled a set out of an inner pocket of the windbreaker she was now wearing. The yellow POLICE lettering naturally drew the eye, making her feel less self-conscious about the rest of her outfit.
At least nobody asked about it.
Melissa reached into the evidence bag and withdrew a set of keys that had presumably been taken from Lynch’s corpse. She handled them delicately, though Blake guessed that Robyn had already processed them for fingerprints. Not that it was likely the killer had touched them, but you never knew.
As Melissa pulled back the screen door and stepped into the space between it and the front door, Blake turned to Jed. “See anybody who looked out of place?”
He shook his head. “Unfortunately not. Maybe I should’ve turned the lights out.”
“Don’t worry about it. I don’t think he would’ve swung by, anyway. Too risky.”
“We’re in,” Melissa called as the lock clicked. Blake stopped in front of the doorway, and the two women pulled on latex booties to avoid tracking in anything that might disturb the crime scene.
“Robyn’s trained us well,” Blake muttered.
“You can say that again,” Melissa said with a mock shiver.
Melissa stepped across the threshold and flicked a light switch that sat just to the left of the door. Harsh overhead light filled a messy front room. The decor resembled a college student’s apartment—a mismatch of IKEA furniture and a brown leather sofa that looked like it had been donated to a Goodwill two decades earlier.
On top of a black-framed glass coffee table sat a white porcelain noodle bowl, the insides coated in a yellow film flecked with some kind of green herb. It smelled like artificial packet chicken flavoring.
“Gross,” Melissa muttered, her nostrils twitching.
Blake reached into her pocket and pulled out her cell phone. She snapped half a dozen pictures of the room, careful to cover every single angle. A desktop computer rested on the desk in the opposite corner. The surface around it was covered in photography accessories and was accented by half a dozen partially crushed cans of Diet Coke.
Blake remembered the can Melissa had found by the burner phone on Ryan’s property. Was it just a coincidence, or had the killer tried to throw them off?
“Not to speak ill of the dead,” she said, “but this guy was a walking, talking stereotype.”
They swept the small house once back to front to ensure that there were no unpleasant surprises waiting for them inside. It consisted of the living room they’d already seen, a small kitchen with a range stove, and also a downstairs bathroom. Upstairs they found two equally-sized bedrooms—one of which was completely empty—and a family bathroom. There was no garage or carport outside. All the other neighbors parked on the street.
“Want to draw straws?” Blake said as they stood on the threshold of Lynch’s bedroom. His bed was unmade and smelled distinctly unwashed. There was a thickness to the atmosphere up here that she sensed was burrowing its way into her pores.
“After the week you’ve had, I guess it’s only fair I take one for the team,” Melissa said.
Blake grinned. “I won’t argue.”
Melissa gave only an incoherent, throaty grumble in response.
Blake jogged back downstairs. She quickly dispensed with the kitchen. The massive stack of moldering takeout containers in the open garbage can was suggestive of Lynch’s approach to cooking. The fridge was almost empty, as was the freezer compartment, and he barely even had any plates or dishes.
She returned to the living room. A television sat on a stand on the wall opposite the front door. The LED lights of a games console flickered from beneath a tangle of wires and cabling. She crouched down in front of it and pulled open the two cabinet doors on the TV stand. She found a couple of old DVDs—both Harry Potter films—along with half a dozen empty candy wrappers.
The left-hand wall was empty except for the doorway that led into the kitchen. The right hand contained a small shelving unit and Lynch’s computer desk. Like the desk, the shelves were mostly stacked with cameras, lenses, camera bags, a variety of messily wound cables that she didn’t recognize, and boxes of memory cards. Blake sorted through all of it but soon realized that there was nothing obviously incriminating here. Robyn would have to go through all of the memory storage at some point, which could take days.
That left only the computer.
She snapped a few pictures of the setup as she’d found it. The desk looked sticky from spilled drink residue and was covered in crumbs and hair. She could only imagine how foul Lynch’s bedroom must be.
Thank you, Melissa.
Blake pulled back the desk chair and made a face as she examined it, more glad than ever to be wearing gloves. She didn’t want to think about what Lynch did in this chair. She sat down in it anyway, slipping her phone back into a pocket before she pulled the keyboard and mouse toward her. As if detecting her presence, the computer whirred into life.
“Dammit,” Blake muttered as a password box flashed up on the screen. She clicked the icon to the right of it, hoping for a clue. But Lynch apparently hadn’t ever set one. She pulled open every drawer in the desk and searched for a Post-it note or a scrap of paper that he might have scribbled his password down on but came up empty.
Another job for Robyn. It was an increasingly long list.
“Blake?” Melissa called down the stairs. “You need to come see this.”
She jogged back upstairs and found Melissa leaning against the threshold to the bedroom with a heavy leather-bound note pad open in her hands. It looked like either the kind of thing monks laboriously inscribed in in the fifteenth century or a prop out of Game of Thrones. But it was filled with dense, handwritten text in black ink.
“Confession?” Blake asked, slightly out of breath from the unexpected climb.
“Better,” Melissa said, her tone smacking of satisfaction as she handed the heavy journal over to her partner.
Blake frowned as she flicked back to the start of the book. Each page seemed to be dedicated to planning one of his videos. They were scrawled with ideas, bullet points, and pieces of information. The date at the top was almost a year in the past, so she leafed forward through the journal until she reached the most recent entry.
“Go two pages back,” Melissa suggested.
She did as she was instructed and settled on a page. It was dated almost four weeks earlier in messy black ink. BLAKE LARSEN was underlined twice and written in capitals at the top of the page.
“Creepy,” she said before her eyes drifted to the writing below. She began to read out loud. “Call from blocked number at 15:14. Says he works for law enforcement, can’t say which agency. Sounded legit.”
She looked up at Melissa. “‘Sounded legit’? This guy was a real Carl Bernstein, huh? Didn’t realize he was getting played right from the start.”
“The Watergate reporter?” Melissa said after briefly screwing up her face to think. “Before my time.”
Blake almost elbowed her as Melissa’s phone rang. “How old do you think I am?” she groused to herself.
She quickly read through the page and scanned several subsequent pages as Melissa stepped away to answer the call. Lynch had taken copious notes on his phone calls with his source, who was given the nickname Ray. Whoever Ray was, he had coached Lynch to believe that Blake had killed her own parents. After the Ventnors had died, Ray had told Lynch she was responsible for that, too.
This was proof—or at least strongly suggested—that the killer had planned this all along. But why?
Blake frowned as she sketched out the beginnings of a theory. The killer had clearly been trying to paint her as power-hungry and unreliable all this time, starting with the fake Pinecone story and the SBI investigation that it triggered, then the leaked files that traced back to her computer that had almost cost her a career.
If I hadn’t had Ryan on my side…
She shook off the thought. After all that, the killer had sicced Lynch on her before finally using the TikTok creator to lure her out to the woods. He’d clearly planned to kill both of them there and make it look like she was responsible.
He must have realized that she was investigating her parents’ deaths. Maybe he worried that she might figure out the truth where no one else had and had decided to destroy her before she could do the same to him. He’d first destroyed her credibility, then almost killed her in the woods. With Blake gone, there would have been nobody left to investigate his crimes. Maybe if it came to it, he’d even be able to pin them on her.
In truth, Steve Lynch was just another innocent victim in all this. And if Melissa hadn’t turned up in the nick of time, she might have been too. The notebook suddenly felt like a lead weight in Blake’s hands.
“That was the hospital,” Melissa said as she walked back up. “Aaron Weller just woke up.”
“He’s okay?”
“Weak, but he’ll make it.” Melissa nodded.
Blake felt something inside her loosen with relief. “When can we see him?”
“First thing tomorrow.”
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FORTY-FOUR
Melissa dropped Blake off at the department before heading home for the night.
“Sure you don’t want a lift all the way?” she had asked.
“Better if I pick up my SUV,” Blake said. Her personal vehicle had most likely been towed away by forensics, and she didn’t have the energy to chase it down. “Meet you at the hospital first thing?”
“You got it.”
Instead of picking up the keys for the SUV, Blake walked upstairs. The department was quiet at this time of night, and she encountered nobody. She sighed with relief as she made it into the investigations office without being bothered. She needed some time to think in private.
The killer responsible for all the chaos that had swept through Northern Pines over the last few days clearly had some kind of personal connection to her. There was no other explanation for the information he’d leaked to Steve Lynch. He’d used the mentally unstable TikTok creator to help his campaign of personally attacking her—first by targeting Cora, then when he turned up at Blake’s own home.
And though she still had no evidence to actually link the Ventnors’ deaths with those of her parents, she was certain it was out there somewhere.
“What the hell?” she groaned as she typed her login details and password into the login box on her departmental computer only to be greeted with an error message. Was she still locked out of the system? She doubted anybody would be able to get her back in at this time of night.
Blake tapped the button to increase the screen’s brightness. Her eyes were tired from the day’s strains. What she really needed was a good night’s sleep, but she sensed tonight would be one of those nights she stared up at the ceiling for hours with no prospect of actually succumbing to her exhaustion.
She relaxed when she saw that she was only being prompted to update her login details. Not a bad idea, since the killer had compromised her old ones. She quickly tapped a new password in, then repeated the action.
Once she was back in the system, she pulled up the FBI’s National Crime Information Center database—the country’s primary repository of criminal justice information. She typed in the name Brett Hayes and tapped the return key before pushing herself up out of her chair to go in search of coffee.
The query results had populated by the time she returned with a steaming hot cup of liquid that would definitely keep her awake until the wee hours. She winced as she took her first sip, the hot liquid burning its way down to her stomach. Apparently learning nothing, she took another.
“Ah,” she said, letting out a hiss that was halfway between pain and pleasure as she set her cup onto the desk.
Despite the curiosity that Brett lived so close to Northern Pines, so close to the Ventnors, he had no criminal record after a 2005 drunk and disorderly arrest that had led to a fine. The booking photograph was of a much younger man than the one she’d met that afternoon. He had a kind of smoldering intensity in his gaze that was most definitely absent in 2024. An anger within him like the one he’d referenced.
That didn’t mean he was innocent, but despite the way he’d closed up earlier when she asked him for information, she didn’t sense in her gut that he was the man she was looking for. Besides, his voice hadn’t matched the killer who’d murdered Lynch that evening. Similar depth and resonance, maybe, but warmer. And much less angry.
Blake emailed his file to her departmental account so that she could show Aaron the following morning. Maybe Brett was simply one hell of an actor. But the timings didn’t match up. She didn’t see how the killer could have arranged for Lynch to be out in the woods at the same time that she was at Brett’s house, and then for Brett to catch her up. No, a different killer had been waiting for her in those woods.
Still, she’d show Aaron the mug shot. Just in case the killer was working with help.
She brought up Moretti’s criminal record next. She puffed out her cheeks as she began going through it, only to stop suddenly when she reached the line that informed her that Moretti was currently serving nine years for assaulting a woman in a Michigan state correctional facility.
According to his file, he had been convicted three years earlier. There was nothing to suggest he’d been released. He’d only been a free man for one year in the last nineteen.
“Dammit,” she said, slapping her palm down on her desk so hard the coffee in her cup rippled violently from the impact. “You really didn’t hang around.”
That ruled out Moretti. She’d call the prosecutor who’d convicted the man first thing in the morning to make sure he was still behind bars, but that was only a formality.
Blake leaned forward and rested her forehead against the desk. Her eyelids tugged downward. She felt completely out of ideas.
“How did you let him trick you like that?” she whispered, replaying Lynch’s death over again in her mind.
The killer had been two steps ahead of her this entire time. He somehow knew everything about her life—from her personal relationship with Cora Felton to her budding romance with Ryan. He knew how to push her buttons and had skillfully done so for over a week.
But what would he do now?
Blake felt her pulse pick up in her chest. Her eyes sprang open as she realized that the killer’s failure tonight might be the harbinger of much worse to come. Until now, she had danced to his tune. He’d set the agenda, even taking her badge from her by arranging the conditions for an internal affairs investigation by the SBI that had hobbled her for days.
“You’re careful,” she said, slowly narrating her thoughts out loud. “Incredibly detail-oriented. You create a detailed plan, and you expect events to play out just like you intend.”
But they hadn’t. Not tonight. Blake was living, breathing proof of it. He hadn’t figured that her relationship with Melissa was strong enough to endure through her suspension, so her partner’s arrival at the scene had spooked him just enough to let her escape.
“So what happens now?”
Serial killers could be incredibly controlled—right until they weren’t. Until their prey challenged them in ways they didn’t expect.
In this case, by surviving, Blake had proven that there actually was a killer on the loose. That Maggie Ventnor hadn’t just died at her husband’s hand. From there, it was a short leap to suggest that a long list of other killings might be related.
What would he do if his carefully constructed life was about to be unraveled?
“He’ll want to drive the agenda,” Blake murmured. “Keep me off balance like he’s tried to do all along.”
Her eyes widened. The man she was looking for had already demonstrated he was willing to hurt people she cared about. He’d destroyed Cora’s life just because he could. Ryan could easily have gotten himself shot when the SWAT team busted down his front door.
On both occasions, the killer had used others to do his dirty work.
But when he planned to kill Blake tonight, he came himself. He’d murdered Steve Lynch without even blinking. There hadn’t even been a moment’s hesitation. If he was also responsible for killing the Ventnors, and maybe a long list of others as well, then he had to be a hardened psychopath.
For somebody like that, using Cora or Ryan as bait would be no more troubling than cutting a piece of cheese for a mouse.
She reached for her phone and dialed Cora’s number. It rang six times, each iteration of the ring tone ramping up the anxiety in Blake’s chest.
“Hello?” Cora croaked.
“It’s Blake. Did I wake you?”
Stupid question.
“It’s fine. Is everything okay?” There was alarm in Cora’s voice now. Of course there was. You didn’t often get called by the police in the middle of the night. Even though they were friends, Blake was a cop first.
“Cora, I want you to get out of bed, okay? I need you to pack a bag. Enough stuff for a couple of days. Do it now.”
“I don’t understand.”
Blake flinched as she heard a voice in the background of the call. It was too muffled to make out either gender or identity. “Cora, is somebody with you?”
“Just Ashley. She stayed over tonight. Blake—what’s going on?”
“I’ll explain everything later. I want both of you to take your stuff and get in the car now. I’m going to book you a hotel⁠—”
Blake cut herself off. Frowning, she considered everything she knew about the killer she was hunting. Between the Pinecone hack and the physical compromise of her home Wi-Fi router, he’d demonstrated clear technical proficiency. He’d gotten into her email once before. How could she know for sure he wasn’t able to repeat that trick?
“Are you still there?” Cora asked breathlessly over the sound of movement in the background.
“Yeah, just thinking,” Blake said. “Okay, scratch that. When you get in the car, I want both of you to turn your phones off and remove the SIM cards. That second part’s very important.”
“Where are we going?”
“Do you have any cash with you? It’s important that you don’t use your bank accounts.”
“Blake?” Cora said, her voice breaking and taking Blake’s heart with it. “Are we going to be okay?”
“I’m sorry about this. I really am.” Blake hardened her voice. “Cash, Cora. Do you have any?”
“Yeah. I kept a few thousand dollars. It’s under my bed.”
“Good. Take it with you. Can you get to the Days Inn near the Cross Creek Mall in Fayetteville without using your phone?”
“I think so.”
“Leave as soon as you can. Register under the name Judy, okay? As soon as I can, I’ll call the hotel.”
“Is someone coming after us?”
“I’m just being careful. I think someone wants to hurt me. Someone from my past. And I can’t have you two getting caught in the crossfire.”
“I’ll bring my gun.”
“Don’t let anyone in the room. Wait. You know Ryan, right?”
“Yeah…”
“If he knocks on your door, can you do me a favor?”
“Sure.”
Blake grinned. “Don’t shoot him. I’m growing kind of fond of that guy.”
She dialed Ryan next and quickly filled him in on the situation. Despite the late hour, he was immediately alert.
“What do you need from me?”
“A favor.”
After that was underway, Blake glanced at the clock on her computer screen. It was almost 3 a.m. She was due at the hospital in under six hours. There was nothing more she could do tonight. And if she wanted to have any chance of getting to the bottom of this in the morning, she knew she needed some rest.
She hopped back into the familiar SUV and drove home, first disabling and then re-enabling the security system when she was inside. She quickly showered and climbed into bed, her muscles sinking into the mattress the instant she lay back.
As she drifted into sleep, Blake had only one thought in her mind. She needed to flip the script on this asshole. He needed to discover that he had picked on the wrong woman. Threatening the people she loved was the final straw. It was time for her to set the agenda.
But how?
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FORTY-FIVE
It was undoubtedly a hazard of the job, but as Blake waited at the nurse’s station at Monroe Regional, she reflected that she’d seen more of this place in a few months than an ordinary citizen might see until they reached their senior years. Melissa seemed taut also. There was something about these places, maybe the disinfectant scent in the air or memories of family ailments. Whatever it was, it felt catching.
“He’s awake,” the nurse, a French lady named Natalie, assured them. “Responded very well to his cognitive tests this morning.”
“Is he going to be okay?”
“You’d have to ask the doctor,” Natalie answered, a hint of her native accent creeping in. “But I think he will be well.”
A phone interrupted whatever conversation they might have shared. Natalie picked it up and listened for a couple of moments. “Perfect. I will bring them through.”
She guided them through the hallways of the ward. A Monroe County deputy was seated outside Aaron’s room. Blake felt a pang of dismay vibrate through her. She was glad that Aaron was under protection, but she should have thought to double-check that it was in place. He was another person who had suffered greatly at the killer’s hands. For nothing more than doing his job.
Ryan had called on a fresh burner at 7 a.m. He’d made it to the room the two girls were sharing at the Days Inn late the previous night. She knew that no matter who this killer was, he wouldn’t get through Ryan easily. Besides, he should have no way of knowing where the three most important people in Blake’s life were hiding out.
The question of how to force the killer onto the back foot still echoed in Blake’s mind. She’d considered the question all night but was no closer to an answer. Maybe this conversation with Aaron would help.
Another medical practitioner exited the private room just as Natalie showed the two detectives inside. “You have ten, maybe fifteen minutes at most. Please keep him calm.”
“I understand,” Blake said.
She slipped inside just behind Melissa. The door clicked shut behind them. Sun was streaming in through the half-shuttered windows. Aaron’s hospital bed was inclined behind him to provide support. Two thick pillows cushioned his neck. His head was wrapped in clean bandages, but his face was almost completely purple.
Blake forced herself to control her instinctive response to the sight. She smiled. “How you doing, Aaron?”
“Oh, you know,” he replied, twisting his head toward his two visitors with obvious difficulty. “Just taking advantage of some unplanned rest and recreation.”
“It’s good to see you,” Blake said with genuine emotion. The last couple of days had been a whirlwind. At times she wondered whether Aaron would even survive.
Aaron grimaced a smile. “Better to be seen than to be viewed, I guess. Can I ask you a question?”
“Sure,” Blake said as Melissa pulled her notepad out of her back pocket. “Shoot.”
“Is the Pinecone up and running yet?”
Blake glanced at Melissa. Her partner shrugged.
“I’m sure I can find out,” she said in response.
“It’s not a big deal. I’m guessing you’re not here to tell me you’ve caught the bastard who did this to me?”
Blake winced. “I’m afraid not. We just have⁠—”
“—a few questions,” he finished, seeming to shrink back against his pillows as the initial wave of energy began to fade. “Shoot.”
“We can take this slowly. Feel free to stop anytime you need to, okay?”
Aaron nodded, so Blake continued. “Can you remember anything from the night of the attack?”
She felt sick as she watched the color drain from his face. Aaron was a local news journalist, not a hard-bitten crime reporter from New York City. He’d covered a couple of her cases over the past few months. But not enough to truly understand the darkest recesses of human society.
Not until now.
“You called me.”
“What?” Blake said involuntarily.
“I know it wasn’t you. Now, I mean. The line was kinda janky. Very noisy and unclear. But the voice sounded just like you. There was no delay between my questions and your—his—answers.”
“Was it some kind of voice changer?”
“I think so.” He nodded, wincing as the motion pained him. “I read an article in Wired about new voice cloning technology. You can capture as little as twenty or thirty seconds of a speaker’s voice, feed it into an AI, and output whatever you want to say. I turned voice login off at my own bank the same day I read it. Now I know what it was, it’s obvious. It wasn’t perfect. But when the email came through…”
“From my account,” Blake prompted.
“Yeah. I figured it had to be you. Figured you were going to give me something on the Pinecone hack. You don’t understand how precarious the paper’s finances are. Even a couple of days without advertising revenue could sink the whole business. Let alone the consequences of losing reader trust like this.”
He closed his eyes. A single tear glinted in the corner of the right. “I thought I was going to save the business. I was so damn stupid.”
“You couldn’t have known, Aaron. I’m sorry that I wasn’t more careful.”
“I knew something was wrong the second he got out of the car. I should have started running right then. But it was like my feet were locked to the ground. My brain moving in slow motion.”
“Did he say anything to you?”
Aaron’s eyes moved rapidly beneath his eyelids. He didn’t say anything for several seconds. Finally, his voice barely audible, he said, “Not at first. Not until after he attacked me.”
“What did he say?”
“After he tasered me, he asked me if it hurt,” Aaron said before frowning. He opened his eyes. “No, that’s not right.”
Another brief pause.
“He said, ‘It hurts, doesn’t it?’ He said that he’d been in my shoes. That he wouldn’t do anything to me that hadn’t been done to him.”
But that wasn’t true, Blake thought. No matter what had happened to the perpetrator of all this evil, nobody had ever killed him. And that’s what he had been planning to do to Aaron. That’s what he almost did.
“The last thing he said before the rubble started falling was something about how to kill me,” Aaron said, trembling at the memory. His face was bone white. “Like he needed to make it look a certain way.”
Blake exchanged a concerned glance with Melissa. Aaron looked like he was on the edge of etching this trauma into his mind until the day he died. The ethical thing to do would be to come back some other time. Give him more than a few hours after waking from unconsciousness to process what had been done to him.
But Cora, Ashley, and Ryan were sitting in a hotel right now. And the killer was still out there. He’d killed innocent bystanders—the Ventnors—before. Killed Steve Lynch just the previous day. In her heart of hearts, Blake was certain that he was going to continue to escalate.
And that she had to stop him before somebody else died.
“Take as much time as you need, Aaron,” she said, threading the needle between her desire to know and her own conscience.
“I’m fine.”
“Do you remember what he looked like?”
Aaron flinched at the question. He looked away, the shivering growing more intense. “He was older. In his fifties or sixties. He was wearing a baseball cap and a hooded sweatshirt pulled up over it. It was kinda hard to see his face. But it was his eyes. I was transfixed by them. Couldn’t look away.”
“What color were they?”
His face screwed up as if he was surprised by the question. As if he didn’t really know. “I’m not sure. Dark, I guess. It wasn’t the color I saw, it was the intensity.”
“Can I show you a couple of photos? See if maybe something jogs your memory?”
“Sure.”
Blake pulled her phone out. She’d prepared the photos in her gallery app before driving to the hospital that morning. There were three of them: a random sample mug shot, the most recent booking photo of Nico Moretti, and the image of Brett Hayes that had been captured at the time of his drunk and disorderly arrest two decades earlier.
She began with the first mug shot. It belonged to a man who was roughly the same age as Moretti and Hayes. She turned the screen toward Aaron and waited.
“Not him,” Aaron said instantly.
“You’re sure?” Blake asked. “You can take the phone if you want. Have a better look.”
“I said it’s not him,” Aaron said in a low voice.
“Okay,” Blake replied lightly. She spun the phone around and flipped to the picture of Moretti. “How about now?”
It only took Aaron a second longer to shake his head. He sighed deeply, as if he figured this was going nowhere. “No.”
“Third time lucky, then,” Blake said. She flicked to the last photo. Spun the phone.
Aaron’s eyes went wide. Despite the obvious pain it caused him, he sat straight up in bed and took the phone from Blake. Stared down at it as if he was seeing double.
Melissa spoke softly. “Aaron?”
Nothing.
“Do you recognize this man, Aaron?” Blake tried.
“I do…” he whispered. “And I don’t. He’s got the same face. But his eyes are completely different.”
“What do you mean?”
“You sure you’ve got the right picture? That this isn’t my attacker’s cousin or father or something?”
A spark went off in Blake’s mind.
But Aaron wasn’t done. He slumped back against the bed, the phone falling out of his hand. The heart rate monitor started blaring an alarm. His final words hit home regardless. “Or his brother.”
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FORTY-SIX
“Mark, you’re on speaker with my partner, Melissa,” Blake said as she and Melissa stood outside the hospital. A light, misty cloud that swallowed the sky while they were inside, and pinpricks of rain fizzed in the wind.
“I was about to call,” Mark replied. He sounded drained, and like he was moving around.
“We’ve got news,” Blake said, not quite processing what he’d said.
“Yeah, well—so do I,” Mark said firmly. “Listen, Blake, I’m about to go to my boss. This is going to go up the chain real fast, you understand?”
“Tell me what’s going on,” Blake said, shooting a surprised look at Melissa.
“I was up all night looking at the information you sent over. I don’t think Brett Hayes is the guy you’re looking for. The killings you identified all took place in the vicinity of military bases, so I set up a search for murder-suicides within a fifty-mile range of every major army base I could think of going back thirty years⁠—”
“—we’re not looking for Brett either,” Blake tried to say.
The line crackled, and either Mark hadn’t heard, or he wasn’t listening. “—and it’s looking bad, Blake. Real bad. I’ve identified five separate clusters of murder-suicides. So far I’ve got suspicious patterns around Forts Bragg, Meade, and Campbell, Redstone Arsenal and Joint Base Lewis-McChord. You with me so far?”
Melissa’s face had turned white, so Blake spoke, a fire of realization burning inside her. “Mark, you remember what I told you about Skip Hobson?”
“Yeah…”
“He had Alabama, Washington, Kentucky/Tennessee and Alabama on his list, plus the acronym F.B. He must have figured some of this out first.”
“Alabama’s Redstone Arsenal, Washington is Lewis-McChord, Campbell is K/T, and Bragg’s self-explanatory,” Mark murmured. “Shit, if somebody had listened to the old man, we might not be up shit creek today.”
“Yeah,” Blake responded softly, wishing she’d gone to visit Skip sooner. Wishing she hadn’t put him in danger at all.
“All the killings in a cluster take place within a two- or three-year period, which would fit with a military posting. Each cluster contains between two and five discrete events. I can’t guarantee that every single one was carried out by this serial killer, but this isn’t just coincidence.”
Blake felt like doubling over. How many different murders might her suspect have carried out over the decades since her parents’ death? What if it had been investigated properly at the time? Could the killer have been stopped?
“Nico Moretti was in prison for at least two of the clusters,” Mark continued. “I can send over his information, but I’m confident in ruling him out. And it makes no sense for Brett Hayes to be the perp—not with the way the killings cluster around military facilities. Listen Blake, I just woke up. Fell asleep at my kitchen table. But I’m heading into the office now. By lunchtime I’m guessing the biggest task force in CID history will be up and running. We’ve got to find whoever’s responsible for this before they strike again.”
“Mark, are you near your computer?”
“Just slipped it into my backpack. Why?”
“I need you to look at Brett Hayes’ personnel file for me. Does he have a brother? Or a cousin, maybe. Somebody with a close enough family connection to resemble him.”
Scuffling sounded on the phone as Mark pulled out his laptop and opened it up. Then the clatter of heavy keystrokes. “Just logging in…”
“We’ll wait.”
“Okay. Yeah. He has a brother. Joseph Hayes. Hold up, I need to run the name.”
Blake felt a shock of electricity crackling on her skin. This definitely wasn’t solid proof of the identity of the man who’d attacked Aaron Weller. But her instincts were screaming that she was on the right track. That she finally had a solid lead.
“Oh, shit,” Mark whispered. He went silent, the only sound that of his breathing echoing down the line. “Shit, shit, shit.”
“Talk to us, Mark.”
“Blake, you need to know something. You just stumbled into the path of a hurricane.”
Her confusion deepening, Blake scrambled to understand what the hell Mark was talking about. “Is he an officer or something?”
“A colonel. Full bird. INSCOM, Fort Belvoir. But before that he was posted to Bragg, Redstone Arsenal, and I’ll give you two guesses on the rest. Hell, this guy has top level security clearances. He’s probably briefed the Joint Chiefs. Jesus…”
Blake’s eyes widened. INSCOM was the US Army’s Intelligence and Security Command, responsible for everything from the gathering of military intelligence on the ground and defending against cyberattacks to embedding with three-letter intel agencies and briefing high level commanders. If Joseph Hayes was the killer they were looking for, he wouldn’t be an easy man to find.
“What, Mark?”
“Can you imagine if he’s in a photograph with the president or something?”
“Where is he now?” Blake asked.
“Not sure. I’ll have to contact my CO about this before I know what the hell to do next. Command’s going to want to hold this real tight. I’m not even sure I should be saying all this.”
“I’m the one who gave you the lead name, remember.”
“What are you going to do?” Mark asked.
“Go talk to his brother.”

THEY TOOK BLAKE’S SUV, leaving Melissa’s cruiser at the hospital. Blake quickly filled Melissa in on her activities the previous day, studiously avoiding making eye contact while she did so.
“You can take me to task now,” she said as a silence followed her admission that she’d broken onto Brett’s property.
“What you did was stupid and could have gotten you killed,” Melissa said. “But you know that, right?”
“A shower of splinters raining down on the back of your head has a way of reminding you what a bullet can do.” Blake nodded as she turned onto Needmore Road. They were only a couple of minutes out from Brett’s place now.
“Then you don’t need me to rephrase it in my own words.” Melissa shrugged, glancing toward her as she continued, “And besides, in your shoes, I would have done the same thing.”
“This time I guess we should knock,” Blake said, briefly feeling a splash of gratitude warming away the knot that had formed in her stomach ever since she’d discovered the true magnitude of Joseph Hayes’s crimes.
We don’t know it’s definitely him…
And yet she did. Mark had texted confirmation a couple of minutes into the car ride. Joseph Hayes’s posting dates correlated exactly with the time periods and locations for each of the clusters of deaths. The only aberration was the Ventnor and Lynch murders, which had happened around Northern Pines while Joseph was stationed at Fort Belvoir in Virginia.
Don’t forget Skip.
But she didn’t count those as part of the same pattern. Clearly either Caleb’s investigation into her parents’ deaths or her continuation of it had attracted the killer’s attention. Perhaps triggered something deep within him – a compulsion to wipe out anybody who challenged his ego. Or maybe he was just stamping out the first sparks of a forest fire before it could rage and swallow up the life he’d constructed.
In the end, it didn’t really matter whether Joseph’s actions were rational—insomuch as a crazed serial killer could ever be described that way. It just mattered that they were happening. That this was real.
“I’ll do the talking,” Blake said as she reached the turning for Brett’s driveway. The wooden gate was already open. She wondered whether that meant Brett was out. But no, she could see the two cars parked underneath the carport even at this distance.
“If that means you eat the first bullet, that’s fine with me,” Melissa said.
“His brother’s the psycho,” Blake said. “But Brett struck me as the kind of guy who made a few mistakes when he was young but has spent the rest of his life trying to make amends.”
Melissa made an unconvinced sound in her throat as Blake brought the SUV to a stop near Brett’s front door. “Let’s hope you’re right.”
The two women climbed out of the SUV and walked to the door, their soles crunching the gravel underfoot. To Blake’s surprise, Brett had a modern Wi-Fi connected Ring doorbell. The familiar chime rang out after she pressed the button.
Melissa hung a couple of feet back. Out of the corner of her eye, Blake saw her unbutton her suit jacket for easy access to the pistol in her holster.
Footsteps on the other side of the door stole her attention back. Her own hand hovered near her firearm as she waited for it to swing open. It did so silently, hinges impeccably oiled.
“Lieutenant…” Brett said, crossing his arms and taking a step back from the threshold. His eyes flickered toward her waist. “Looks like you found your badge. And the front door, now that I come to think about it.”
Blake frowned. She hadn’t gotten much of a look at him the previous day from her spot on the lawn. But she didn’t remember him looking so exhausted. Fresh growth had thickened the previous day’s stubble, and deep bags were carved around his eyes.
“Sir—”
He shook his head. “Call me Brett.”
“Okay, Brett. You mind if we come in?”
“I think we’re good right here,” he replied, a muscle twitching on his temple.
Blake couldn’t see a weapon, but that didn’t mean much. He might have one in the small of his back or stationed somewhere nearby. And after he’d gotten the drop on her the day before, she had a healthy appreciation for his skills.
“Okay. Here’s fine.”
“What’s this about?”
“Brett, we need to ask a few questions about Joseph. Your brother.”
His eyes flared wide, but Blake didn’t read shock in them. No. This was different.
Acceptance. Tinged with grief.
Brett rubbed his chin. “I guess you’d better step inside after all.”
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FORTY-SEVEN
They all sat around Brett’s kitchen table. It was a circular affair, and though it had three chairs pulled up to it when they stepped into the room, one was so rickety it seemed Brett didn’t trust it. He disappeared into the pantry and pulled out what looked like a handmade wood stool in a dark stain and polished to a sheen through years of use.
Brett, Blake thought, was somehow shrunken from the previous day. Yesterday he’d appeared completely in command of his domain. He would’ve shot her through the head if she’d so much as blinked wrong.
Today he seemed smaller. Anxious.
He sat down on the stool and threaded his fingers together. He worried the knuckle bone on his left palm with his right thumb, then caught himself doing it and dropped his hands to his waist.
“You seem to have an idea why we’re here, Mr. Hayes,” Blake said.
“Dammit,” he grumbled in a way that suggested his heart wasn’t in it, “I told you to call me Brett.”
“Okay, Brett. Why don’t you tell me what kept you up all of last night?”
He opened his mouth to answer, then closed it again. Looked like he was wrestling with his conscience. After a while, Blake realized that he wasn’t going to start talking. Not without prompting. He was too wrapped up in his worries.
She leaned forward and rested her weight on her elbows. “Does this have something to do with your brother, Brett?”
“You figured it out, huh?” he said, so quietly Blake had to strain to hear him. “It took me ‘til last night.”
She felt Melissa stir at her side, her partner’s chair creaking from the shifting weight. Figured she was probably reaching for her gun. She felt out underneath the table for Melissa’s thigh and rested her hand on it for a moment to warn her off. Brett wasn’t reading as dangerous to her.
He’s broken.
“Why don’t you help us fill in the blanks?”
“I didn’t know about none of this until you came to seem me yesterday. I don’t watch the news much. Don’t even have a computer. After you came, I drove to the library and started reading. Learned about that old couple who lived opposite you.”
Blake stayed quiet. She’d been here before with men like Brett. Like leading a horse to water, you couldn’t force them to talk. They had to come to the decision in their own good time. But once they did, they rarely stopped. It was like they’d built up a dam inside them to contain all their emotions. Kept adding bricks to the top year after year, never wondering if the foundations underneath were still capable of holding the weight back.
“Read about your parents, too,” he said, still staring at his hands. “And that chaplain and his wife you told me about. The Wests.”
“You think Joseph has something to do with any of this?” Blake asked quietly, sensing he wanted her to say something.
“I realized I remembered the name Paul West, after all.”
“Yeah?”
“He was Joe’s chaplain. It was so long ago I forgot. I got real shook up when I read what happened to him last night. Didn’t know Joe would ever kill again.”
“Again?” Blake asked, more sharply than she intended.
“Do you know what happened to us as boys, Lieutenant?” Brett said, finally raising his eyes and meeting her gaze.
“I do not.”
“Dad was a Vietnam vet. Mom was a waitress he met the day after he got his medical discharge. They were married inside of two months. Joe came along nine months after that. Then I was born four years later. One big, happy family.”
The bitterness was raw, as if his childhood was only a few weeks in the past, not four decades. But Blake knew as well as anybody that childhood trauma never really healed. At least, not for everyone. In some, the pain was encased in amber. Unchanging. Still as jagged as the day it happened.
“He had a limp, our father. Told us the Vietcong blew out his left knee. Told us they tortured him. That’s why he used to go off drinking and not come back. Why he got angry and beat us till we couldn’t walk. But you know something, Detectives?”
“What?” Blake asked, her throat dry.
“He never did get his Purple Heart. One of my friends’ daddies had his framed in a glass and wood box. Hung it behind his desk on his study wall. You know why he never got his?”
Blake blinked slowly. “Because he shot his own knee.”
“Yep. Got drunk one night right before his unit was supposed to head into the jungle and blew it right out. Couldn’t walk without excruciating pain for the rest of his life, and you know who he blamed?”
“His sons,” she said.
“Joe was the eldest. He bore the brunt of my dad’s anger. When I fucked up, he said he did it. One night I had a couple friends staying over. Must’ve been about nine. Mom and Dad liked us to play perfect happy family to the rest of the world.”
He stopped, his eyes turning glassy as if he was replaying the trauma in his mind’s eye. The silence dragged on for ten, then twenty seconds.
Blake prompted him to continue. “What happened, Brett?”
“Stan took two Cokes out of the fridge. Drank both of them. Must’ve been hopping with energy, because he started sprinting around the house at two in the morning. And he ran right into a crystal vase my parents got given on their wedding day. Smashed it to bits.”
Brett dug his fingernails into the fleshy part of his palm. He was staring at the wall but seeing something much further away. “Dad woke up and stormed in to my bedroom right in front of all of my friends. But Joe came in behind and said he did it. So Dad dragged him to his study. Left the door open so that me and my buddies could see.”
He ground his jaw tight. “He had a cane he kept there for when we needed discipline. He beat Joe so badly with it my brother didn’t come out of his bedroom for a week. My mom had to tell his principal that he was down with stomach flu.”
“Your mom never did anything? Did she ever go to the police about this?”
Brett snorted, his face curling up into a vicious scowl. “She joined in. Maybe at first she didn’t like it. But when she learned it was either us or her, she became worse than he ever was. I think he woke something up in her. She was an evil bitch.”
He fell silent again, a dark storm of emotion washing across his face. His right leg jittered up and down underneath the table, vibrating the entire thing.
“Brett, I need to ask you something,” Blake said. “Do you think Joe could be capable of murder?”
He raised his gaze slowly. Fixated on hers. All of the color began to drain out of his skin. “I don’t think so. I know.”
“How?”
“Because I watched him do it. Dad had a gun, a revolver he used to take to the range once every couple weeks. Said he’d taken it off the corpse of some dead Vietnamese officer, but that was a lie. Joe took it out of his desk one night. Waited until Dad was blind drunk in front of the TV. He didn’t have to wait long. He blew Mom’s brains out while she was lying in bed.”
“And your father?”
“Didn’t even wake up. Joe put the gun in his hand and used his own finger to pull the trigger. So far as I know, the police never thought it was anything but what it looked like.”
“How old were you, Brett?”
“Eleven. Joe was fourteen.”
Blake’s stomach had knotted into a hard ball while Brett spoke. It was like listening to a through-the-looking-glass version of her own childhood. The same ending but a very different journey. It took her several seconds before she was able to speak.
“When was the last time you spoke to your brother, Brett?” she asked.
“Fifteen years ago. I need to tell you something, Lieutenant.”
“Sure.”
“I don’t blame Joe none for doing what he did back then. He did it to protect me. He did it because our parents were monsters who deserved to have their kids taken away from them. I never did feel guilty that I didn’t tell the police what really happened.”
“So why did you stop talking?”
It didn’t sound like Brett heard her, too lost in his own past. “I was an angry kid, just like Joe. We got taken in by my mom’s parents. Granddad was in the Army during the war. The second one. They raised us right, but we were just as damaged as you would expect. So they gave us an ultimatum. Join the Army or leave home at eighteen. I followed in Joe’s footsteps soon as I was able.”
Blake bit her tongue, savoring the jolt of pain that washed through her. One piece of the puzzle still didn’t fit. When Brett was stationed at Fort Bragg, he’d stalked her own mother, along with numerous other married women. Was it really just a coincidence that less than a year later Eleanor Larsen had ended up murdered?
“And what about my parents, Brett?” she asked, feeling her pupils contract and her posture harden. She tried to soften it but without success. A much deeper part of her was in control now. She had her own wounds encased in amber. “Was that you, or was it Joe?”
“Lieutenant,” Brett said, his voice suddenly heavy and strained. “I promise you until yesterday I didn’t even know your parents were dead.”
“Hell of a coincidence, don’t you think?”
The vibration of the table grew more intense. Brett physically reached underneath it to squeeze his thigh into submission.
“I know how it looks,” he said. “I was messed up. Not as bad as Joe, but bad. The Army gave me a uniform and a place to be every morning. A bed to sleep in at night.”
He tapped his temple hard with an outstretched index finger. “But it didn’t do nothing for me up here. I didn’t know how to process what happened to me. What I watched Joe do. I didn’t understand why everybody else got to have parents who loved them except us.”
The knot in Blake’s stomach relaxed, and her heart twisted instead. She thought she understood what he was saying. “So you went looking for people who had the love you never did?”
“It was wrong, I know that. But I used to see these young couples walking around base. This was years after I joined the Army, you understand? I was still screwed up in the head. Sometimes I would follow them. Mainly the women. Wondering if they were hiding an evil in them, like my mom was.”
“Did you ever tell Joe about my parents?” Blake asked, unable to restrain the hurt in her voice. Was this what her entire life had hinged upon? A broken boy and the trauma that had echoed down through generations?
“I don’t know. Maybe. I was up all night asking myself that same question. He knew what happened when I got picked up by the MPs. I drank too much back then. The details are hazy.”
“And you never found out what happened to them? Never once heard that somebody forced my dad to drink nearly enough to kill him before shooting my mom in the chest? Before making it look like he killed the woman he loved more than anything in the whole damned world? You really expect me to believe that?”
Brett stared deeply into her eyes, the tears glinting in his own incongruous on his lined and weathered face. “I swear to you, Lieutenant. I didn’t know. And I never would have covered up for Joe if I did. You asked me why we stopped talking, right?”
“Yeah.”
“I didn’t like the man I was becoming. Both me and Joe were just following in Dad’s footsteps. Drinking, fighting. Getting kicked out of the Army was the best thing that happened to me. I woke up. Took a couple years, but I hit rock bottom.”
“And Joe didn’t?”
“On the surface, maybe. But I knew there was a darkness inside him. And being around it opened up my own. So I made the hardest decision I’ve ever made. I cut him off.”
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FORTY-EIGHT
“That was his CO,” Melissa sighed as she replaced the phone handset in its cradle. Messy strands of hair danced in the air as she rolled her neck before pressing the tips of her index fingers along the bags under her eyes. “Joe Hayes took an unplanned leave of absence two days before the Ventnors were killed. Claimed he had kidney stones.”
“Has he been in contact with his CO since?” Blake asked. She shot her partner a sympathetic look. They’d been at this for hours: tearing Joseph Hayes’ life apart with surgical precision.
Down the hallway, she could hear an excited hum of activity in the conference room Captain Rogers had turned into a makeshift war room. Patrol officers and support personnel alike had been assigned to the temporary duty of contacting local hotels, as had detectives from the sheriff’s department and a number of local towns. Even Special Agent Crouch was making himself useful.
“Only by email. Last contact was two days ago. Claimed he was pissing blood.”
“I’m guessing he isn’t resting up in a hospital bed somewhere?”
Melissa shook her head. “Joe said he’d be back in a week and he just needed to rest up.”
“His cell phone records just came through,” Blake said. She’d pulled copies of them, even though she knew investigative teams at CID, SBI, and other agencies would no doubt have done the same. “His device went dark the same day he called in sick. He hasn’t turned it on since.”
“Financials?”
“Mark just emailed. All discretionary spending on cards and accounts in his name dried up at the same time. The only transactions in the last few days are monthly bills. Netflix, cell plan, that kind of thing.”
“So if it isn’t him, somebody’s doing a damn good job at making him look guilty.”
Blake matched Melissa’s glance. She no longer had any doubts that Brett Hayes’ brother was the man they were looking for. Joe’s postings matched perfectly against the locations of most of the unsolved murder-suicides. A handful of them didn’t fit, but it stood to reason that some such tragedies were in fact real.
Additionally, Joe’s file contained a record of a two-year stint at Fort Meade—home of the National Security Agency. The precise details of his activities weren’t clear yet, but it at least seemed plausible to her that he’d been exposed to computer hacking know-how during this time.
According to Mark, whose team at CID was tearing into cold case files, some of the older investigations had turned up partial or fragmentary DNA samples that then- state of the art technology wasn’t capable of identifying. If those samples had been stored, it might now be possible to match those against Joe Hayes’ military DNA profile. It would take days just to comb through CID evidence archives to find the samples and longer to process them, but they might be able to nail Joe on half a dozen double murders through that path alone.
The problem was: how to find him?
Blake wasn’t allowing herself to think about what would happen when over a dozen families discovered that their deceased father wasn’t a murderer, after all. That kind of pain was a trauma that got carried down through the generations. It had probably ruined numerous lives. Perhaps even driven innocent survivors to depression or suicide.
It had certainly scarred her own life more deeply than she usually cared to admit.
She shook her head, grimacing as she pushed the thoughts away. She didn’t have the mental space for this right now. Glancing at her watch, she realized it was almost 11 at night. It would be dark outside. She was starving, and she looked like shit.
Blake leaned forward as her computer pinged a notification chime. She opened up the offending email to see that it was from Mark. The email addresses in the CC field were drawn from every state, local, federal and military law enforcement agency she had ever heard of, plus a couple she hadn’t.
“Conference call at six tomorrow morning,” she said. “Looks like the Army’s finally going to do a press appeal for information.”
Joe Hayes’ chain of command had resisted releasing his identity to the media until this point. At first they had cited questions of national security, but Blake guessed that was just a stalling tactic. Joe was a military intelligence officer, not some kind of James Bond figure. He no doubt had knowledge of highly classified surveillance systems, but that didn’t mean he could avoid justice forever.
The real problem was that he was an active-duty Army colonel who might also be one of the most prolific serial killers in American history. The disclosure of his crimes, and the fact that neither his commanding officers nor military law enforcement had ever suspected his involvement, would be a stain on the Army’s reputation at a time when recruitment was falling and the service was fighting for its budget allocation in DC.
“It’s about time,” Melissa sighed. “We need him to make a mistake.”
Blake gritted her teeth but didn’t respond. It was a painful truth. Whether because of his training or not, Joe’s tradecraft had so far been impeccable. He’d maintained perfect financial and communication discipline for over a week, almost as though he was executing a military operation. Most criminals slipped up. Their finances ran dry, forcing them to use a known card, or they logged on to a social media account on a public computer.
But she didn’t think Joe was going to screw up like that. He’d survived capture—hell, never even attracted suspicion—for two decades as an active serial killer. Maybe he’d screwed up by leaving DNA at his very early kills, but even that wasn’t yet certain. What was clear was that he’d left nothing behind at any of the more recent crime scenes.
Teams would work for weeks, probably months, to determine whether he could be connected to those previous crimes through either his cell phone location data or financial transactions. But Blake doubted it. She sensed that Joe was fastidious in his modus operandi.
“He must have access to independent finance,” she mused out loud as she tabbed back to his bank statements and scrolled mindlessly. “Maybe prepaid debit cards or credit under a stolen identity. I can’t see a recent cash withdrawal larger than a hundred bucks in weeks. He’d need more than that to operate for this long outside of home territory.”
Blake blinked as the lines of text on the screen grew fuzzy. She closed her eyes and rubbed her eyelids in an attempt to clear them. It didn’t work.
“Maybe the search of his home will turn something up,” Melissa suggested. Fort Belvoir’s CID detachment was handling that in concert with the FBI.
“I doubt it,” Blake said glumly. “If it had, we’d know by now.”
“You’re probably right.”
Blake cocked her ear down the hallway. The noise of the phones was much quieter than it had been even an hour earlier. Almost every hotel would by now have switched over to the night shift. There was no sense in getting through to pimpled nineteen-year-old night staff who had no idea what the guests looked like.
“I’m calling it,” she said, pushing back from her chair. “Go home, get some rest. We can’t do anything more tonight. Once this hits the press tomorrow, things are going to get manic. Get as much sleep as you can.”
Melissa chose that exact moment to mask a yawn. Neither woman wanted to leave their desk, internally sensing that it would feel like they had failed in the hunt for Joe. But logic won out. They sure as hell wouldn’t find him if they could barely open their eyes. They’d already been at this investigation for days, and before that, the events at Pine Ridge Retreat had drained whatever batteries they’d managed to charge.
“I can’t wait,” Melissa groaned.
Blake forced a black smile. It would be all hands on deck as soon as Joe Hayes’ identity and photograph were released to the public. Every single time an investigation like this hit the press, kooks decided it was open season to air their pet conspiracy theories. Blake, Melissa, and every other cop on this investigation would be running down hopeless leads for days.
The problem was that sometimes there really was a diamond in the rough.
As Melissa’s footsteps faded away, a thought struck Blake. What if they could put Joe Hayes off balance after all? Perhaps they could use his brother Brett. Joe had protected him once, in his own way. Was there still a residual affection there despite 15 years of radio silence?
Even if there wasn’t, serial killers were nothing if not egocentric. A carefully calibrated statement from Brett might push all of Joe’s buttons. If they were lucky, he might just make a mistake. She scratched a note to follow up on it first thing in the morning. Brett probably wouldn’t welcome a call this late, although she was certain he would be willing to help. She’d seen his ashen expression earlier that day.
It might not work, but at least it’s a plan…
Her knees creaked as she pushed herself away from the desk. She hid her own yawn as she waved her goodbyes and grabbed her keys. She winced with guilt as she saw a message from Ryan on the screen of her phone as she climbed into the SUV. He’d been camped out with Ashley and Cora all day. God only knew what all this waiting in fear was doing to the women’s trauma.
Blake was too tired to both talk and drive, so she waited until she pulled up on the street outside her house before calling him. Her eyes focused on the dashboard clock as she waited for him to answer. It was almost midnight as Ryan picked up on the third ring.
“I’m sorry, it’s late. I should’ve called earlier. It’s been crazy.”
“Don’t apologize,” he said, his voice gruff, tired, and somehow warming. “Everything’s okay here. We’re having a slumber party.”
“You really don’t mind? I’ll ask Fayetteville PD for a favor first thing tomorrow. If they can stick a cruiser out front, I’ll relax. I don’t even know if they are in any danger. I just worry.”
“It’s fine,” Ryan said as Blake killed the engine and climbed out of the SUV. She opened the trunk before locking the vehicle and grabbed her go-bag. Once Joseph Hayes’ name was released to the media, she doubted how many opportunities she’d have to swing home to change. Better to throw a couple of outfits into the bag while she had the chance. She slung the straps over her shoulder and turned toward the house.
In a lower voice, he continued, “They’re both asleep. But after the shock Cora got the other day, I don’t blame you. This guy’s making it personal. Are you⁠—?”
“Being careful?” Blake snorted, glancing around automatically to make sure that she was alone. “You better believe it. Don’t worry, I’ve got that damned tracker in my bag, just like you said.”
Ryan snorted his amusement. “How’s the hunt coming?”
Blake paused to consider whether she should tell him but shrugged tiredly. It would be national news first thing in the morning. “We have a suspect. I think he’s the one. Name’s Joe Hayes. His brother lives out near Carthage.”
“You think he killed the Ventnors?”
Blake stopped right before her front door and turned back toward the street. In all her concern for Cora and Ashley, she’d forgotten to check on Amy Ventnor. The woman had already lost both parents to Joe Hayes. He’d shown a willingness to use those around Blake to hurt her. Hell, Mike and Maggie had died just because they lived across the street.
Could he do it again?
“Blake?” Ryan said. “You still there?”
She squinted into the darkness. It was difficult to make out, but there was a shadow by Amy’s front door. Like it wasn’t fully closed.
“Hold up,” she whispered. She reached for the gun in her holster and unclasped it, though she didn’t yet draw the firearm, still hoping she was simply being paranoid. She switched her go-bag onto the opposite shoulder and slowly walked back up the path toward the road.
Ryan’s breath was barely audible on the line. A distant part of Blake’s mind knew that he wanted to ask what the hell was going on, but he would trust her judgment. He was a better man than he knew.
Blake’s gaze roved right and left as she searched for trouble, cautious not to focus on the discrepancy in front of her only to be taken by surprise. The street was empty. Quiet. Most of the houses were completely dark. A couple of lights glowed behind curtains in the Ventnor place.
She crossed the street, certain now that her suspicion was right. Amy’s front door was open a crack. She slowly lowered her bag and gently deposited it on the sidewalk. Her next motion was to draw her service weapon.
“Ryan,” she whispered as she approached the front door with her weapon raised. “I need you to hang up and call for backup. My street. The Ventnor house. Do it now.”
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FORTY-NINE
Blake pushed her front foot gently against the door. It moved smoothly on its hinges as it swung inward inch by inch. She barely dared to breathe as adrenaline flooded her system, burning away all her previous fatigue. She slid her phone into her back pocket and gripped the pistol with both hands, keeping it close to her body.
Should she call out Amy’s name?
No.
The answer came instantly. Joe Hayes was on the wrong side of fifty, but he had completed the special forces qualification course in his youth. He’d done two tours of duty in combat zones, though he probably hadn’t left the wire all too often.
Still, the photos in his personnel file indicated that he was in good physical condition, as did his most recent set of physical fitness test scores. The trail of killings he’d left in his wake indicated he knew what to do with a firearm. And the fact that he’d managed to pull them off without getting caught showed he had to be a cool customer.
The door was now almost fully open. No electric light spilled out, and the interior of the house was still swallowed by a late-night gloom. A deep, primal instinct screamed at Blake not to step inside. That only danger lurked within.
The smart play here was to wait for backup to arrive. It wouldn’t be more than ten minutes. Five if she got lucky. Maybe an off-duty cop would hear the call. It was her misfortune that it was so late at night. The department would be short-staffed, especially with the ongoing manhunt.
Blake paused as that realization crossed her mind. If she just held here a little longer, the outcome would be assured. They would be able to enter the house and clear it in force. If Joe was inside, he would have no chance. And if Amy really was in danger, her chances of saving her would be far greater.
“Hello?”
The quavering voice that came from inside changed Blake’s calculation in an instant. It was nervous. Terrified. And it belonged to Amy.
She tightened her grip on her firearm, thumbing the safety. She knew she already had a round in the chamber, and the knowledge helped steady her. Whoever Joseph Hayes was and whatever skills he’d accumulated, he was still human. His flesh couldn’t stop a bullet from her nine millimeter.
“Is”—a pause, a tightness in her breath—“is that you, Lieutenant?”
Blake weighed her next move without shifting a muscle. Her eyes glanced left and right, but she didn’t sense that anyone else was outside with her. Whatever the threat was, it was on the other side of this doorway. She strained her hearing to listen for the sound of approaching sirens but heard nothing. It was too soon. Only twenty or thirty seconds had passed since Ryan had hung up, though it felt like longer as her heart pounded in her chest.
“Please,” Amy whimpered. “Please help me.”
The sheer terror in the young woman’s voice finally broke Blake’s resolve. Whatever the tactically correct thing to do in this position was, she was still a cop. It was her job to put her body in harm’s way to save the people she was sworn to protect.
Especially this woman, who had lost her parents simply because they had the misfortune to live across from her.
Blake’s jaw tightened. Her decision was made, and it was final. She stepped quietly through the door, her weapon pinned close to her chest to make it difficult for anybody to reach out and snatch it from her. Every sense was on full alert as she swept the weapon right to reveal a dining room, the chairs like winter trees in the dark. One of them appeared to be missing, a gaping hole where it should’ve been.
Clear.
She twisted left, an instinct deep in her mind screaming that that was where the danger lay. Strangely, for an instant, her eyes fixated on the floor, where the square of carpet spirited away by Robyn for forensic analysis was missing.
As they shifted upward, they locked on Amy’s own for just a second. She was tied to the missing dining chair, her hands twisted behind her back. Her eyes glistened with tears, though the expression on her face was glassy with shock.
“I’m sorry,” Amy whispered.
A dark shape stepped out of the gloom behind her. Blake didn’t see the blow coming, but Amy’s head snapped forward, and she slumped unconscious against her restraints.
“Drop the fucking gun,” Blake yelled the second she saw the firearm in the man’s hand. She couldn’t make out his features in the dark, but she took a chance. “Joe, it’s over.”
The killer was smart. Almost every inch of his body was hidden behind Amy’s frame. He expertly used her for cover as he pressed a firearm against her right temple.
“Lieutenant,” Joe Hayes said, a shaft of moonlight crossing his face as he leaned forward. His left hand was obscured, hidden somewhere behind Amy’s body. “I was wondering when you’d call.”
“I told you to drop the gun,” Blake said.
She took a step toward him, steadying her aim, wondering if she could make the shot without harming Amy. It was possible, but only a few square inches of his head ever ducked out from behind the cover the unconscious woman provided. And she couldn’t guarantee that he wouldn’t reflexively pull the trigger in death.
Dammit, where was backup? Still no sound of it. She just needed to keep him occupied long enough for help to arrive. As soon as it did, either she could shoot him in the chaos, or somebody else would find a way of taking him out.
Just get him talking.
“Can I tell you a secret, Lieutenant Larsen?” Joe said, a cold smile gripping his face.
“Sure.” She shrugged. “If that’s what gets you going.”
He shifted minutely behind Amy. The pistol stayed cemented to her temple. His smile widened. “I’m left-handed.”
As Blake’s forehead wrinkled and she tried to process what this admission meant, his left hand arced out from behind cover. He was holding something yellow.
She figured it out before the two darts buried into her chest, trailing a wire that led back to the Taser in his left hand. Blake made the only decision left open to her and shifted her aim away from Amy—and the psychopath who had taken her hostage—so that as her body spasmed she wouldn’t accidentally squeeze the trigger.
Blake barely felt the prongs penetrate her flesh. There wasn’t time before the electric current surged through her body, dropping her to the floor in an instant. Every muscle and ligament flexed uselessly as she stared at the firearm that slipped from her fingers. Another pulse of current incapacitated her as Joe Hayes kicked the weapon away.
The last thing she saw before she blacked out was the reversed grip of his own pistol swinging through the air toward her.
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FIFTY
Blake’s eyes snapped open as the vehicle slowed to a halt. The tires crunched against gravel. A few stones rattled against the undercarriage, causing her to flinch before she realized what was going on. Her heart raced in her chest as she struggled to breathe, her lungs pumping like forge billows before she realized that her mouth was taped. The panic building inside her was so intense in the complete blackness that surrounded her that it took her brain several seconds to focus.
Breathe through your nose!
Even the conscious order didn’t initially break through her terror. She squeezed her eyes tightly shut as the lack of oxygen grew overpowering, white stars bursting in the dark as her consciousness began to fade away. Her nostrils finally flared as the air flowed through them, instantly lessening the pressure that had built up inside her.
There was no way of telling how long it took for the oxygen to flow through her body and the panic to recede. Seconds? Minutes?
The car’s suspension shifted as one of the doors opened and an occupant, presumably the driver, climbed out. It settled back as quiet footsteps crunched into the darkness.
Blake felt her mind sharpening as the thunder of her heart rate faded. She tried to force herself to be calm. Giving in to the fear would only guarantee she ended up dead. If she wanted to survive, she had to reassert whatever control she could. Right now, that didn’t feel like a lot. But it was her only hope.
Where are you?
It helped to focus on the concrete details. Blake reasoned that she had to be in a car, judging by the sound. That suspicion was confirmed as the engine noise died away and the block clicked as it cooled.
The blackness all around her indicated that she was in the trunk. She pushed out with her hands, only to discover that her wrists were somehow bound together. The same was true of her ankles. Her cheek pressed against the rough carpet on the bottom of the trunk. It was hot. So fucking hot. Sweat trickled down her cheek.
Blake reached out to the right, trying to situate herself in the darkness. She felt like she was drifting into the depths of space, as if she’d fallen from an airlock and was tumbling through the endless blackness to her death.
Focus!
Her fingertips brushed against what she figured had to be either the door to the trunk or the rear of the back seats, depending on which side of the trunk she was lying in. Instead of the hard material or the carpet she expected, the touch was forgiving. Whatever she was pressing into was soft. And warm.
For a single terrifying instant, Blake thought she was lying next to a body. And then her last memories before the Taser’s prongs bit into her flooded back. Joe had knocked Amy out with the butt of his pistol.
“Amy,” she said, her voice muffled and indistinct through the tape over her mouth. “Tell me you’re okay.”
The words came out as a jumbled moan. Amy didn’t move. As tears prickled the corner of Blake’s eyes, she thought she could feel Amy’s chest rising and falling, but there was no way of being certain. The heat was continuing to build in the cramped, dark space. She felt like she might pass out at any moment.
She forced herself to slow her breathing and grow still. Every movement generated heat, and the hotter it got, the more certain it was that she would black out from it.
Think.
Blake remembered that as she lay twitching on the ground from the Taser, Joe Hayes had dealt her a blow to the head. She didn’t feel fully in control of her body, but that probably had something to do with the restraints, not just any lingering head trauma.
Her thoughts were clearer now. She remembered there had to be an internal release mechanism in the trunk. Even with her bound wrists, she should probably be capable of pulling it open.
A chill crept through her veins as she realized that Joe was still out there. Had he brought her and Amy here to die?
“Who’s out there?” a voice rang out, only slightly muffled by the car’s chassis. “I’ve got a gun. Don’t think I don’t know how to use it.”
Blake’s eyes flared wide in the dark. She recognized that voice. It belonged to Brett Hayes. With traces of the narcotic still flowing through her system, she briefly wondered whether he had been in on Joe’s activities from the start.
But no, he sounded suspicious. Angry. As she parsed his words, she figured he had to be armed.
Cautious footsteps sounded through the blackness that swallowed her. Brett was approaching the car, Blake was sure of it. A knot of worry gripped her stomach as she realized that Joe was no longer in the vehicle. He had crept out just after they arrived. Was he waiting in the darkness to ambush his brother?
Blake tried to call a warning as the footsteps closed on the front of the car. But her voice was muffled by the tape, her words completely inaudible. Hot tears burned their way down her cheeks as the indignity of her impotence burned inside her.
“I said show yourself,” Brett called grimly. “Hands on the wheel or I start shooting.”
Blake looked desperately around in the darkness. She couldn’t give in to this desperation or failure and death were assured. She saw nothing but realized that the car shifted slightly underneath her as she moved. She pulled her ankles back toward her butt and pushed her pelvis into the air, supporting her weight on her heels and shoulders before thumping onto the floor of the trunk.
Again!
The car rocked underneath her as her heart rate spiked. She kicked her pelvis up again, slamming it back against the trunk. Again and again until the car vibrated with motion.
“What the fuck?” she was pretty sure she heard Brett whisper under his breath.
She tried yelling again, but the sound only tore at her throat. As she slumped exhausted against the floor of the trunk, she began hammering her bound wrists against the plastic. Cold rationality faded into the desperate fear that she would die here, alone in the blackness with Amy’s corpse.
She sensed swift movement outside, thought she heard the click of a door opening, and pictured Brett yanking the driver’s side open before clearing the inside of the car. A moment of silence followed before more cautious footsteps sidestepped around the back of the vehicle.
Salty tears streamed down her cheeks, stinging the raw skin as she prayed that this wasn’t some kind of sick joke. That the brothers weren’t just playing her.
Silence stretched out. Blake sensed that Brett knew this had to be some kind of trap. But the better angels of his nature knew he had to do something anyway. She began lifting her pelvis again as her shoulders screamed from the pain of being contorted into this unnatural position.
But she was too late.
“Been a while, little brother.” A second voice spoke, clearly carrying over a distance. “Go ahead, pop the trunk. See what I brought you.”
“Who’s there?” Brett said, his voice jumping an octave, stones skidding out from underneath him as he spun. At least, that’s what it sounded like. There was a short pause before he continued in a quieter voice, “Joe?”
“Pop the trunk,” Joe repeated, his voice harsher now.
“What is this?” Brett said, shifting endlessly as Blake guessed he was searching the darkness for his brother’s position. “Come out and speak to me like a man.”
“Do what I say or I’ll put a bullet through your temple.”
Joe’s tone brooked no argument. It was deadly serious. And Blake knew that he would do exactly what he said he would. Brett clearly reached the same conclusion because after a couple of seconds of silence, she heard him turn back toward the car and felt it rock slightly as he searched for the trunk release.
In silence, Brett opened the trunk. The crack of early morning darkness that flooded inside the pitch-black trunk burned Blake’s eyes like the noon sun. The trunk’s hydraulic mechanism hissed as it rose. She turned her eyes upward and searched for Brett’s gaze.
He stared down at her—at the two bodies in the trunk—in mute horror. His eyes went wide, his expression slack as if his brain simply could not process what he was seeing.
Blake shook her head desperately, the motion tugging hairs trapped in the duct tape that Joe Hayes had looped around her head to cover her mouth. The pain grew fresh tears in her eyes, but she kept going. She tried to speak, but the words were lost.
So she pleaded with her eyes.
Shoot him! Do it now or we’re both dead.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the pistol in his hand. His grip was slack, the weapon hanging uselessly as he struggled to process the gift that his brother had brought him.
“Brett,” she yelled through the tape. “Shoot him!”
The sound of her moans seemed to shock him back into life, but it was too late.
“Put the gun down, Brett,” Joe said. “Or I’ll shoot both those pretty little girls right in front of you.”
Blake watched Brett stiffen as he contemplated the choice in front of him. Amy still hadn’t stirred, but she continued trying to plead with him to ignore his brother. Even if they all died because Brett tried to save them, at least that way they’d had a chance.
But if he just complied, then it was all over.
The pistol twitched in his hand.
“Which one do you want me to kill first?” Joe called. “I’m thinking the cop.”
“You don’t have to do this, Joe,” Brett said, still staring down at Blake. “You can still run. I’ll give you a head start before the cops come after you.”
A part of Blake rejoiced that Brett had snapped back into life. But another part of her despaired at the realization that this wasn’t going to be enough. Joe hadn’t come all this way just to give up.
“I’m done running, brother,” Joe said. He sounded closer now. “I’ll choose for you. You don’t put that gun down in the next three seconds and you can watch the lieutenant bleed out in front of you. Is that what you want?”
Blake saw Brett reach his decision before the next word was spoken. He closed his eyes, and his chin sagged to his chest. She copied the motion, letting her head thump back against the floor of the trunk as a sense of hopelessness swamped her. She barely heard Brett’s gun tumble to the ground. It no longer mattered.
They were all screwed.
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FIFTY-ONE
Blake watched numbly from the dining room chair she was now tied to, her hands taped behind her back. Amy was beginning to stir in the chair at her side, but barely. Blake’s testing had revealed there was maybe an inch of play in the tape. Just enough for her to move her wrists but not enough to generate enough force to truly worry at the material, let alone free her hands. The chair seemed to creak with her every breath.
“Drink, Brett,” Joe said, holding out a bottle of bourbon toward his brother, base first. “I bought the good shit.”
The pistol in his left hand didn’t quiver. Neither Blake nor Brett were left in any doubt that if the latter so much as twitched wrong, it would end in a bullet.
“What’s this about?” Brett said. Like the two women, he was sitting on one of the dining chairs. Unlike Blake and Amy, he wasn’t restrained. But Joe was careful always to keep enough distance between them to ensure his safety.
“Call it a goodbye,” Joe said.
He didn’t smile. There was barely an expression on his face, though Blake sensed a vibrating energy within him that she interpreted as enjoyment. He was almost leaning forward, so engrossed in the play he was directing that he could barely contain himself.
“Fifteen years without even a birthday card,” Brett grunted. “This feels a little long-winded.”
“Whose fault is that?” Joe snapped.
He’s not in as much control as he thinks.
Blake narrowed her eyes as she strained to figure out how she could turn that realization to her advantage. She’d given up hoping that backup would find her here before it was too late. Joe must have escaped with her before the first units arrived at the Ventnor house. Melissa wouldn’t know where to look.
The problem was that she was in the center of the dark kitchen, too far away from any of the counters to get hold of a weapon. Amy was still insensible and was unlikely to be much use even if she wasn’t similarly restrained.
Brett seemed mostly over the shock that had initially gripped him. Better still, he wasn’t tied up. On the downside, that was no surprise to Joe, who had him covered at all times with the pistol.
Blake remained quiet behind the two men who were focused entirely on the other. Her mouth was still taped, so it wasn’t like she could have spoken anyway. She looked down at the dining chair she was tied to. It was rickety and groaned with every tiny shift in her movement. Perhaps if she threw herself sideways hard enough, it would collapse. If she was lucky, that would give her enough room to free herself from her restraints.
But how could she do it quickly enough to avoid getting shot in the process?
Her thoughts circled back to keeping Joe off-kilter. She needed him angry. Unfocused.
“Is this how you get your kicks, Joe? Killing the only family member you’ve got left? Hell, I hear you’re murdering seniors now. Real brave.”
For just an instant, Brett met Blake’s gaze. She saw a glint of understanding in his eyes and knew that he’d reached the same conclusion. Perhaps he knew better than anyone how to push his brother’s buttons.
There would be a moment. Just one. And they had to seize it.
“Open your fucking mouth, Brett,” Joe spat. Even in the darkness, Blake saw flicks of saliva flying through the air. “Or I shoot one of those ladies.”
Grudgingly, Brett did as he was instructed. From a distance, Joe shoved the neck of the bottle into his mouth and tipped a hefty measure of bourbon through his lips. Some spilled out, but enough went down his throat and into his windpipe to leave Brett a coughing, spluttering mess.
Joe stepped back instantly, always maintaining that distance.
He’s not angry enough.
“You haven’t changed, have you?” Brett mumbled hoarsely, tears from the coughing glistening in his eyes. “Never could handle yourself like a man.”
Blake wondered how much he’d drunk. At least a fifth of the bottle was now empty, though some of that had doubtless spilled down Brett’s front.
“You feel that warmth in your chest, brother?” Joe sneered. “Hang on to it. I’ve seen a lot of people die. They always look cold to me. Open up.”
Brett parted his lips, though not fully. Blake saw that he remained alert and watchful as Joe approached. But also that his brother’s body language suggested that Joe knew that too. The pistol in the killer’s left hand didn’t tremble as the right stretched out with the liquor bottle.
“It’s all over, Joe,” Brett said, wincing as yet more bourbon seared his throat. He must’ve known the time wasn’t right to strike. “You have to know you’re not escaping this. I told them your name. Your life’s over.”
“I gave everything for you,” Joe hissed. “One of us had to have the courage to do what I did. It was never going to be you.”
“I never wanted it to be me,” Brett fired back, his words already beginning to slur. Blake’s muscles tensed with worry. If this didn’t happen fast, he would be too drunk to act at all. “You think it took courage to do what you did? I call it cowardice, Joe. That’s what you are. A coward. You couldn’t hack it.”
Blake stiffened as in the distance she heard what sounded like a police siren. She stifled the spark of hope that flared in her chest. Surely nobody could have figured out where they were. Not yet.
The two brothers didn’t seem to have noticed, locked in their own personal struggle.
“You’re a child,” Joe said coldly. “And I am going to get away. Because my brother will take the fall for me.”
Blake’s eyes widened as she finally understood Joe’s final play. He was going to stage another murder-suicide. This time, she and Amy would be Brett’s supposed victims. It wouldn’t work. The manhunt searching for Joseph Hayes had too much weight behind it now.
But that didn’t really matter. Joe believed it. Or at least had convinced himself he did. And he would kill them all to prove it.
“Fuck you,” Brett spat, his motion already swaying from the intoxication running through his veins.
“Drink,” Joe growled, jabbing the bottle forward again.
Brett moved quicker than Blake would have believed possible for a man in his condition. He jerked his right hand up and smashed it into the bottle, sending it flying through the air toward Blake’s feet. It shattered there, and droplets of liquor and shards of glass splashed and cut her ankles.
She watched, shocked by the sudden explosion of violence as a muzzle flash momentarily illuminated the dark kitchen. Brett grunted as the bullet impacted somewhere in his right thigh, but he didn’t stop. Maybe he didn’t even feel the pain.
Blake shook herself out of her torpor as she realized this was it. She had no way of knowing how bad Brett’s injury was or how long he could hold out against his brother. He was strong from yard work but had a slight gut. Combine that with a bullet wound to his thigh, and he probably wasn’t going to have much staying power.
Casting one last nervous look at the shards of glass that covered the floor all around her, Blake tilted the chair half a foot to the left so that it was standing on just two legs before throwing all her weight down hard to the right. The extra distance built her momentum, and instinctively she braced for impact as the floor surged toward her with dizzying speed.
Blake twisted at the very last moment so that the back of the chair impacted the ground before she did. She felt the wood crunch and shudder underneath her, and a savage blast of satisfaction flooded over her. She realized she could finally move her arms and shoulders again. Looking down, she saw that the back and seat of the chair had separated, and the latter was attached to only the left two legs.
“Dammit,” she hissed into the tape, realizing that one of the larger shards of the shattered bourbon bottle had gashed into her upper arm in the fall.
At least it’s sterile.
A clattering sound to her left momentarily drew her attention, and she saw Joe’s pistol sliding across the floor, knocked from his grasp in the struggle. Both men had their legs wide apart for support and were locked together a little like sumo wrestlers. Brett’s right hand gripped his brother’s left wrist hard, and Joe’s right arm was looped around Brett’s neck as the two men grappled and grunted.
Blake forced herself to concentrate. She wriggled through the wreckage of the chair, pushing out as hard as she could with her left ankle still taped to one leg. She grimaced with pain as the glass dug farther into her arm.
She kicked out hard, smashing the chair leg and seat into the ground as forcefully as she could. It took two or three blows before the last two elements of the chair separated. Finally she had more freedom of movement, though her arms were still looped around the back of the chair and one of the legs was still taped to her left ankle.
Rolling onto her side, she pushed her bound wrists back and used them to pull the chair seat out from where it had gotten stuck. Her chest heaved from the effort, but she didn’t allow herself to stop. A crash on the other side of the kitchen revealed that the two brothers had gone to the ground, kicking and punching and scratching at each other in a blind fury.
Blake grunted with pain as she pushed herself farther across the glass-strewn floor, opening up space in the wreckage so that she could pull her knees to her chest and feed her bound wrists up over her butt so that they were finally in front of her. She ripped the tape from her lips and momentarily exulted in the flood of oxygen into her lungs. She felt almost light-headed with it.
Her shoulders cramped with agony at the sudden freedom, but she bit down on her cheek and forced the pain to subside. With her hands back in front, she was finally able to reach for the shard of glass embedded in her upper right arm.
“Crap,” she hissed as she pulled it free, droplets of blood falling like heavy summer rain. Her fingers closed around the slick surface of the glass. It was from the side of the bottle, curved before tapering to a vicious point. She turned it inward, sawing at the tape that bound her wrists.
A look at the fight opposite deepened her panic. Joe had somehow gained the upper hand. He was sitting astride his brother, fingers threaded through his hair as he began smashing Brett’s head against the flagstone floor.
Blake felt like she was going to vomit at the sight of Brett’s skull crashing against the floor. She hardened her heart as Joe drove down with another hard strike.
Almost there…
Finally the sharp blade of glass cut through into empty air. The tape fell away from her wrists, which she was finally able to pull apart in front of her. For a moment she simply froze, not sure what to do next.
Worse, a silence filled the kitchen. It took her an instant to realize that Brett and Joe’s fight was over. And a half-glance out of her peripheral vision revealed the sickening answer to the only question that mattered.
Joe had won.
A desperate, terrified panting filled her ears as she looked around to see his shoulders slumped forward, chest heaving as he sat astride his brother’s limp body. She didn’t immediately realize that she was the source. She clamped her hand over her mouth as she watched Joe stare down at his brother’s face. The hoarse panting ceased, but almost instantly her racing heart burned through the oxygen in her blood.
She needed to do something now. If Joe acted first, it was all over.
Where’s the gun?
Blake twisted her neck, raking the floor where she’d seen the pistol skid across stone. She saw Amy’s wide, horrified eyes snap back awake as she checked back to see whether Joe had moved. Only a couple of seconds had elapsed, but it seemed as though he was in a trance, perhaps mourning his brother’s death in his own way.
The gun was just six feet to her left. Joe was twice that distance away, and he looked exhausted from his struggle with his brother.
Move!
She scrambled toward the pistol, the snapped chair leg still strapped to her left calf biting into the underside of her thigh as she crawled. She trailed blood behind her, shards of glass cutting into her knees and palms as she threw herself at the gun. She heard but didn’t see Joe turn behind her. Felt him move.
Her only thought was for the weapon. She didn’t let herself relax as her fingers closed around the grip, pushing forward before she rolled onto her side and came up on her back and leveled the pistol at the spot where Joe had been.
Blake blinked dumbly.
He was gone.
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FIFTY-TWO
“Drop it!” Joe yelled, yanking her gaze to the right. Her aim traveled with it, and she focused it on his forehead, putting another ounce of pressure through the trigger before she realized where he was.
“You want this bitch to die?” Joe snapped.
Blake quickly took in the situation. Joe must’ve realized he had no chance of reaching the gun before she did. But Amy was closer. He’d sprinted for her, snatching up a shard of glass from the floor which was now pressed against her carotid artery as he shielded his body behind hers. A single droplet of blood beaded where the jagged blade had pierced the skin.
She was panting again, exhausted from the endless waves of adrenaline that had flooded through her system, each more intense than the last. But the gun in her hands was perfectly level. The sound of sirens flooded the kitchen. She couldn’t see the flashing lights yet, but the sound told her the cruisers could only be a couple of miles away.
“It’s over, Joe. Lie down flat. You don’t have to die tonight.”
A deranged madness filled the man’s eyes. He pressed the shard of glass harder against Amy’s flesh. Blake saw the woman’s bladder release from terror. The scent of ammonia mingled with spilled liquor and blood in her nostrils.
And she knew with a pure, dead certainty that Joe wasn’t going to give himself up. He would rather kill one last time, just so he wasn’t taken in.
“Fuck that,” Blake whispered.
In a flash she adjusted her aim, sighting on his exposed foot. She squeezed the trigger, and the grip kicked back against her palms, the acrid gunsmoke adding to the thick aroma in the room as the bullet flew true.
Blake pushed herself up off the ground and sidestepped to the right as rapidly as possible to open up her field of fire. She just needed one good shot, and she would put a bullet through Joe Hayes’ skull.
But even after metal drilled through the front of his right foot, he was too quick. The glass shard dropped uselessly out of his hand, but he flung himself toward the nearest door and out of danger. Blake squeezed the trigger twice more, drilling two shots into the wall he’d disappeared behind, but she heard neither the sound of pain or a body slumping to the ground.
“Shit,” she whispered, limping toward Amy with her weapon still raised. She didn’t know whether Joe had a backup piece, though she hadn’t seen one. Brett’s gun had to be outside, but she heard what sounded like tires skidding toward the house. Would he go for it despite the danger of being apprehended?
Blake scanned Amy from head to toe. Except for the scratch on her neck and the indignity of emptying her bladder, she was physically fine. Amy stared back at her, tears streaming out of her eyes as she silently begged to be cut free.
“I’m coming, Amy,” she said, turning in looking for a suitable piece of broken glass. In the scuffle, most of them had been smashed into splinters, useless for the task.
You’re in a kitchen.
Blake shook some sense back into herself. She saw several kitchen knives pressed against a wooden magnetic block and ran to the nearest counter to grab a sharp blade. As she returned, her gaze passed over Brett’s prone body on the floor. Blood glistened at the wound on his thigh. His face was almost unrecognizable from the heat of Joe’s anger.
“He’s bleeding!” she whispered. It meant he was alive.
For a moment, she stood without moving, indecision freezing her in place. Joe was escaping. But she couldn’t just let Brett bleed to death. She had a greater responsibility than merely satisfying her own revenge.
She hopped over Blake’s body and ran as best she could for Amy, stopping only to cut the damned chair leg from around her left calf. She flung it away, the adhesive tape sticking to her fingers so that it fell limply. She crouched in front of Amy and placed the gun flat on the floor. She slashed through the tape that bound the woman’s ankles, then did the same for her wrists.
“Are you okay?” she asked as she peeled the last of the tape off her lips.
Amy was trembling almost uncontrollably, but she nodded as fresh tears spilled out of her eyes.
“Thank you,” she whispered. “I thought he was going to kill me.”
“I wouldn’t let that happen,” Blake said. “Are you hurt?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Listen, Amy, I need you to help me.”
“How?” Amy replied, her eyes slightly glassy with shock.
“You’re a doctor, right?”
“Yeah.”
“I need you to put pressure on Brett’s wound. I need you to save his life.”
If Blake had simply asked Amy to walk out there, she sensed the woman’s nerve and strength would have both failed. But the appeal to her vocation seemed to swing some automatic machinery within her into action. She nodded and pushed herself up off the chair. She headed for the kitchen instead of directly for Brett’s body, pulling open drawers and searching through them. She grabbed a stack of kitchen rags from a cupboard under the sink and found a roll of packing tape in another drawer.
She stopped as she returned to Brett, her eyes going wide with fear as Blake crouched and scooped up the pistol. “Where are you going?”
“After the bastard who did this.”
Before Amy could protest, Blake turned and ran for the door. Fresh bursts of adrenaline flooded into her muscles, pushing them past the point of failure. Kaleidoscopic flashes of blue and red raked over her face from distant police cruisers. She followed the trail of blood through the house back to the front door, her senses on edge as she realized that Joe might have gone for Brett’s discarded pistol.
Two dark shapes emerged out of the driveway. It was only a familiar low bark in Axe’s throat that stopped Blake from squeezing the trigger and putting a round into Ryan’s chest.
“Blake!” he hissed, relief visible on his face despite the dark. “You’re—okay.”
“You mean alive,” Blake said softly, dropping her aim as Ryan closed on her. “I’m that, too. How the hell are you here?”
“The tracker. He must have taken your bag with him. I didn’t think to trace it until he was already on his way here, or I’d have arrived sooner. What happened?”
“No time to explain. I shot him in the foot, but he got away.”
Blake turned, too wired for the emotion she knew would follow later. She stared into the trees at the edge of Brett’s yard, searching for her target.
“Let the cops handle it, Blake,” Ryan said. She noticed for the first time that he was armed.
“I am a cop,” she said as she limped toward the tree line.
“You know what I mean.”
Blake shook her head. “I’m not letting him get away. Not this time.”
Ryan didn’t argue further. He fell in alongside her, his own neck craning as he scanned for movement before pulling himself back.
“What are you doing, Ryan?” she hissed.
He shook his head and ran for the doorway, swiping his hand over a streak of blood on the floor. He pressed it against Axe’s nose. The dog sniffed deeply before pressing his nose to the earth. He wasn’t a bloodhound, but apparently some skills were innate. His tail wagged slowly back and forth as he jinked left and right before he seemed to find the trail and shot into the woods after it.
Blake and Ryan had to run to keep up. She knew that she wouldn’t be able to keep this up for much longer. Tonight had taken too much from her. And yet somehow she kept pushing on even as Axe seemed to be speeding up, as if growing more confident in the scent.
As if they were closing in.
Twigs and branches whipped across both their faces, scratching their skin and sloughing shards of bark into their eyes. Blake dragged her forearm across them to clear her sight and kept running.
A muttered curse sounded just twenty or thirty feet ahead. Blake redoubled her efforts, only staying ahead of Ryan due to the uneven terrain.
“It’s over, Joe!” she yelled as loudly as she could as she burst into a long, narrow clearing. Joe was halfway down it, limping badly. She stopped, widened her stance, and brought her pistol up, firing twice into the dirt beyond him.
He slowed, still not turning. Still not stopping.
“He’s got a gun,” Ryan whispered, halting by her side and leveling his own firearm on Joe’s back.
Blake nodded, seeing the pistol in his hand for the first time. He must’ve stopped for Brett’s gun after all. Or maybe he’d brought it in when he’d carried her inside.
It didn’t matter now.
She took a deep breath and yelled, “Drop it!”
Behind them, sirens and shouts filled the air, even the sound of running footsteps. But right here, time seemed to slow.
“He cried, you know that?” Joe called out, his voice muffled as he spoke in the opposite direction.
Axe let out a low growl, but Ryan motioned for the dog to stay where he was. Blake felt a bolt of relief shoot through her. The last thing she could handle right now was either of them getting hurt.
“Lie down on the ground before I shoot you,” Blake said, her breathing steadying as she ignored Joe’s desperate attempts to bait her.
“It’s your dad I’m talking about. I thought he would piss himself. He died begging me to let your mother live. But he was too much of a bitch to do anything about it.”
Blake stayed silent. A pit of rage burned inside her, but she wasn’t going to give this bastard the satisfaction of knowing she gave a shit about a word he said.
“It’s probably good I took him from you. Wouldn’t have done you any favors to be raised by a man like that.”
She saw his left hand twitch slightly. Sensed the movement before Joe began to twist, bringing the gun up through the air as he prepared to fire.
Blake squeezed her own trigger two more times. The muzzle flash lit the trees around her as the pistol kicked back against her grip. Both rounds hit center mass, somewhere in the stomach and perhaps his left lung. He dropped the gun first before pitching face first into the soil.
Ryan reacted first, sprinting toward him and kicking the gun into the trees. Blake followed, her pistol still leveled at the crown of Joseph Hayes’ skull as he lay flat on the dirt. She stood over him, her trigger half-drawn. She hadn’t counted how many rounds the weapon had expended. For all she knew, it was already empty.
There’s only one way to find out…
At her side, Ryan looked questioningly at her. There was no judgment in his eyes, but there was a deep sadness. She sensed that if she fired one more time, he would never say a word about it, though it would haunt him for the rest of his life.
Perhaps it was that thought that drew her back from the brink. Joe’s chest still rose and fell in labored, fading breaths on the ground. He might not make it anyway.
Blake lowered the pistol to her side, her shoulders slumping forward. She dropped to her knees in front of the body and began tearing at Joe’s shirt, ripping it away. She looked up at Ryan as she pressed her palms against one of the sucking wounds to stanch the flow of blood.
“You could have killed him,” Ryan said softly as he joined her, putting pressure on the other gunshot wound.
“I could.” She nodded, her tongue feeling slow from exhaustion. “But I want all those families to know the truth. He took everything from them. They deserve to get their memories back.”
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EPILOGUE
Womack Army Medical Center
Two weeks later.
“MA’AM. ARE YOU READY?”
Blake blinked, sensing this was the second time the uniformed military police soldier had tried to attract her attention. She nodded slightly, not yet trusting her voice to stick.
“I’ll be right outside,” he said, reaching for a set of keys that was attached to his belt by a chain. He placed it into the private hospital room’s lock and twisted it. “Shout if you need anything.”
“I’ll do that,” Blake replied, taking a steadying breath as the door swung open. She stood looking through it for several long seconds, sensing her heart rate beginning to spike, her palms growing clammy.
You don’t have to do this.
Ryan had told her that. Offered to be here for her if that’s what she needed. But Blake knew that her answer now was the same one she’d given him.
I need to.
She stepped into the hospital room and closed the door behind her, finally turning to look at the form lying under the sheets. She sensed it move and heard the rattling of a metal handcuffs chain.
“Blake Larsen,” Joe Hayes said, his voice slightly hoarse. “I wondered if you’d come.”
Blake walked slowly over to him, taking in every inch of him for a long time before speaking. He’d barely survived the two gunshots she’d inflicted on him in the woods outside his brother’s home two weeks earlier. The first week he’d spent in a coma. He still didn’t know anything about how the investigation had progressed while he was unconscious.
Didn’t know that CID had discovered and raided the storage box in which he kept trophies from every single one of his killings, either. Families up and down the country had been told the truth about what happened to their parents. It didn’t make the pain any easier to bear. Perhaps even sharpened it.
But it would fade. And Blake thought it was better to know.
Now I can start to grieve.
Joe’s face was thick with gray stubble, and he seemed to have lost at least twenty pounds. He looked shrunken as he lay and stared back at her, lines carved deep in his skeletal face. Between two weeks without sunlight and recovering from an eleven-hour surgery, his complexion had lost most of its color.
“Your parents were my first, you know?” Joe said, speaking almost casually, but the glint in his eyes showed her that he was watching her reaction carefully as he twisted the knife. “Killing them lit a fire inside me. So in a way everything I did afterward was their fault.”
Blake remained silent. Her stomach had knotted with tension as she stood outside, but strangely she felt it beginning to relax in his presence. The monster who had stolen her parents from her was in truth just a man. A sick, pathetic, broken human being.
Maybe the knowledge that any person could do what he had should have been more terrifying. But Blake found it freeing. She’d flicked on the light and learned that there wasn’t a monster under the bed, after all.
Only a man who was going to die behind bars.
Without speaking, she turned back toward the door. All she could do here was feed his ego. And he’d stolen enough from her already. Better to leave him knowing that he hadn’t won.
“Where are you going?” he said, his voice pitching up with what sounded almost like fear. “Come back. Don’t you want to know how they died?”
Blake turned the door handle before stepping through and closing it softly behind her. She heard Joe rage behind her, his handcuffs rattling against the bed’s metal rail. Small objects pelted against the door.
“That was fast,” the soldier replied, slipping his phone into his pocket and standing quickly to his feet.
She shrugged. “I got what I needed.”
“What was that?” he replied conversationally as he locked the door behind her.
“Closure.”

“THANKS FOR COMING,” Blake said, narrowing her eyes a little to block out the glare from the flat light from the cloud that sat over the cemetery in which her mother had been buried two decades earlier.
Ryan, Ashley, and Cora smiled back at her. None of them were dressed in black. More and more over the last couple of weeks, Blake had uncovered long-repressed memories of her father’s infectious humor, his smile, and his singing in the shower. He wouldn’t have wanted her to mourn him, to wallow in grief. At least, she didn’t think he would.
“Of course,” Ryan replied, reaching out and squeezing Blake’s upper arm. “We wouldn’t be anywhere else.”
The four of them had spent a lot of time together since Joe Hayes was shot and Amy Ventnor rescued from Brett’s house. The unplanned “vacation” Ashley and Cora had taken with Ryan had broken down some of their anxieties. It had shown them that men weren’t all bad.
Aaron Weller stood in the distance, grasping a cane to help his balance. Blake had invited him to the memorial, but he’d said his own emotional state was still too raw to trust himself. She understood.
But he was back at work, which was part of why he was here. His first piece on the revamped Pinecone website was an interview with SBI Special Agent Mark Crouch which dug into how both the Pinecone and Northern Pines PD had both been hacked. Crouch hadn’t apologized to Blake personally for his behavior over that week, but his comments about her had been effusive with praise.
A win’s a win.
Aaron was also working on a much larger investigation into the events of the past few weeks—along with Blake’s own past. With all the national attention the Hayes murders had garnered, the story might just be enough to revive the Pinecone’s fortunes. Blake had finally agreed to sit down for her long-teased interview, and to hold nothing back. Northern Pines needed honest, unbiased local news.
And besides, she was no longer ashamed about her past. It was time to tell the world her truth.
“Let’s get this over with,” Blake said, her throat clenching and tears glistening in her eyes. She walked over to where a velvet cloth had been placed over her mother’s gravestone. Fresh flowers sat in a glass jar at its base.
“I wish Caleb was here to see this,” she said, fixing her gaze on Cora’s and seeing the young woman’s eyes fill with tears. “I don’t know how, but he knew that Dad would never have done that.”
She pulled back the velvet and let it drop into a puddle of cloth on the ground. Underneath the words Eleanor Larsen now sat a fresh inscription, the chiseled stone brighter than its weathered surroundings.
Mark Larsen.1976-2003.
Blake gritted her teeth. “I’m just glad that finally everybody else knows the truth. I love you, Dad. I know you’re up there somewhere. I hope you’re proud of who I’ve become.”
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
Hi!
Thanks so much for reading No Loose End. I hope that nominative determinism won out, and that I successfully tied everything up nice and neat for you…
I hope you all had as much fun with Blake as I had writing her. She’s been a really nice change of pace from Jason Trapp. Much as I love telling his stories, it’s great to have a palate cleanser once in a while to keep me refreshed. I wrote this last Larsen story in record time once I got going, which is a testament to how easy she is to work with. Unless you get in her way…
And I’m glad Blake also got closure for her own past. Not many get as hard a start to life as she did. But in true Larsen style, she battled through.
At least for the time being, the conclusion of this book is also the end of Blake’s story. I’m not ruling out returning to her at some point in the future, but for now this is a good place to hang up her boots, and my keyboard.
Thanks for reading,
Jack.
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FOR ALL THE LATEST NEWS
I hope you enjoyed No Loose End. If you did, and don’t fancy sifting through thousands of books on Amazon and leaving your next great read to chance, then sign up to my mailing list and be the first to hear when I release a new book.
Yes please, sign me up, and receive a FREE ebook!
No thanks, I’ll leave it to chance.
You can also follow this link to leave a review on No Loose End, for which as ever I would be most grateful.
Thanks so much for reading!
Jack.
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ALSO BY JACK SLATER
If you enjoyed Blake Larsen, why not check out my two bestselling action thriller series?
Read book 1 in the Jason Trapp series by click here, and the first instalment in the new Gideon Ryker
series by clinking this link.
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