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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    PRESENT DAY 
 
      
 
    FBI Special Agent Jeremy Stitts stumbled back from the bathroom. He knocked into an unoccupied stool tucked partway beneath the bar, before managing to pull himself up onto his own. Then he stared down at his half-empty beer. As he did, his vision started to drift in and out of focus and his blinks became more pronounced, prolonged. 
 
    It didn’t matter that the bar was two-thirds full, that obnoxious pop music blared from cheap white-van speakers, or that people were constantly bumping into him as they struggled to get the bartender’s attention.  
 
    None of this mattered because none of it registered with Stitts. 
 
    Life had become a smudge, a smear, ever since what had happened to Chase and the others. The deaths he’d caused, the pain, the suffering.  
 
    Stitts brought the glass to his lips and gulped. 
 
    He told himself that it wasn’t really his fault, that his mother’s overdose had been her doing, that the Devil’s Den was the manifestation of pure evil, that Chase had led him on that day after the visit to her father’s grave. 
 
    But he was a liar.  
 
    A liar, a fraud, a fucking murderer. 
 
    Someone jostled his left elbow hard enough to nearly knock the empty glass out of his hand. 
 
    “Sorry,” a woman said, raising her arm to signal to the bartender. 
 
    Stitts didn’t even look up. 
 
    “Naw, I’m the one who’s sorry,” he slurred. 
 
    In his periphery, he saw the woman sidle as far away from him as possible, while still remaining in the queue for her beverage, of course. 
 
    Stitts didn’t blame her. After all, he could only imagine what he looked like: hair a mess, wearing the same T-shirt and jeans that he’d worn for nearly two full days—and slept in once—reeking of sweat and cigarettes.  
 
    But he didn’t care; what did a pinch mean to a beaten man? 
 
    “Tough day?” someone asked.  
 
    Stitts didn’t want to turn in the man’s direction, didn’t want to acknowledge and thereby encourage him to continue speaking.  
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been having a rough day, too—ha, day. More like week or month, if we’re being honest with each other,” the man continued without provocation. 
 
    Still staring at his empty glass, Stitts wondered if what his mother used to tell him as a kid was true. 
 
    Just ignore them, honey, and they’ll go away. Stitts breathed deep. Fuck, mom, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. 
 
    He cleared his throat. 
 
    “Listen, I don’t know if I somehow gave you the wrong impression, but I just want to be alone.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that. Me? I’ve spent a lot of time alone, had a lot of time to think.” 
 
    It wasn’t the strangeness of the comment so much as the tone that finally encouraged Stitts to turn and look at the man. 
 
    The man appeared to be in his early forties, with a heavily lined face. He was wearing spectacles that were slightly crooked, and a button-down shirt that looked a size and a half too large.  
 
    And he was grinning. 
 
    “I just want to be left alone, man,” Stitts said, suddenly feeling uncomfortable. As he spoke, he started to push his stool backward, but he nearly toppled and had to grab the bar to stabilize himself. 
 
    “I can see that. I can see a lot of things, Stitts.” 
 
    Stitts’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “How you know my name?” he mumbled, still gripping the bar tightly. 
 
    “Ha, I know a lot about you, Stitts. I told you, I’ve had a lot of time to think over the years.” 
 
    “Wha—? Who are you?” Stitts said, finally managing to push his stool back and pull himself awkwardly to his feet. As he did, an arm draped over his shoulder—but it wasn’t the man with the lopsided glasses and creepy grin’s arm, but the woman who’d bumped into him moments ago. 
 
    “I don’t need your help,” he said, trying ineffectively to shake free of her grasp. He turned, his upper lip curling. “I don’t—what?” 
 
    Stitts nearly collapsed then, making him a liar once more. 
 
    “Geo—Geo—Geo—” he was unable to finish her name.  
 
    It’s not her, he thought, desperately trying to convince himself. You’re drunk, you were thinking about Chase, and now your brain is playing tricks on you. It can’t be her. 
 
    Except the woman was smiling warmly as if being able to read his thoughts. 
 
    As if she somehow shared her sister’s talents. 
 
    Shaking his head, Stitts tried to pull away, but the last sip of beer had really taken its toll on him; his legs suddenly felt like lukewarm Jello and were barely able to support his weight let alone facilitate movement.  
 
    “Georgina,” he managed to gasp at last. “What’s—what’s happening? What are you doing here? What—” 
 
    The smile on the woman’s face vanished. 
 
    “My name is Riley,” she responded coldly. Before Stitts could fully grasp what was happening, he felt himself being led toward the door. His legs were moving, but not of his own accord; the arm around his shoulder, and the other that was now snaked around his waist, were doing most of the heavy lifting. “And since we’re doing introductions, have you met my friend yet? His name is Dr. Mark Kruk—or Marcus Slasinsky. Between me and you, he seems to flip back and forth a lot, depending on his mood.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PART I – The Confession 
 
      
 
    SIX DAYS AGO 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t help but notice you staring at me from across the bar,” the man said as he sidled up next to Chase. “I was thinking that maybe you wanted to buy me a drink?” 
 
    Chase rolled her eyes and reluctantly turned to the man. He was handsome, with blue eyes, the beginnings of a beard, and hair that, while receding just a little, was styled nicely to one side. 
 
    “I think you may have mistaken me for someone else,” she said, with a subtle eyebrow lift. Then she brought her beer to her lips and took a big gulp. It was nearly empty, which she hoped was a signal to Louisa that it was about time to go. But when she looked at her friend and saw her patented smirk, she knew that the woman had other ideas. 
 
    “Don’t say it,” Chase grumbled with another eye roll. “I’m just going to finish this beer and get out of here.” 
 
    Louisa checked her watch, sipped her own drink, a vodka soda, then shook her head. 
 
    “It’s early—not even eleven yet. I thought you said that you were off for a few more days?” 
 
    Chase nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, coming up on three months since Washington—feels like three years. Boss called it required downtime, but it’s really just paid—” 
 
    “All right, all right,” the man who had come up next to Chase interrupted, “maybe that was a bit too forward of me. How about I buy you a drink? I can see that you’re almost dry.” 
 
    The man reached out for her then, not in an aggressive way, but simply to indicate that her glass was indeed almost empty. Still, Chase instinctively pulled back, and the man’s fingers inadvertently brushed over the back of her hand. 
 
    After Washington, she’d gotten into the habit of wearing gloves everywhere she went, but in the absence of a case, she’d gotten lazy over the past week or so. Lazy, and annoyed about having to make up an excuse for wearing gloves in the middle of the summer. 
 
    Now, however, she regretted the oversight. 
 
    “I said, I’m not interested.” 
 
    Her smile gone now, she turned back to Louisa, this time making sure that her body language left nothing to be misinterpreted.  
 
    “Yeah, but the boss said that if there’s an emergency I can be called in at any moment.” 
 
    Louisa’s smile grew. 
 
    “Speaking of which, that means you’re going to be reunited with your partner, with Stitts?” 
 
    An image of the man’s perfect hair and handsome smile flickered in her mind. This was quickly followed by his lips on hers, sweat dripping from his forehead, their bodies— 
 
    Chase shook her head. 
 
    “One-time deal—a mistake,” she shot back quickly. “A moment of weakness after a very emotional time. To be honest, I haven’t spoken to him in weeks. But nothing—” 
 
    “Excuse me, but no woman should be without a—” 
 
    Chase growled and whipped around, her eyes blazing. 
 
    Take a fucking hint, buddy.  
 
    “Without what? Her husband? No woman should be without her husband? Yeah, I can see that. And I think your kids are missing you, too. It’s been what? Two days?” 
 
    When the man’s eyebrows lifted, and he recoiled as if he’d been struck, Chase pursed her lips.  
 
    “No, two and a half days, maybe three. Listen, buddy, I already told you I wasn’t interested. So, either you go back home to your wife and your two kids, or you find someone else who’s willing to sleep with you. Because I can assure you, that person ain’t me.” 
 
    The man nearly slipped off his stool. His eyes wide, he started to back away from her. 
 
    “How did you—how do you know—” 
 
    “I read tarot cards for a living. Now beat it.” 
 
    Finally satisfied, Chase looked to Louisa and was surprised to see that her expression matched that of the man she’d just berated.  
 
    “What the hell was that?” she asked. “How did you do that? You know him from somewhere? His wife, maybe?” 
 
    Chase shrugged. 
 
    “Naw, just a lucky guess.” 
 
    Chase should’ve known that this reply would leave Louisa dissatisfied. The woman was a hound when it came to information and was incredibly fascinated not just by Chase’s job, but by Chase as well.  
 
    By how her mind worked, how she thought, and how she dealt with her past. 
 
    Not ideal for a person as secretive as herself, but the woman’s loyalty and compassion outweighed her forthright nature. 
 
    “No, seriously. That was amazing. I thought the guy’s eyes were going to fall out of his pretty head.” 
 
    Chase shrugged again. 
 
    “It was nothing.” 
 
    “It wasn’t nothing; it was some strange voodoo, some clairvoyant shit. Look, you either tell me how you did that, or I’m gonna chase down Mr. Blue Eyes and ask him if what he said was true. Then I’m going to slip him your number.” 
 
    Chase sighed. 
 
    “It’s just a profiling trick that the FBI taught us.” 
 
    Louisa still wasn’t buying it. 
 
    “Nuh-uh. No way. Your partner’s the profiler, which makes you the muscle. Come on, spill the beans.” 
 
    Chase huffed, knowing that she wouldn’t get out of this damn bar until she provided the woman with a satisfactory answer. She finished her drink, then began to speak. 
 
    “Well, for starters, I knew he was married because even though he wasn’t wearing a wedding ring and had no tan line to speak of, he was holding his left hand just out of sight, where I could barely see it—a dead giveaway of a man who is conscious of the fact that he usually wears a wedding ring. His beard was also perfectly trimmed, both under his chin and on his cheeks. His neck, however, had about two days’ growth. The latter suggests that a woman is helping him groom, while the former is an indication that they haven’t been around for a day or two. He could have just been one of those metrosexual guys, but not in this joint. No offense, but based on his appearance and outfit, he’s here on business—doesn’t really fit in with the rest of the clientele, if you know what I mean. As for the kids? Just a guess, really. He was in his mid-thirties, married, and two kids are about the national average. I considered three, but I doubt his wife would let him go two or three days away from home if that were the case, business or not.” 
 
    Chase finished with a little smile. All-in-all, she was actually impressed with herself. Sure, she’d seen all of those things, and she had no doubt that the details were accurate, but it was a difficult thing to verbalize. Chase was still trying to understand exactly how her ‘gift’ worked but was getting better at it as time wore on. 
 
    And yet, Chase had no idea how she knew that this was the first time the man had tried to pick up a woman in a bar in several years, or that his two kids were a boy and a girl. More disturbing still, was the fact that Chase was absolutely certain the girl was afflicted by some sort of palsy or seizure-inducing condition. 
 
    Evidently, there were some aspects of her ability that were just beyond the limits of her comprehension. 
 
    “Shit, for real? You got all that from the one second that you looked at him?” Louisa asked, amazement crossing her features. 
 
    No, Chase almost corrected. Not from staring at him; from touching him. 
 
    “Yep, I guess if this FBI thing doesn’t work out, maybe I can get a job as a Carney, traveling the country, guessing people’s ages.”  
 
    Carny… County Fair… Franklin, Tennessee… 
 
    Chase swallowed hard and nodded at he bartender, indicating for him to come over.  
 
    “You know what, Louisa? I think I will have another drink.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    One more drink led to three, but Chase kept it under control. Louisa liked to talk—and drink—and Chase made a habit of just listening most of the time. The two shared much in common, not the least of which was their intertwined past. Over the past few months, in which they’d spent much time together outside of the clinic, Chase had learned that Louisa had elected to stay in Franklin for most of her life and had only moved to Virginia after getting married. The woman had also admitted that her problems with addiction had mostly manifested after moving away from the comforts of her home town. But unlike Chase, Louisa’s husband and children—two—had stuck by her to this very day.  
 
    Brad, on the other hand, had accepted a job in Sweden and had taken Felix with him. 
 
    Chase tried not to hold any disdain for the man for what he’d done—she’d come to realize that both of them were better off without her when she was still struggling with addiction—but sometimes… sometimes she hated him for leaving. Sometimes, the way she missed Felix made her physically ill. Sometimes, she missed Brad’s kisses and caresses. 
 
    Stitts’s lips against mine, his soft, gentle touch… 
 
    When she was working, Chase was working. Her mind was fully and completely dedicated to solving the heinous crimes that the Bureau stuck her with. But now, what with her ‘regulated downtime’, she missed them more and more each day. 
 
    And yet, when Brad had reached out a month or two ago to see how she was and try to re-establish a line of communication between Chase and himself—or, if she wasn’t interested in that, just with Felix—she’d never called him back.  
 
    I’m not quite ready yet, she told herself. I’ll only fuck it up again. I’ll relapse, put them through hell once more.  
 
    Chase could lie to Louisa, but not to herself. The truth was, she was scared. Scared of letting them down, scared of how they might handle her, scared of just going back to the way things were. 
 
    “Ever think that there is some almighty power out there?” Louisa asked suddenly. The question was so unexpected that Chase was drawn out of her head.  
 
    “Almighty power?” Chase asked, eyebrow raised. What almighty power would let a five- and eight-year-old be abducted by two sadistic assholes? What almighty power would give young children bone cancer? Brain cancer? If there’s an almighty out there, he’s a real fucking asshole, she thought but didn’t say. 
 
    Louisa must have seen something in her face because she quickly clarified. “I don’t mean like a God or anything like that. But some sort of… I dunno, an attraction between people. I mean, think about it; what are the odds that you and I both end up in Virginia, all these years later? You could’ve been anywhere in the world, and yet, we were drawn here for very different reasons. Shit, we could have been anywhere in Virginia and never run into each other—not once. But no, of all the—” 
 
    Someone bumped into Chase’s arm, jostling her beer. The man’s bare flesh only just grazed her hand, but this was enough to spark her brain. 
 
    Only, unlike the man who had hit on her, Chase didn’t see so much of a narrative this time, but more just a jumble of feelings. A sense of despair, depression, self-loathing. The sensation was so powerful, in fact, that Chase nearly dropped her drink. 
 
    “Jesus, watch where you’re going,” she almost gasped. The man started to turn, and Chase’s mouth fell open. “Stitts? Stitts? What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    The man looked disheveled, his face unshaven, with thick dark circles under his eyes. He reeked of booze and cigarettes. Chase reached out to him, but he pulled back and staggered. 
 
    “Same thing you are,” he slurred. “Gettin’ drunk, forgettin’ my problems.” 
 
    Stitts’s gaze failed to focus on her, and the only way Chase could get him to look directly into her eyes was to grab his face between her palms. 
 
    The feelings of remorse and depression immediately returned, but she refused to let go. 
 
    “It’s Chase, Stitts. Fuck, it’s me.”  
 
    Maybe he recognized her face, or maybe it was her voice, but whatever it was, Stitts blinked several times as if he’d been lost in some sort of reverie, then seemed to come to. 
 
    “Sorry,” he grumbled, his face turning the same red as his bloodshot eyes. “I’m just tired.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Chase shot back. “I’m just tired, you’re hammered. Come on, let me call you a cab.” 
 
    Stitts started to protest, but he must’ve seen the look on her face because he quickly gave up. Chase hooked an arm around his waist, careful to not touch his skin this time, and then looked to Louisa. 
 
    “I’m—” the grin on the woman’s face caused her to hesitate. “I’m taking him home,” Chase finally managed. “Gonna make sure he gets in a cab.” 
 
    Louisa raised her eyebrows several times in succession. If Chase wasn’t pre-occupied in making sure that Stitts didn’t keel over and take them both down, she would have punched her friend. 
 
    “Have a good night,” Louisa said as they passed. Chase did manage a weak elbow into the woman’s soft side. 
 
    “One-time thing,” Chase whispered as she passed. “You gonna be all right on your own?” 
 
    Louisa nodded. 
 
    “I’m a big girl; I can look after myself. We’ll catch up tomorrow.” 
 
    Chase watched her friend intently as she spoke. Louisa was on the plumper side, carrying a little extra weight around her middle and on her hips and ass, but during one of their gab sessions, she’d bragged about just earning her Purple belt in jiu-jitsu. Yeah, she could take care of herself. But Chase couldn’t help but notice a flicker of doubt cross over Louisa’s face, something that she recognized in herself from time to time. 
 
    There was a feeling of helplessness that accompanied trauma experienced as a child that neither of them had ever really gotten over. Even as they aged, this feeling remained, like an intractable smell. Chase doubted that if Louisa became a 10th degree black belt this would ever go away because Chase knew that no matter how many bad guys she put behind bars or beneath dirt, she too would doubt. The fear of being that helpless again had changed them in ways that no amount of training could ever take away. 
 
    “Thanks for the drinks,” Chase said with a weary smile. Then she tugged on Stitts’s waist. “Come on, Stitts. Let’s get you home.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    For the first time since returning from Washington, D.C., Chase slept poorly. Only it wasn’t because of what happened all those years ago, or even because of what went down in Franklin. 
 
    It wasn’t even because of Brad or Felix.  
 
    No, it was because of Stitts. 
 
    Stitts, and the mistake that they’d made. One slip up, a single regression to her previous ways of dealing with things that should have never happened.  
 
    We were both emotional, him because of his mother’s death, and me because of my father’s. It was just one night, one mistake… It didn’t mean anything. 
 
    Only there was more to it than that, and Chase knew it.  
 
    Stitts had been there for her, had stood up for her when no one else would. Shit, he was even the one who had introduced her to her own strange abilities. 
 
    Chase liked Stitts, really liked him, but she’d given up the right to these feelings. Dr. Matteo had not so subtly informed her that she dealt with her issues by implementing one, or more, of three less than desirable techniques: numbing her feelings using exogenous compounds, throwing herself into her work as a form of distraction, and using her body to trick herself into a false sense of control.  
 
    Dr. Matteo had told her that in order to get better, to truly get well again, she had to abstain from all three. 
 
    But Chase couldn’t do that, because, for her entire life, she’d wanted to become an FBI Agent. No matter how much sense the doctor made, or how much encouragement or support she had, Chase simply couldn’t let go of that. This need was part of her, much like the way her ability had become part and parcel with who she was. 
 
    But this had come at a cost. Chase couldn’t express what she felt for Stitts, nor could she act on it… again. 
 
    “Fuck,” Chase whispered while staring at the ceiling.  
 
    There was also guilt. Guilt, because she was still, in fact, married. Chase closed her eyes then, hoping to see nothing but the velvety blanket of darkness. 
 
    Instead, she saw Stitts the way he’d been when the cab had dropped him off, so drunk that the man could barely stand. This brought about a memory of what she’d felt when their skin had touched: Stitts’s depression, his self-loathing. 
 
    Shit.  
 
    Chase opened her eyes again.  
 
    “Please, Director Hampton, give me another case… give me another case so that I can forget all about this other shit that doesn’t matter.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Chase was in the shower when her phone buzzed the first time. She’d just gotten back from a 5K run and, despite not sleeping much at all, she was quite happy with her time. Running served two purposes for her: one, to keep her body physically fit, and, two, to keep her mind off things. It was one of the few tools she still had at her disposal to clear her head.  
 
    After drying off, her phone buzzed again, and this time she managed to grab it before it rang out.  
 
    Without looking at the caller, she answered it. 
 
    “Chase Adams.” 
 
    “Agent Adams, it’s Director Hampton. I’ve been trying to get a hold of your partner all morning, with no luck. Any idea where he might be?” 
 
    Chase thought back to how drunk Stitts had been the night before. 
 
    “No idea, but I could swing by his place if you want. What’s up? New case?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    Director Hampton grunted. Chase was too distracted by the prospect of a new case to be annoyed by the fact that Hampton had only called her because Stitts was unavailable. 
 
    “See if you can round him up and meet me at headquarters as soon as you can.” 
 
    Chase glanced at herself in the mirror and thought that even despite her lack of sleep, she would be able to make herself look presentable in only a few minutes. 
 
    “Sure thing. Is it a new case? Is it—” 
 
    The phone beeped, letting her know that the Director had already hung up. 
 
    “Yeah, cool, thanks for the chat.”  
 
    Chase dressed, put on the bare minimum of makeup, and quickly brewed a hot cup of coffee before heading to Stitts’s place for the second time in less than twelve hours. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Stitts? Hey, Stitts, you in here?” Chase shouted as she knocked on the door. It swung open without even having to try the knob. Eyebrow raised, she leaned inside. “All right, I’m coming in…”  
 
    She hoped that he would holler back at her, say something along the lines of, give me a minute and a half-bottle of Tylenol, but the interior of the apartment was silent. 
 
    Her concern building, Chase stepped inside and immediately crinkled her nose. It reeked of sweat and sour alcohol.  
 
    A quick glance at the kitchen counter, and she realized where the smell was coming from. At least some—most—of it, anyway. 
 
    The counter was covered with empty beer bottles, totaling a dozen or more. There were also several take-out containers littered about. Chase couldn’t resist; she walked over and peeked inside the first white cardboard container that she saw, and then immediately recoiled, wishing she hadn’t. 
 
    Whatever it was, whatever Asian delicacy had once graced the inside of that cardboard, had gone off. And not over the course of one night, either. 
 
    Jesus, Stitts. We’ve been off work for a couple of months and you’ve really let yourself go.  
 
    After their brief ‘encounter’ they’d parted ways, only texting a couple of times a week to keep in touch. Chase had suspected that Stitts just needed a break but had never considered that it had gotten this bad.  
 
    She swallowed hard, recalling the feelings that she’d experienced when they’d brushed up against each other at the bar. 
 
    It hadn’t been so bad that he’d think about— 
 
    Chase shook her head. 
 
    “Stitts? You here?” she shouted a little louder this time. 
 
    Still no answer. 
 
    Her concern becoming palpable now, Chase made her way deeper into the apartment, stepping over piles of soiled laundry as she went.  
 
    On the table beside a worn leather chair that, judging by the multitude of creases, was Stitts’s favorite, there was an ashtray brimming with cigarette butts. 
 
    “Gross,” she muttered.  
 
    Chase glanced into the bathroom, hoping to find Stitts passed out in the bathtub but was met only by a toilet bowl full of dark yellow piss. 
 
    She’d become accustomed to the smell in the bachelor pad, but the bathroom was next level.  
 
    The only place left that Stitts could be was in the bedroom, and the door was closed. 
 
    Chase strode up to the door with purpose and then knocked without hesitation. 
 
    “Okay, Stitts, I’m coming in then. Make sure—” she continued speaking as she opened the door and pushed it wide —”you’re decent.” 
 
    The room was completely empty. The bedsheets were balled up at the foot of the bed, and the pillows were lying on the floor. The window was closed, the lights were off, and the dresser drawers were all open to varying degrees. 
 
    Chase just stood in the doorway for a moment, her eyes scanning the room back and forth as if expecting Stitts to emerge from the shadows. 
 
    He didn’t. 
 
    “Where the fuck are you, Stitts?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Chase sat in her car for several moments after making sure that Stitts’s apartment was empty. She wasn’t sure what to do; Director Hampton had called again, stressing how important it was for her and Stitts to come to see him. 
 
    But that was the problem. Where the fuck was Stitts? 
 
    The only good news was that Chase was almost certain that Director Hampton had a new case for them; that was the only explanation for the urgency. 
 
    It dawned on her that Stitts might already be at the FBI Training Facility, but she quickly banished the idea. 
 
    What? He went to work, leaving his place a sty and forgetting not just to lock the door, but close it? Besides, Hampton said that he couldn’t even get a hold of him; how would Stitts know that the Director wanted them to come in? Use your head, Chase. 
 
    Scowling now, she pulled her phone out and dialed Stitts’s number for what felt like the hundredth time that morning. As usual, it went directly to voicemail, which was still full. 
 
    “What the hell, Stitts?” 
 
    Chase was about to put her phone away, before hesitating. She had to go see Hampton, with or without Stitts. But she couldn’t just leave his place without doing something… could she? 
 
    With a sigh, Chase scrolled through her contacts before landing on the name of one of the few people that she could trust. 
 
    It felt cheap, passing the responsibility of her partner’s whereabouts onto someone else, but if there was a case, she needed to get started yesterday. 
 
    Chase clicked the name and then waited for her friend to answer. 
 
    “Louisa? It’s me, Chase. Listen, I was wondering if you could do me a favor…” 
 
    After hanging up the phone, Chase felt a little better about her decision and made the short drive to the FBI Training Headquarters with a relatively clear head. She wasn’t Stitts’s girlfriend, she was his partner. Not all of the man’s personal life was her domain.  
 
    Just the parts that affected her, and by proxy, her work. 
 
    Chase had barely made it into the building before she noticed the stares, the strange looks that her colleagues tried, and failed, to subversively cast in her direction. To her surprise, this didn’t bother Chase. After what happened in Washington, after William Woodley aired that piece about her, despite since recanting, people had started looking at her with a mix of scorn and pity. But Chase didn’t care; she knew that she was quickly becoming one of the best agents in the Bureau, and the fact that she had a checkered past didn’t change that fact. It wasn’t like they came in with perfect histories, either; most every Agent was in the FBI because of something that had happened to them, or someone they knew. 
 
    They all had skeletons in their closets. Chase just happened to have a mausoleum of cadavers stalking her past. 
 
    In the present, Chase. Remain in the present. 
 
    Chase approached Director Hampton’s door and knocked once. 
 
    “Come in,” a voice barked, and Chase did just that. 
 
    Hampton’s usually sour demeanor was particularly acerbic today, which manifested as deep grooves around his mouth. Even his eyes, typically a light hazel, appeared nearly black.  
 
    “Where’s Stitts?” he demanded, casting a glance behind her. 
 
    Chase’s visceral reaction to the comment was one of disdain. 
 
    Stitts… you fun boys always looking out for each other, aren’t you? 
 
    She pushed these feelings aside. 
 
    “He’s… He’s…”  
 
    Chase shook her head. Normally, lying came easily to her; after all, she’d been lying to herself for most of her life. But for some reason, she was at a loss for words.  
 
    “He’s what?” 
 
    Chase cleared her throat to buy time. 
 
    “Well, he’s, uhh, he’s—” 
 
    “—running a little late,” a familiar voice said from behind her. Chase turned around and had to suppress a sigh of relief when Special Agent Jeremy Stitts stepped into the office. He was wearing his characteristic navy trousers and blazer, but the white shirt beneath was buttoned incorrectly, which made the right side of his collar jut up a half-inch higher than the left. He hadn’t shaved, he had dark circles under his eyes, and his hair was a mess—at least by Stitts’s standards. As if this wasn’t enough of a tip off that he’d been out the night prior, just a single step forward caused a wave of booze and cigarettes to waft in with him. 
 
    Chase stared at her partner, blinked twice, and then shook her head. Stitts ignored her and took up residence in one of the two chairs across from the Director. Chase slid into the other. 
 
    “Albuquerque, New Mexico,” the Director said sternly, clearly unfazed by Stitts’s appearance. He produced a folder from the top drawer of his desk and slid it across the table. Stitts instinctively reached for it, but his movements were languid, and Chase snatched it up first. Hampton frowned and continued. “A twenty-nine-year-old woman by the name of Bea Stigurl was found wandering just north of Sevilleta National Wildlife Refuge in some sort of daze.”  
 
    As the man spoke, Chase opened the folder, holding it at such an angle that Stitts could also see. 
 
    The first photograph was of Bea Stigurl, evidently taken not long after she’d been found. What little makeup the woman wore was streaked, her hair was thin and ratty, and her cheekbones prominent. She was thin, bordering on anorexic. Chase flipped to the second page and quickly scanned the summary, which wasn’t hard, given how sparse the information was. The woman had some sort of amnesia and could only remember her name. She had a large, but not serious, contusion on the back of her head, as well as minor scrapes and bruises. Preliminary examination revealed no evidence of sexual assault.  
 
    Chase made a face and raised her eyes. 
 
    “I don’t get it… was she kidnapped? Abducted?” 
 
    The director raised an eyebrow and with her guard down, Stitts managed to snatch the folder from her hand.  
 
    “Unclear at this point,” Director Hampton informed her.  
 
    “Then why are we being called in?” Chase asked, her face awash with confusion. 
 
    Before the Director could answer, Stitts held up several photographs. 
 
    “What’s all this crap?” he asked. His breath smelled like a distillery.  
 
    Chase glanced at the photographs that her partner was holding up and tilted her head to get a better view. The first was a bracelet of some sort, the second a necklace, the third a small, silver ring. There were a dozen or more similar photographs behind these first three. 
 
    “A jewelry store heist?” Chase said, half-jokingly. “We’re being called in for a—” 
 
    Stitts flipped to another photo, this time of a necklace with a small heart on it, engraved with initials.  
 
    Chase’s face suddenly dropped. 
 
    The initials weren’t BS, or B something S, like she might have expected from a woman named Bea Stigurl, but MBP. 
 
    “They’re trophies,” Chase said suddenly. “They’re trophies from the people she’s murdered.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “I’ve killed them,” the female voice said in barely a whisper. “I’ve killed them all.” 
 
    This was followed by the sound of falling objects, like a bunch of marbles being dropped onto a metal table. 
 
    “Who, Bea? Who have you killed?” 
 
    This time, the reply was barely audible. 
 
    “All the girls.” 
 
    Director Hampton reached over and shut off the small tape recorder. 
 
    “That sound you heard, kinda like beads being dropped? That was the jewelry, or as you put it, Chase, the souvenirs. Three of them have already been linked to missing girls, one of whom hasn’t been seen in seven years. All three were street workers.” 
 
    All the girls…  
 
    That sentence caused a shiver to travel up and down Chase’s spine.  
 
    “How old?” she asked, trying to force images of her sister out of her mind.  
 
    Hampton gave her a strange look. 
 
    “The girls who went missing?” 
 
    Chase nodded. 
 
    “The three girls who were identified were all between the ages of twenty-four and twenty-eight. Like I said, street workers. One was in the US illegally as well.” 
 
    “Where did the jewelry come from?” 
 
    “Bea had it in a bag when she was picked up. Twenty-five items in all.” 
 
    “Twenty-five?” Stitts said, incredulous. “What are we saying here? That this Bea girl killed twenty-five people and then… turned herself in?” 
 
    “That’s what she says.” 
 
    Stitts shook his head. 
 
    “Have they found any bodies?” 
 
    “Not as of yet.” 
 
    “Any mention of an accomplice? A male accomplice?” 
 
    Dir. Hampton sighed and leaned on his elbows onto the desk. 
 
    “I know what you’re going to say, Stitts—you don’t need to preach the choir. I know how rare a female serial killer is, especially one that targets other females. I know—” 
 
    “I’ve seen it in New York,” Chase said quietly, remembering Ryanne Elliott, who had murdered several women and then wrote about it and published the books as fiction. “Ryanne—” 
 
    “—Elliott; yes, I’m familiar with that case, too, Chase,” Director Hampton interjected. “But those were more murders of passion, and while the targets were random people, the woman was out for financial gain. That was her motive. Here…” the Director shrugged. 
 
    “Bea hasn’t said anything about why she killed these people?” Stitts asked. 
 
    “No. And other than the jewelry, which the local PD is trying hard to match with other missing persons, there is no crime scene and no evidence.” 
 
    Stitts made a face.  
 
    “Then how do we know that a crime has even been committed, other than petty theft, that is.” 
 
    Hampton’s answer was immediate. 
 
    “We don’t.” 
 
    “What about Bea? What’s her story? Does she have a job? A criminal record? Anything like that?” Chase interjected. 
 
    “No record of any Bea Stigurl in any database. No Social Security number, no tax filings, no driver’s license. Nothing. She claims to only be able to remember her name. And that she’s killed—” 
 
    “Hold up,” Stitts said. “Wait a second. This sounds like someone just trying to get some media attention. Shouldn’t we actually wait for a crime to be confirmed before we get involved?” 
 
    Chase cringed; she expected Hampton to become enraged at this challenge, which she suspected that Stitts would have never made if he wasn’t spectacularly hungover but was surprised. Hampton averted his eyes before replying. 
 
    “It’s a favor to an old friend. And it’s a messed-up situation down there, given where the girl was found and the fact that nobody wants to deal with missing street workers, some of whom are aliens.” 
 
    Chase got the impression that even though the Director’s words seemed like an admission, they were also pointed: the first half was for Stitts, the latter for her. 
 
    Both were playing to their emotions and sensibilities.  
 
    When Chase and Stitts both went silent for a moment, the Director leaned forward and interlaced his fingers. 
 
    “Look, go down there and look around. Talk to people, do what you do. If in a few days you’re unconvinced that this Bea girl is telling the truth? Come back. I’ll give you another month of leave.” 
 
    The man thought that he was doing them a favor, but the last thing Chase wanted was more time off. The idea of a case that might not be a case wasn’t that appealing to her either, but it was something.  
 
      
 
    No matter the reason, it was clear to her that Hampton was asking for her help because she had a way of piecing together lost memories. 
 
    “Fine by me. What about—” 
 
    Chase was about to ask Stitts his opinion when Hampton’s face got hard again. 
 
    “It wasn’t a request. Your flight leaves at four. So, if you guys need to tidy anything up before you go, I suggest you do it in the next few hours. And try not to miss this flight, like you did for the one to Nashville.” 
 
    Chase rose to her feet, but Stitts remained seated. He looked as if he were about to protest further, which she got the impression wouldn’t go over well with the Director. 
 
    “Come on, Stitts. Let’s go.” 
 
    Stitts turned his eyes to her, and for a split-second, she saw something in them that she’d never seen before. 
 
    Hatred. 
 
    Chase swallowed hard and looked away. 
 
    Stitts, what in the hell is going on with you? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “Are you… are you okay?” Chase said tentatively as she stepped outside with Stitts who lit a cigarette. It felt strange asking him this, given how much she hated when he used to pose the question to her. But Stitts was nonplussed. Extremely nonplussed. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. As he brought his cup of coffee to his lips, Chase noticed that his hand was trembling slightly. She could also tell by the color of the liquid that sloshed in the Styrofoam that it wasn’t just coffee in there. 
 
    “Yeah, sure, I’ve played that game, too. I’m fine, stop asking me that, that sort of defensive bullshit,” Chase said, as her partner took a drag. Then he downed the rest of his drink and tossed it in the garbage.  
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    Stitts glared at her, and, once again, Chase was struck by how much anger was directed at her. 
 
    She looked away.  
 
    “I came looking for you this morning. Your door was open, so I came in…” Chase let her sentence trail off, picturing the mess in his apartment. “I just wanted to make sure that you were okay.” 
 
    Stitts took another drag and turned his gaze to the parking lot.  
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m here, aren’t I? I’m fine, Chase. Just had a few too many last night, but, hey, isn’t that what vacation’s for?” 
 
    Chase decided not to dwell on the matter; they had other issues to deal with. Starting with Bea Stigurl. 
 
    “I’ve got a couple of things I need to take care of before we catch the flight to Albuquerque,” she said absently. 
 
    Stitts nodded. 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “Like take a shower?” 
 
    Chase had meant the comment as a joke, a way to lift the mood a little, but instead of laughing or even getting angry, Stitts’s reaction was worse: he was ambivalent. 
 
    He flicked his cigarette butt to the asphalt and started toward his car. 
 
    “Yeah, a shower. That’s what I need.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Chase wasn’t entirely surprised to see Louisa in the parking lot of Grassroots Recovery. They often bumped into one another here, even outside of days that they had group meetings. Both had made a habit of dropping in when something arose, or when they just needed to talk, with each other, or Dr. Matteo. 
 
    This time, Chase was here for the latter. 
 
    Nevertheless, she made her way over to Louisa’s parked car and looked inside. The woman was behind the wheel, even though the vehicle was off. She was staring straight ahead, and Chase swore that she saw the woman’s lips moving.  
 
    “Louisa?” Chase said softly as she rapped a knuckle off the glass.  The woman startled, but when she saw who it was, a smile crept onto her face.  
 
    She rolled down the window. 
 
    “Fancy meeting you here. Are you coming or going? Because I could sure use some greasy food to sop up all those drinks we had last night.” 
 
    “Coming,” Chase replied. “Listen, I wanted to thank you for what you did for my partner. He’s been having a rough go of it ever since his mother died, and after what happened in Washington.” 
 
    Not to mention our little ‘accident’, Chase thought. 
 
    Louisa’s brow furled, but when she looked about to say something, Chase held up a hand. 
 
    “No, I don’t need you to tell me where you found him, not my business. Just wanted to thank you.” 
 
    Louisa gave her another curious look but then nodded. 
 
    Chase turned her eyes to Grassroots. 
 
    “I’m going away for a few days, got a new case in Albuquerque.” 
 
    “I thought you were off?” 
 
    “I was off, but now I’m back. You take care of yourself, Louisa.” 
 
    “Yeah, you too. And take care of that partner of yours. He was in rough shape last night.” 
 
    Chase nodded and started toward Grassroots. 
 
    Just last night? I’m thinking that Stitts has been in rough shape for some time.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad you came to see me, Chase. As I’ve told you many times, my own door is always open to you.” 
 
    Chase took a seat and stared at the bald man with glasses across from her. She remembered how much disdain she’d held for him the first time they’d met; how difficult it had been to come in here and speak about anything that was even partly true.  
 
    How things had changed. 
 
    “I was just assigned this new case… it involves missing, and likely murdered, women.” 
 
    Chase stared closely at Dr. Matteo as she spoke, trying to get a hint of a wince, a cringe, anything that might indicate that the man was nervous about her accepting such a case. 
 
    But Dr. Matteo had a poker face that rivaled hers; if he was anxious or concerned, he wasn’t showing it. 
 
    “They’re older, mid-twenties, but still…” Chase said, letting her sentence trail off. It occurred to her that she was doing this a lot lately and didn’t care for it. When she would lie, Chase tended to be curt, to the point. 
 
    “You’re searching, Chase. You’re searching for an excuse not to take this case. And I understand that. But if there’s anything I taught you, it is to live—” 
 
    “In the present,” Chase finished for him. It was the man’s common refrain, and it had helped her get through a lot.  
 
    “Yeah, I know, I’m like a broken record. Just remember that none of these girls are you, as much as you might want them to be. You need to avoid projecting, avoid the notion that if you save these women, then you’ve saved yourself. I don’t want to sound condescending, but you know this. You know this because criminals do it all the time, and you have more experience with them than most anybody else. And your job, in case you forgot, is not to save people. It is to try to save people. You are not the perpetrator of the crimes, Chase.” 
 
    Chase took this in and found herself nodding. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s just…” 
 
    You’re doing it again, Chase. Just say it. Just say what you want to say. 
 
    Dr. Matteo gave her an opportunity to do just that. 
 
    She exhaled loudly. 
 
    “I’m afraid that I’m going to see my sister in these victims. And then I’m going to feel guilty about leaving her again, which will lead me onto a path of self-destruction.” 
 
    Her candidness surprised even her, but Chase went with it. 
 
    “And I don’t think I can survive that, not again.” 
 
    Dr. Matteo nodded. 
 
    “I don’t think you can, either. How long have you been coming to see me, Chase? How long has it been since we first met?” 
 
    Chase shrugged. 
 
    “Two years, give or take?” 
 
    “Eighteen months,” Dr. Matteo corrected. “And during this time, how many meetings have we had? And I’m not talking about the group sessions, just the one on one’s.” 
 
    Chase racked her brain but could only guess. 
 
    “I dunno. Thirty?” 
 
    Dr. Matteo shook his head. 
 
    “Ninety-seven. You and I have met in private ninety-seven times over these eighteen months.” 
 
    This surprised Chase. Ironically, she had started to come more regularly since things had gotten better, but ninety-seven? That seemed absurd. 
 
    “Really? That many?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “And how many times do you think that we’ve spoken about your sister during these talks?” 
 
    This, Chase knew the answer to. 
 
    “Every one of them.” 
 
    “That’s right; every single time we meet you mention your sister. Let me just ask you one more question, Chase, and I don’t at all mean this in a derogatory or disparaging way, but how many times do you think we have to meet before you’re going to be able to deal with a case like this? One dealing with missing children? Missing girls?” 
 
    Chase had no idea where the man was going with this, so she just shrugged.  
 
    “Ninety-seven,” Dr. Matteo continued confidently. “We’ve gone through every issue that you’ve had related to what happened to you and your sister.” 
 
    The man leaned back in his chair and despite what he’d just said, Chase felt her annoyance building. 
 
    “So? It was fucked up—it is fucked up. I can’t just ignore it.” 
 
    “Nor should you. But I think it’s time we focused on the reason why you continue to bring it up.” 
 
    “Because—” 
 
    “—before you say, it’s because it was such a traumatic experience—which it undoubtedly was—I am going to pre-emptively disagree. My clinical opinion is that you bring up your sister because it holds a certain amount of comfort to you. The memory causes you pain, and the pain reminds you of her. This pain also keeps you grounded, keeps you away from your other vices.” 
 
    Except for that one mistake with Stitts… 
 
    Chase shook her head. 
 
    “And what’s wrong with that?”  
 
    “It’s just another crutch. You don’t need to do that; you don’t need to feel that pain to remember her. Look, you could come see me a thousand, a million times, and we’d still be talking about your sister. And I don’t mean to say that you’re incurable, quite the contrary. I think you’re ready to move on, in a sense. To talk about other things in your life that, good or bad, affect you.”  
 
    Chase scowled. She couldn’t help but feel that what Dr. Matteo was saying was incredibly callous and offensive. Deep down, she knew that wasn’t true—the man was straightforward, blunt, but also caring—but to forget about Georgina? To talk about something else? That was… that was being unfaithful.  
 
     “So, let’s try it then. Is there something else bothering you? Something not directly related to this case or your sister?” 
 
    Chase folded her arms across her chest defiantly. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Dr. Matteo chuckled. 
 
    “You used to be a great liar, Chase. Now? Not so much. Okay, okay, how’s your sex life?” 
 
    The question was so startling that Chase’s mouth fell open for a second before she snapped it closed. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Ah, so non-existent then,” Dr. Matteo said. “You’re legally separated from your husband now, aren’t you?” 
 
    Chase hated that word. Separated. It was essentially purgatory. In Heaven, you had everything at your fingertips, anything you ever wanted. In Hell, at least you knew what was coming. In purgatory? Fuck, who knows. One day you’re being fed grapes, the next you’re being branded with a scalding iron. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “So, you can explore other relationships, correct?” 
 
    Another nod. 
 
    “Why do you have a non-existent sex life, then?” 
 
    “It’s not non-existent. In fact, I had sex with…” 
 
    Dr. Matteo just stared at her, waiting for her to continue, but Chase couldn’t bring herself to say his name. 
 
    Stitts… I had sex with my partner, Stitts, after a highly emotionally charged time. It was fantastic, but afterward, I pretty much shut it out of my memory. When Stitts called, I pretended it never happened, pretended that things were as they used to be. Until I saw him last night, that is; until I touched his arm… 
 
    “Okay, I’m not looking for details. But was this a casual encounter or something that you’re looking to pursue?”  
 
    Chase couldn’t tell if Dr. Matteo was probing because of her tumultuous history with sex or for another reason entirely. Either way, she didn’t feel like talking about it.  
 
    “I dunno. Can we just talk about my sister? This damn case I was just assigned?”  
 
    Dr. Matteo shook his head. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What do you mean, no? I pay you well to come here and talk, and that’s what I—” 
 
    “No, Chase. I’m not going to talk about her, I’m not going to let you off the hook that easily. Do you realize what just happened? I asked you a question, a simple, but crude question, and it triggered something in you. Rather than deal with the issue, you defaulted to your sister, to that pain. I won’t let you do it, at least not with me.” 
 
    Chase stared at Dr. Matteo, trying to figure out if he was bluffing. While her skills of deception might have waned over time, her ability to read others, with or without touching them, had become razor sharp.  
 
    “Fine, I’m leaving then,” she spat, rising to her feet. She’d just pulled the door open when his voice drew her back. 
 
    “I think you can handle this case, Chase. I think you have the tools now to handle any case. Just remember, this case isn’t in the past, it’s in the—” 
 
    “Goddamn present,” she finished for him, before leaving the office. “Thanks for nothing, doc.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8  
 
      
 
    Stitts didn’t say much during the entire flight to New Mexico, or on the way to the hotel. In fact, the man remained pretty much mum even as they checked in—separate rooms, of course—and headed to a local Albuquerque diner for a bite to eat. 
 
    Chase didn’t push him; she knew that sometimes when things weren’t going right, the best thing to do was just keep your mouth shut. 
 
    That went for both of them.  
 
    The problem was, Chase had no idea if this was one of those times, or if it was the other kind, the kind where you get so wrapped up in your head that it felt as if your brains were scrambled and steam was coming out of your ears.  
 
    After ordering a beer, Chase looked around. The place wasn’t empty, but she’d purposefully asked for a booth near the back where it was quieter. Content that there were no prying eyes, she pulled the folder that Director Hampton had given them and opened it.  
 
    She was staring at a photograph of a silver necklace when the waitress returned with their drinks. Chase instinctively blocked the gray-haired woman’s view of the folder as she reached for the glass.  
 
    “Y’all ready to order?” the woman asked, not even looking at them. 
 
    “I’ll have the chicken Caesar,” Chase said, handing her menu over. 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    Stitts pushed his lips together. 
 
    “Just the beer.” 
 
    Chase tried to suppress a frown as she turned her attention back to the photographs. There were bracelets and necklaces and rings… all different sizes, shapes, even quality, if such a thing could be judged from photographs alone. 
 
    What does it all mean?  
 
    Chase tried to picture a woman murdering street workers, stealing their jewelry, disposing of the bodies, only to come in and offer some weird half-assed amnesiac confession. 
 
    Doesn’t make sense. 
 
    Chase gulped her beer. 
 
    “There are a lot of trophies here. Think they all belong to victims? Dead girls?” 
 
    Stitts shrugged but offered a response, which Chase wasn’t expecting. 
 
    “Doubt it; I stand by what I said back in Quantico; this chick just wants her fifteen minutes.” 
 
    The man was being purposefully callous, but he had a point. It wasn’t just that there was no evidence of a serious crime having been committed, but Chase knew the statistics. A female serial killer preying on random victims—female victims—was almost unheard of.  
 
    “If it weren’t for Hampton’s connection, we wouldn’t even be here,” Stitts followed up. 
 
    Yeah, and if it weren’t for your connections, or Stu Barnes’, I’d be dead. So, there’s that. 
 
    “I’m with you on that, but what if this Bea’ whatever-her-name-is’ confession is real?” 
 
    “What if purple monkeys start crawling their way out of my ass?” 
 
    Chase sighed and closed the folder, then leaned forward and stared intently into her partner’s red-rimmed eyes. 
 
    “Captain Moody, what the fuck is going on with you? Is it because—” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong, Chase. I’m just tired.” 
 
    Chase chuckled wryly. 
 
    “Really? Nothing’s wrong? I don’t hear from you for a month, maybe more, and then last night we randomly run into each other at the bar, and you’re drunk out of your mind. I go looking for you in the morning, only to find your door wide open, but you’re not inside. What gives, man?” 
 
    Anger flashed over Stitts’s eyes, and Chase wondered if she’d pushed him too far. But when the man replied, his tone had softened somewhat. 
 
    “I had a night out, that’s it. Just drop it.” 
 
    But Chase couldn’t drop it; she’d seen this downward spiral before, had lived it.  
 
    And after all Stitts had done for her over the years, she wouldn’t let him go down this road. 
 
    “That wasn’t just a night out, Stitts; trust me, I know nights out. I know blowing off steam, I do. But I saw your place. Fucking disaster.” 
 
    Stitts opened his mouth to interject, but Chase continued quickly before he had a chance to speak. 
 
    “I told you… what happened between us was a mistake. A one-time thing. I can’t be involved with you, or with anyone, Stitts. I… I just need—” 
 
    Now Stitts did interrupt, his eyes blazing. 
 
    “You? You? It’s always about you, isn’t it? Always about Chase. What about me? What about my mom? Huh? Instead of getting her the help she needed, instead of being with her in the end, I’m out there searching for you… for your body in every goddamn ditch and gully in the city. What about her? But no, it never was about her. It was about you and your dad who committed suicide and…” 
 
    Chase’s entire body sagged, and she felt tingling in her eyelids. 
 
    “I’m—I’m sorry,” Stitts said suddenly, lowering his gaze. 
 
    Chase ground her teeth and rose to her feet. Without thinking, she grabbed the folder from the table and threw it at him. It struck him in the chest, sending the photographs spilling onto the floor. 
 
    “It’s not about me, you prick. It’s about them.” 
 
    Just then, the waitress returned with an anemic looking salad clutched in arthritic fingers.   
 
    Chase took one look at it, then growled, “I’ll take it to go. Just make sure you keep bringing this asshole drinks all night long.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Stitts, wake the fuck up,” Chase grumbled as she pounded on the door. She’d been knocking for close to five minutes straight, but still didn’t even hear any stirring inside.  
 
    Stitts had been a royal asshole last night, of the kind that she never even knew him capable, but Chase had managed to put that behind her. They’d both said things they regretted, and she hoped that with everything out in the air, it would dissipate, and they could go back to being normal. 
 
    To working together to take another asshole or two off the streets. 
 
    “Stitts, c’mon,” she said softly, still knocking. “We have to meet Hampton’s buddy, Chief Rodriguez, in ten minutes. Just—” 
 
    The door suddenly flew open and Chase nearly stumbled inside the room with the next knock. 
 
    “I was in the shower, relax,” Stitts said. 
 
    Chase righted herself and took a step backward, observing her partner. He looked surprisingly good, and she almost believed his claim. His hair was once again perfect, his white button-down freshly pressed, and there was nary a crease in his slacks.  
 
    But his eyes gave him away; they were still raw and bloodshot. Except Chase got the impression that they weren’t this way only from booze, this time. It appeared as if Stitts might have been crying recently, as well. 
 
    And then there was the stench of cigarettes and booze, an odor so pungent that a single shower was remarkably insufficient. This was alcohol exuding from the pores territory.  
 
    “Stitts, if you aren’t—” 
 
    The man gently eased her into the hallway and closed the door behind him.  
 
    “I’m fine,” he remarked, indicating for her to lead the way toward the lobby. 
 
    Chase took a dozen steps before not being able to take it anymore. Her plan had been not to mention last night’s debacle, but the contempt on her partner’s face forced her hand. 
 
    “Listen, Stitts, I’m sorry about—” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “No, seriously, I haven’t—” 
 
    “I said, don’t worry about it.” 
 
    Chase stopped and looked at her partner. He managed to hold her gaze for several seconds before looking away. 
 
    No, she thought glumly, you’re not fine, and I should be worried about it. 
 
    “Well? You gonna get the car? We have a meeting in under ten minutes.” 
 
    Chase sighed and nodded. As she hurried through the lobby and into the parking lot, she looked back at Stitts and was unsurprised to see him lighting up. 
 
    She was torn. Stitts’s attitude was a recipe for disaster, and not just when it came to their partnership, either; if there was a serial killer out there, they needed to be on their game. Because if there was one thing that Chase knew about serial killers, it was that they only stopped when they were dead or in prison. 
 
    “Fuck,” Chase whispered as she slid behind the wheel of her rental car. “I can’t deal with this shit.” 
 
    Dr. Matteo’s voice suddenly echoed in her mind, reminding her of her three vices. 
 
    And how she’d chosen one of them, the one that didn’t include physical relationships with others, least of all her partner.  
 
    Her work was what mattered, what Chase needed to invest her entire being in if she wanted to be successful at it. 
 
    “Focus,” she reminded herself. “Stay in the present… and in the present, you’re going to be late for a fucking meeting.” 
 
    With that, Chase pulled the car up next to Stitts, who flicked his spent cigarette away and got in. 
 
    The drive from the hotel to the Northwest Area Command PD station took about fifteen minutes, during which time, Chase attempted to keep things light.  
 
    To try and force things back into being normal. 
 
    He’ll come around, she thought. But a little voice in the back of her head reminded her that it took her years to come around. Years, and several near-death experiences.  
 
    “It’s not like that,” she whispered. 
 
    “Hearing voices now and not just seeing things?” Stitts asked. 
 
    Chase made a face. 
 
    Yeah, voices telling me what an asshole you are. 
 
    She cleared her throat. 
 
    Work; focus on the work. 
 
    “I’m not convinced that there’s a serial killer out there either, but if I were a serial killer, there’d be worse places to live than here. Think about it—miles of desert, places where people rarely go. Plenty of locations to hide a body, or twenty.” 
 
    “No kidding. Didn’t need Breaking Bad to tell me that. If we can get this thing wrapped up in under an hour, you think Hampton would be pissed if I did a quick tour of the Breaking Bad set locations? I mean, it’s early, but I could go for a chicken sandwich. “ 
 
    “Breaking what locations?” 
 
    “Breaking Bad…” Stitts looked over at her, and his eyes widened. “You’ve never heard of the show Breaking Bad? Teacher with cancer goes off the rails, becomes a megalomaniac, starts cooking meth?” 
 
    Chase didn’t know what the hell Stitts was talking about. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “…was it good?”  
 
    Stitts chuckled. 
 
    “Good? It’s arguably the best show ever made.” 
 
    Chase found this hard to believe. 
 
    “Doubt it.” 
 
    “Okay, what’s your favorite show, then?” 
 
    Chase didn’t like being put on the spot, and she chewed the inside of her cheek as she thought this over. The truth was, she wasn’t much into television shows.  
 
    “Forensic Files,” she said after a few moments. “I like Forensic Files.” 
 
    It wasn’t a lie, but Chase hadn’t seen more than a handful of episodes. Back before everything went south, Brad was the one with the remote and most of the time he was watching either baseball or hockey.  
 
    “Ah, some light viewing. Perfect. I’m surprised that you even know what a TV is. Speaking of technology, are you familiar with a radio?”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “A radio… the magic box that plays songs? Music? Can I put on the damn radio, or what?” 
 
    “Fuck off,” Chase chuckled. “I like the silence, helps me think.” 
 
    Like right now, I’m thinking that maybe the old Stitts is coming back. Fuck, I hope so. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I don’t,” Stitts said, reaching across and turning the radio on. He was still searching for a clear station when Chase saw the cars and crowd outside the Northwest Area Command.  
 
    And the cameras. It looked as if the press had beat them here. 
 
    “Instead of music, how about you put on the news,” Chase said glumly as she hooked a chin toward the mob. “Because I’ve got a feeling that we might just be starring on it shortly.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, but I have no new information for you. Please, if and when I have an update about any of the missing women, I will let you know,” a tall man in a police uniform said, holding his hands out in front of him. Chase estimated that there were maybe twenty people filling the sidewalk in front of the police station and assumed that the man speaking was Chief Don Rodriguez. He had three officers at his side, but if push came to shove, the crowd could have easily overwhelmed them. And, judging by their mounting anger, this was becoming a distinct possibility. 
 
    “You have no new information? It’s been twelve years, Don! Twelve years ago, my daughter went missing!” a woman in a long black dress shouted back. Others joined in, yelling out how long their loved one—their daughter or wife or granddaughter—had been missing. 
 
    Chase cringed, realizing that there had been a time when she might be standing with these women, and not across from them.  
 
    Shit. This is going to get ugly. 
 
    Out of habit, she interlaced her fingers, making sure to press the gloves she wore nearly constantly on tightly. Her palms were slick with sweat but she was used to this by now.  
 
    “I understand your concern, and I’m doing the best I can. Now please, I would ask you to disperse, and I promise, if there are any new developments, I will let you know,” Chief Rodriguez implored. He was showing weakness now, something he was going to regret. 
 
    “I don’t want promises, I want answers! I want my daughter back!” the woman in the black dress nearly screamed. 
 
    She threw up her hand in a fist, nudging one of the other grief-stricken women forward. This woman, in turn, bumped a police officer, and he responded by shoving her backward. It wasn’t a particularly violent push, and by all accounts, might have just been instinctual, but with three camera men in the back row getting this all on film, the situation was about to boil over.  
 
    Chase turned to Stitts, who was staring at the scene with an eyebrow raised. 
 
    “You stay here,” she said, and then, without waiting for an answer, quickly strode toward the crowd, pulling out her badge as she moved. 
 
    “Chase Adams, FBI!” she exclaimed loudly. Several of the angry women turned to her, as well as two of the three cameras, but she ignored them. Her focus was on Chief Rodriguez, who appeared relieved to see her.  
 
    Yeah, well, that’ll be short-lived.  
 
    Holding her badge up high for all to see, Chase continued toward the mob, happy to notice that they were stepping out of her way.  
 
    “Chief Rodriguez, these people deserve answers. A decade or more is too long to go without any progress.” 
 
    The Chief’s face drooped, and the crowd jeered. The woman in black seemed to be the ringleader, and Chase headed directly for her. With a gloved hand, she gently grabbed the woman’s elbow and leaned in close, speaking in a voice too low for the cameras to pick up.  
 
    “I know what it’s like to lose someone you love,” she whispered. The woman looked up at her with large blue eyes. The pupils were massively dilated, and she had several sores on the corners of her lips that makeup failed to hide this close. 
 
    Chase felt a sudden pang of empathy so strong that she had to use the woman for support and not the other way around. She was a user; this grieving mother had lost her child and it had set her on a path of self-destruction.  
 
    “I just want my Tessa back,” the woman whispered. 
 
    Chase swallowed hard, trying her best to remain stone-faced. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Nicoletta Osuna, but my daughter’s name is Tessa Greenfield. Please, I need—” 
 
    Chase gave the woman’s frail arm a gentle squeeze. 
 
    “I’m going to come visit you, come talk to you—I will find your daughter. But right now, I need to go speak to Chief Rodriguez, get up to speed on all the missing persons in the area.” Chase raised her voice. “I just want to let you know that the FBI is taking this very seriously. We are here now, at the behest of Chief Rodriguez, and we aren’t going to leave until we find out what happened to your children, your families. But this…” she gestured to the crowd. “…is not helping. We need space to work, and this is just slowing us down.” 
 
    Chase was speaking to everyone, but her main focus was on Nicoletta. The woman’s upper lip curled, revealing a row of teeth that had seen better days. But she eventually nodded. 
 
    “Okay, okay.” 
 
    Now that she had the ringleader’s approval, Chase once again addressed the mob. 
 
    “The FBI is taking over this investigation, and we will find answers. My partner and I—” she gestured at Stitts, who was still standing off to one side. He animated and hurried towards her, mimicking her posture and pose with his badge. —”will make sure that you are kept apprised of everything. But in order to do that, we need to first meet with Chief Rodriguez and his team. Please, go home, and you will be updated as soon as we know anything.” 
 
    The crowd offered them uncertain looks, but with Nicoletta Osuna on board, their hostility had been vanquished, for the time being, at least. And Chase, for one, didn’t feel like sticking around outside if the tides should change once more. 
 
    She reached out and spun Chief Rodriguez around, leading him toward the front doors to the police station with purpose.  
 
    “Keep your men out here for the next little while,” she said as they stepped inside the air-conditioned building. “But right now, you and I need to talk.” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    “Just in the nick of time,” Chief Rodriguez said, wiping sweat from his brow with his hand. He smeared his palm on his thigh before offering it to Chase. “Don Rodriguez, but you can call me Chief—yeah, I know, I know, but everyone calls me that. Not my first choice, but…” 
 
    Chase shook his hand. 
 
    “Chase Adams. Listen, I didn’t mean to step on toes out there, I just did what I thought would disperse the crowd as quickly as possible.” 
 
    The man shook his head pre-emptively. 
 
    “No, I’m grateful, trust me, I’m grateful for Hampton sending you guys down here to help out. Thing is, I know most of those women by name, they’re here once or twice a year, including an annual march, along with random visits, asking about updates. And up until yesterday? Nothing. No updates; we don’t have the resources, nor the—” 
 
    “Well, now you have us,” Chase interrupted. 
 
    “And I’m grateful.” 
 
    There was no hint of sarcasm or disdain in either the man’s voice or his body language. He truly was a desperate man looking for answers, for help. 
 
    “You said you didn’t have any updates until last night?” 
 
    The Chief gestured toward a narrow hallway and Chase started down it. 
 
    “Yeah, until the girl showed up.” 
 
    The girl… 
 
    “What can you tell me about her?” 
 
    Rodriguez shrugged. 
 
    “Not much, really. We punched her name into every database we have access to and nothing popped. Literally nothing. It’s like she doesn’t exist.” 
 
    This much Chase knew already. 
 
    “What about her demeanor? State of mind, that sort of thing?” 
 
    The Chief didn’t hesitate. 
 
    “I don’t know. Really, I don’t have much experience with this sort of thing, none of us do. That’s what I was kind of hoping that you guys would be able to tell us.” 
 
    Chief Rodriguez looked to Stitts, who was following closely behind, for the first time since they’d entered the station. 
 
    “Special Agent Jeremy Stitts.” 
 
    “Don.” 
 
    Chase watched this interaction with interest. She was normally good at reading people, Stitts especially, but she couldn’t tell if her partner was lost in his own world, or if he was sizing up the lanky Chief. 
 
    She hoped the latter but was leaning toward the former given what had happened the day prior… and the day before that. 
 
    “I think a hospital visit is in order sooner rather than later,” Chase suggested. 
 
    The Chief surprised her by shaking his head.  
 
    “Not necessary,” he said as he pulled a door open and held it for her. “She’s still here, in the station.” 
 
    Chase made a face, not bothering to address the men already seated around an oval table inside the room. 
 
    “What? I thought she had severe amnesia… why wasn’t she taken to the hospital straight away?” 
 
    Rodriguez chewed his lip. He wasn’t lying about being out of his league here; his discomfort and unease were as obvious as the creases at the corners of his eyes. Chase pegged the man’s age at mid- to late-forties but knew first-hand that stress could add years to one’s appearance. 
 
    As could self-medicating with alcohol and drugs. And yet, one could come back from these physical affronts… to a point. She had. But someone like Nicoletta Osuna? A woman who had been using probably since her daughter went missing more than a decade ago? 
 
    Chase pictured the sores on the woman’s lips that she’d tried, and failed, to cover-up. The rotting teeth behind them. 
 
    Sometimes when you pushed your body beyond the brink, there was no coming back. 
 
    “I know, I know. That was my fault. I kept her here for a couple of hours, trying to figure what to do, to make sense of what she was saying. By then, the crowd had started to form outside. I didn’t want the mob to see her.” 
 
    “What about a doctor? Has she seen a doctor?” 
 
    The Cheif shook his head. 
 
    “No, not yet. I have one who should be here soon, in fact, he was probably waiting in his car for the crowd to clear before making his way inside. The strange thing is? The women—the, uhh, families of the missing—have been oddly quiet over the past few months, and then suddenly, they appear out of nowhere, today of all days? One hell of a coincidence, if you ask me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t believe in coincidences,” Stitts chimed in. 
 
    “Not a fan of them either,” Chief Rodriguez replied, then gestured for them to enter the conference room. “Let me introduce you to the team, then we can go see Bea if you wish.” 
 
    Chase stepped into the room and Stitts took up residence beside her. 
 
    “This is Detective Harold Baines,” the Chief said, indicating a stocky man with horseshoe-style hair and full lips, “and this is Detective Ben Single.” Ben was equally as stocky as Harold, but he had blond hair and was a good fifteen years the former’s junior. “Finally, this is Officer Henry Price. Fellas, this is Agent Adams and Agent Stitts, they’re here to lend a hand.” 
 
    They exchanged hellos, and then the Chief continued. 
 
    “As a group, we’ve been dealing with these missing person cases off and on since the first girl was reported twelve years ago.” 
 
    Chase let her eyes drift over the group. It seemed like a paltry bunch, given the fact that Bea had brought in more than two dozen pieces of jewelry—souvenirs—when she’d given her odd confession. 
 
    The Chief must have seen something in her face because he immediately addressed this issue. 
 
    “We’re not much, I know, nothing fancy like you guys must be used to. Just the Northwest Area Command of Albuquerque PD. Resources are super tight, and most of our officers are tied up with other issues, ones that carry a little more political clout if you know what I mean…” 
 
    Having been in Washington, D.C., just a few months ago, Chase knew very well what the Chief was not so subtly implying: the two most hot-button topics were money and immigration. To her, they were both entwined, but the Chief was clearly alluding to the latter.  
 
    “I’ve tried to get more Agencies involved, even other area districts, put pressure on State politicians, that sort of thing, but I just get empty promises and tighter budget constraints. The truth is, nobody cares about missing women, women who work the streets, women who may or may not be in this country legally. It’s not just—” 
 
    “You’re wrong about that,” Chase cut in. “I care.” 
 
    Chief Rodriguez nodded voraciously. 
 
    “Yeah, of course. As do we.” 
 
    “There’s someone else who cares, too,” Detective Baines said. When all eyes turned on him, he clarified. “ICE.” 
 
    “Yeah, some of the missing girls are aliens, which means that Immigration and Customs Enforcement is automatically flagged when the report goes in. In fact, I’ve been informed that we should be expecting an ICE Agent shortly.” 
 
    “Great,” Stitts grumbled, but his comment went ignored. 
 
    “But we’re getting ahead of ourselves,” Chief Rodriguez said, offering them a seat. “You guys want a coffee?” 
 
    Both Stitts and Chase said they did. 
 
    “Alright, let’s get some caffeine in us, then we’ll show you what we have so far.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    “Truthfully? These girls… the missing thirty-one that we’ve identified as possible victims are only about half as many missing person cases that we’ve fielded over the same time span. A lot of these street workers just up and vanish, either give up the trade or move onto another city looking for new Johns. We see it during election time, mostly. Political pressure forces us to crack down on the street trades, and the workers simply carpool to another city, another state even, before making their way back when the heat is off. Some stay, though. Others head back to Mexico. It’s so difficult to track them, especially given their distrust for law enforcement. And, from a political front, when they stay away… it’s a good thing, if you know what I mean.” The Chief paused to take a sip of his coffee, and Chase did the same. Then the Chief turned to Detective Baines. “Why don’t you put up what we’ve got, Harold?” 
 
    The detective popped open a laptop and then switched on the projector. It whirred loudly as it powered up, and a faded image eventually appeared on the whiteboard at the head of the room.  
 
    He wasn’t lying about funding, either, Chase thought. The projector is as old as Detective Baines himself.  
 
    On-screen, six photographs of six different women, arranged in three-by-two pattern appeared. 
 
    “So, we have thirty-one potential victims,” Chase said, thinking out loud. “And twenty-five pieces of jewelry.” 
 
    “Yes, and these are six of the missing girls who we have confirmed owned jewelry similar to an item obtained from Bea,” Detective Baines said. 
 
    Chase cast a quick glance at Stitts who was toward the back of the room, but he seemed preoccupied. 
 
    Probably trying to pour some whiskey from the flask he has in his jacket pocket into his coffee without being noticed. 
 
    She shook her head and turned her attention back to the photographs.  
 
    The girls were all young, in their mid-twenties maybe, with pretty faces. Some had blonde hair, some dark brown. They were all smiling in their pictures, which had a sort of haunting effect. 
 
    As Chase studied the photographs intently, Stitts surprised her by speaking up. 
 
    “Where did you find this Bea girl, anyway? I mean, did she just wander up to the front doors with a handful of jewelry and say, arrest me, I killed all these women?” 
 
    “No, she didn’t come here. We picked her up,” Chief Rodriguez informed them. He turned to Officer Price and gave him a nod. 
 
    It was clear by his wide eyes and the way his lips turned down ever so slightly at the corners, that he was still affected by his interaction with the woman. 
 
    “I was patrolling by the southern border of our area command, and I saw her. She was walking all funny like she was drunk, so I pulled over to talk to her. But before I could ask her anything, she held out this bag full of trinkets or jewels or whatever and said that she killed them all.” 
 
    Chase watched the officer closely as he spoke. His hands remained still, his pupils even. 
 
    “Then what?” she asked. 
 
    “Then she got into the back of the car and I brought her in. Don—err, Chief Rodriguez—took it from there.” 
 
    “And she didn’t say anything else while she was in the car? Like where she’d come from? Where she got the jewelry from?” 
 
    Officer Price shook her head. 
 
    “No, nothing. I Mirandized her, then I asked these things, of course, but she didn’t say nothin’.” 
 
    “I’m guessing that Director Hampton played you the recording we sent over?” Chief Rodriguez asked. 
 
    Chase nodded. 
 
    “Well, that’s pretty much it. Hasn’t said much of anything. Like I said before, she doesn’t seem to know anything, aside from her name, that is. And this confession.” 
 
    Chase thought she heard Stitts scoff at the back of the room, but just in case he had, she kept her eyes trained on Don’s to avoid offering any weight to the expression. Like her partner, she too was dubious about ‘the confession’, but these cops were scared and in over their heads. Hampton had sent them here to help, to determine if a crime or crimes had been committed, not to throw shade. 
 
    “Back to these six women, how did you match them to specific items of jewelry that Bea brought in?” 
 
    This time, Detective Simple answered her. 
 
    “Either through their social media profiles—the last two women were more recent disappearances—or from reports that were made at the time they went missing.”  
 
    Twenty-five pieces of jewelry, but only six matches. Could it be that there are nineteen more victims out there?  
 
    “And these women… do they have anything else that link them to each other? Same high school, grew up in the same neighborhood, that sort of thing?” 
 
    Chief Rodriguez shook his head. 
 
    “Not that we can find. We’ve been working all night—literally ever since Price brought Bea in—to see if they can be linked in some way. The only thing they have in common is their lifestyle, really. I mean, I’m not all caught up on the literature, but these types of women are often unfortunate targets, aren’t they?” 
 
    Chase pressed her lips together. 
 
    “Rifken, Sutcliffe, Wright, Ridgeway, and Pickton. They all targeted sex workers,” she confirmed. 
 
    “Yeah, but not Bea Stigurl,” Stitts said. 
 
    “And why’s that?” Chase asked, her annoyance building. 
 
    “Because Bea’s a woman. If she did kill all these people as she claims, she didn’t do it alone.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Chief Rodriguez rubbed his temples.  
 
    “Two? We’re looking for two serial killers?” 
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Stitts said, sipping his coffee, which looked much lighter in color than Chase’s own, even though the man hadn’t added any cream or sugar.  
 
    “Yeah, Stitts is right, let’s just pump the brakes a little. The reality is, for as many serial killers as there are in the United States, there are twice that number who are sick posers who just want media attention but haven’t so much as hurt a fly.” 
 
    “But why?” Officer Price asked. 
 
    “Why do people want media attention?” Stitts said. “Because our society has decreed that our self-worth is intrinsically linked to how many Likes we get. We’ve taken no press is bad press to another level.” 
 
    “No, I meant, why would this anemic woman claim to have killed these people, but barely knows her own name?”  
 
    Stitts opened his mouth to say something, but then closed it again.  
 
    “No idea. But what my partner is getting at is that we’re not even sure a crime has been committed, yet. Before we get all twisted, let’s see if we can uncover something more than jewelry before—” 
 
    “I’ve already come up with a preliminary profile,” Stitts interrupted. 
 
    Okkaaay, there goes that fucking idea. So much for being on the same page. 
 
    Chase debated cutting him off, but she realized that Stitts had grown more and more uncomfortable since their drive to the station, and him falling into profile mode was a way of regaining control. 
 
    She decided to let him run with it, hoping that this would bring back the old Stitts. The Stitts who was her partner, the Stitts she knew and cared about before… 
 
    “For a moment, ignore the fact Bea Stigurl confessed, and let’s just look at the information we have at hand. First, we have thirty-one potential victims on our hands, and the reality is that if they were kidnapped, the likelihood that they are still alive is next to zero. Now, imagine that half just went, as the Chief suggested, to another state to perfect their craft. That still leaves fifteen or sixteen murder victims, making our killer one of the most prolific in recent history. We can assume that the killer will be of higher than average intelligence, just based on the fact that they haven’t been caught yet, for a crime spree that has gone on for more than a decade. He also fits in with a crowd, isn’t a crazed-hermit type, as these are, unfortunately, the first people that are sussed out by both the public and law enforcement in the search for a suspect.” 
 
    Chase looked around and noticed that Officer Price immediately glanced at his hands, a tell confirming that what Stitts was saying was true. 
 
    “The person also has to be physically fit to be able to contain these women, and he doesn’t raise any alarms bells when you meet him. Likely the opposite. My partner’s the betting one, but I would put money on the fact that he’s a charming individual. Probably wears a uniform of some sort, or he used to be a man of uniform. And, if his first victim was really taken twelve years ago, he’s probably in his mid-forties now, given that the most common age for a first kill is around thirty. Oh, and I know I’ve been messing with pronouns here, but my use of ‘he’ was no accident; statistics confirm that our killer, should there be one, is almost certainly a male. Men kill for status, women kill for love. Now, let me ask you, does Bea Stigurl fit this profile, at all?” 
 
    The members of Chief Rodriguez’ team exchanged uncomfortable glances. They’d been nothing but accommodating so far, and they had been the ones who had requested help, but Chase knew better than to expect these men to just sit back and take too much more of Stitts’s patronizing tone. 
 
    “Agent Stitts is one of the best profilers that the FBI department has, but I’ll be the—” 
 
    Stitts cut her off. 
 
    “—yeah, I know what you’re going to say, and that’s fine. What I’ve given you is a profile, not a Wikipedia entry. It isn’t an exact science. Usually, a profile such as this one is used when the suspect pool is exceedingly large and there is no other way to narrow it down. But, in this case, when we only have one suspect, it can also help to weed someone out. Someone who just wants to get their face plastered all over the news, no matter the fallout afterward.” 
 
    Silence fell over the room, and this time, Chase was hesitant to break it. These men wanted to wrap this all up, put it all behind them, and she didn’t blame them. Sure, they cared, but this was outside of their expertise and it made them uncomfortable. 
 
    Sometimes, unsolved crimes were easier to deal with than not knowing if a crime has actually been committed. You could justifiably invest time and resources into the former, but if the latter turns out to be just a red herring, then you can’t get that time back. Nor the capital. 
 
    Chief Rodriguez rubbed his temples again. 
 
    “I’m glad to have you guys on board, really, I am, but…” the man let his sentence trail off, but Chase knew exactly what he wanted to say. 
 
    He was expecting something more concrete out of them, a game plan perhaps, a road map to ending this. 
 
    Chase was sorry to disappoint. Until she knew that these girls were dead or truly missing, she would also stay guarded.   
 
    There was also the fact that she was fairly certain that one of these four men were leaking information to the press. Stitts might be all kinds of bothered right now, but his adamant stance against coincidence was hard to ignore. 
 
    The press and mob arriving immediately after Bea was brought in was no accident. 
 
    “First things first,” Chase said, rising to her feet. “Before we do anything else, I want to see this girl, I want to see this self-proclaimed murderer face-to-face.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    “So, you’re a profiler, huh?” Officer Price asked after Chase and Chief Rodriguez had left the room. He’d already retrieved the jewelry that Bea had brought with her in a small satchel, and Stitts was in the process of sorting through it all. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, his eyes remaining focused on the items before him. There appeared to be three types: bracelets, rings, and necklaces, and he instinctively started to separate them into groups. He was still unconvinced that they meant anything, that this was anything but a wild-goose chase, but he’d be damned if he was going to sit here and make small talk with these people. 
 
    What he really wanted to do was to get the fuck out of here, go back to Quantico. Put some space between him and Chase and put a beer bottle between his lips.  
 
    “And that stuff… it works?” 
 
    Stitts sighed and looked up at the man. Officer Price was staring at him with the same doe-eyed expression he’d had when Stitts had started spouting the profile off the top of his head.   
 
    “It works,” he confirmed. “But it requires silence.” 
 
    Price held his hands up and leaned away from the table.  
 
    “Sorry,” he said with a grin. “I’ve just never met an FBI agent before. Interested in how you work.” 
 
    Stitts grunted something about just watching in silence, and then turned his attention back to the items on the table. 
 
    It took him less than three minutes to realize that they weren’t working with just a random assortment of jewelry; they were sets. Sure, barely two pieces in the entire pile matched, but he started to group them as such, convinced that this was the approach they needed to take. He’d made three such piles before Officer Price realized what he was doing and started to lend a hand.  
 
    Stitts debated telling the guy to just take a hike; he had a raging headache and didn’t want to deal with anybody else right now. But the idea of Chase chewing him a new one for straining their working relationship was even more unpleasant.  
 
    Just get through this shit, mark it down as a hoax and get out.  
 
    Yet, when their sorting was done and Stitts tilted his head to one side, the first inkling of doubt started to take up residence in his mind.  
 
    Thirty-one missing girls? Gone without a trace? It can’t be. 
 
    It seemed unfathomable but judging by the incompetence that the local PD had already demonstrated, it was possible, at least. 
 
    In total, Stitts and Price had compiled eight complete sets, each including a bracelet, a ring, and a necklace. That left one necklace leftover, a silver heart on a matching chain. 
 
    “Well, that’s strange… if you don’t think that Bea is a killer, you think that maybe she’s some sort of jewel thief?” 
 
    Stitts ignored Price and stared down at the sets. As he did, his mind started to wander, as it had been doing ever since that night with Chase. Only his partner didn’t play a prominent role. Instead, he thought mostly about his mother. About how she’d begged him for another pill to take the pain away. And about how he’d given her that pill—for years, he’d contributed to her disease, telling himself that he would deal with her later, he would get her help soon, but right now, he had other things on his mind.  
 
    Things like trying to find Chase, to keep her from killing herself. In the end, however, it should have been his mother that Stitts was worried about, not Chase. 
 
    “Fuck,” he swore. 
 
    “What? What is it? You’ve found something?” Price asked excitedly. 
 
    Stitts gritted his teeth and reverted back to the man’s previous question.  
 
    “No, she’s no jewel thief; most of this is junk, junk. These are… souvenirs. They’re trophies.” 
 
    Stitts shook his head. The thought had come with such confidence that it alarmed him. Normally he was more calculated than this, but he’d been anything but normal since that night. 
 
    “Maybe it’s just a coincidence,” Price offered.  
 
    Stitts sighed again and finally turned to the man. He was turning out to be more than just a nuisance, he was a hindrance.  
 
    Just wait until Rambo ICE gets here, Stitts. Then we’ll see how much of a hindrance people can be. 
 
    “You have a list of stolen jewelry from the area?”  
 
    Officer Price shrugged. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe, I guess. I can look for jewelry that was reported stolen or missing. I’m just not—” 
 
    “Can you get it?” 
 
    Price observed him curiously for a moment, before nodding. Stitts stared until the man asked, “Now?” 
 
    This time, he didn’t need to say anything, Price finally got the hint. Once the officer started toward the door, Stitts pulled the flask out of his pocket and poured a healthy serving into his nearly empty coffee cup. Then he took two swigs directly from the flask before replacing it neatly out of sight. 
 
    The burning in his throat helped him focus, and Stitts’s profiler mind quickly took over, blocking out all the distractions that had robbed him of many nights’ sleep.  
 
    It wasn’t enough to just organize the jewelry, now; he grabbed a set of photographs of all missing thirty-one girls that the PD had identified as potential victims and began imagining who might wear what. Using the date of disappearance, and a rough guess at when the jewelry might have been made based on manufacturer’s mark or simple weathering, did what he considered a decent job of matching them up.  
 
    And that’s when a new pattern emerged, something Stitts hadn’t seen before: both a psychological and physical profile of the victims. 
 
    Their killer preyed on easy victims, street workers, drug addicts, people who wouldn’t readily be reported missing; that much they knew already. But staring down at the images as they were arranged now, Stitts realized that after the first few victims, a particular type emerged: a young woman between twenty and thirty years of age, with medium length brown hair, of average height and with a slighter build.  
 
    Three of the earlier victims strayed from this mold, but only slightly: they had blonde hair and were shorter than the others. 
 
    Opportunistic victims, Stitts thought suddenly. These ones the killer grabbed because the opportunity presented itself. He didn’t plan these.  
 
    Satisfied, Stitts leaned back once more, proud of his work. Everything seemed to fit now, except for one thing: the very first victim.  
 
    She was a true anomaly.  
 
    Officer Price suddenly came back into the room, folder in hand. Stitts looked over at him and sipped his enhanced coffee. 
 
    “This is it,” Price proclaimed. “The missing jewelry, I got pretty much—” 
 
    “Just put it down,” Stitts instructed. When the officer moved over to him and looked as if he was going to put it directly on top of the photographs, Stitts shook his head. 
 
    “No, the other end of the table.” 
 
    Officer Price’s smile faltered when he saw what Stitts had done in his absence. It was clear that he had clued in on the fact that from this moment forward, the FBI wasn’t considering this a hoax.  
 
    The color drained from the man’s face. 
 
    “Jesus, so it really—” 
 
    Stitts hushed him and dropped a finger on the very first photograph, the image of the girl who went missing twelve years ago. 
 
    “Tessa Greenfield,” he whispered.  
 
    Tessa had dark hair like the others, but it hung well below her shoulders. She was also on the chubbier side, pushing close to two hundred pounds if he had to guess. 
 
    And yet, this wasn’t the most striking thing about her. 
 
    No, the thing that set her apart was her eyes. Instead of having dark hazel eyes like all the other victims, Tessa had one blue eye and one brown eye.  
 
    “She’s the key,” Stitts said. And although he wasn’t sure why he said this, other than the fact that she was an outlier, he was suddenly convinced that this was the case. With Officer Price looking on, Stitts downed the rest of his coffee in three large gulps. 
 
    “Tessa Greenfield,” he repeated. “She’s the key.” 
 
    And with that, a new profile began to emerge in his mind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry that this is so… It’s just… well, I’m being squeezed here. On one hand, I’ve got the politicians telling me to just let this go, while the parents… the parents keep…”  
 
    Seeing that the man was struggling to get his thoughts together, Chase interrupted the Chief. He was unqualified and understaffed to deal with something of this magnitude, but she was here now, and they had to focus. Stitts might be right about the stats, about the unlikely prospect of any of these missing girls still being alive, but that didn’t matter. There was always a chance.  
 
    Case in point, Georgina Adams.  
 
    They had to do their best to put all distractions aside, including her strife with Stitts.  
 
    “It’s fine, it’s fine; that’s why we’re here. To help. Let me ask you something, that woman outside… Nicoletta something? The mother of the girl who went missing more than a decade ago? Have you met her before?” 
 
    Chase asked the question as the Chief led them down a narrow hallway. The walls were covered in peeling paint, and she spotted an occasional soggy ceiling tile still dripping with water, which was strange, given how hot and dry it was in Albuquerque.  
 
    “I mean, when you told me that the mothers of the missing girls came in once or twice a year… is she part of that group?” 
 
    “Part of it?” he chuckled dryly. “She’s the ringleader. But I knew her before… she’s been here for, uhh, other reasons, too.” 
 
    Chase stopped to look at the man. 
 
    “What do you mean, other reasons? Don, let’s just do away with euphemisms. All they do is lead to confusions and misunderstandings.” 
 
    The Chief pressed his lips together and nodded. It was clear that unlike other men that she’d worked with in the past, other men in uniform, Chief Don Rodriguez wasn’t intimidated by her straightforward nature. In fact, he seemed to appreciate it.  
 
    “I don’t mean to talk ill of the woman, especially given what she’s been through, but after her daughter—after Tessa went missing? She slowly started to fall apart. It was clear that even back then she had a problem with drugs, but it was mainly under control—so far as I can remember, anyway. But after Tessa… well, things escalated. It started with yelling at neighbors, screaming at them, really, accusing them of taking Tessa. Then there were the reports of her passing out on the porch, meth pipe in hand.” 
 
    “You ever bring her in?” 
 
    The Chief shook his head. 
 
    “We never arrested her—not after Tessa, anyway. Shit, I just couldn’t do it, especially given the fact that we had made zero progress on her missing daughter. Before Tessa? Sure, I remember bringing her in a couple of times. Some of the other officers, too. Never the model citizen, that one.”  
 
    Chase took this all in. 
 
    A woman who loses her daughter resorts to drugs to help deal with her pain. It wasn’t exactly the story of Chase’s life, but close enough. 
 
    In the present, Chase. Dr. Matteo reminded her. This isn’t about you or Georgina. It’s about them. About the missing girls. 
 
    “Yeah, I get it. And she was the first to go missing? Nicoletta’s daughter, I mean?” 
 
    Chief Rodriguez tilted his head. 
 
    “No, not the first person to go missing from around these parts, of course, but the first that we have zero traces of since I became Chief. No bank transactions, no sightings—even unreliable ones—no tax returns, nothing. No communication with family at all. And that’s pretty much the same story for all of the thirty-one missing girls that we identified upstairs.” 
 
    “Speaking of family, Tessa has a different last name from her mother.” 
 
    “Yeah, Greenfield, and I know what you’re going to ask. The short answer? Her father died of an overdose when Tessa was nine. The long answer? Not really sure if Grant Greenfield was her biological father, despite putting his name on the birth certificate. As I said, Nicoletta Osuna had some issues that pre-dated her daughter’s disappearance.” 
 
    With every passing answer that the Chief offered, Chase found herself leaning away from the idea that this was all unrelated, a coincidence, and that something or someone more sinister might be at play. 
 
    Don’t rush it, Chase. Just wait until you meet Bea before you come to any conclusions.  
 
    They walked in silence for nearly a minute before the Chief pulled up in front of an interview room. There was a filthy window embedded in the glass and Chase pressed onto her toes to look inside. 
 
    There was a woman seated at a table, her elbows on the metal, her hands folded, her shoulders slumped. Dirty hair hung in front of her face, and aside from her rail-thin back rising and falling every few seconds, the woman appeared almost deathly still. 
 
    Her first impression was that there was no way that this girl, this waif-like creature, could have murdered thirty-one people. But Chase knew a thing or two about first impressions, and how wrong they could be. 
 
    “Has she been like that all night?” Chase asked, looking over at the Chief. 
 
    The man nodded. 
 
    “Yeah. Since she came in. Hasn’t asked for a lawyer or anything. She’s technically not under arrest, but we can keep her for forty hours, or until—” 
 
    “But what about sleeping?” 
 
    “We offered her food, a pillow, a cot. Didn’t want anything. She just… sits there.” 
 
    Chase peered back into the room. It was apparent that the Chief and his men were creeped out by her and had decided to wait for the FBI to come to figure out what to do next. 
 
    She sighed and started to remove one of her gloves. 
 
    “You want to go in there alone, or…” Chief Rodriguez said, letting his sentence trail off. 
 
    Before Chase could answer, another voice filtered down the hallway toward them. 
 
    “Chief Rodriguez?” 
 
    Both of them turned to face a man hustling toward them. He was thin, nearly as thin as Bea in the room behind them, with a clipboard under one arm and a black bag clutched in his hand. 
 
    He moved briskly, his pleated khakis swishing as he walked. 
 
    “Dr. Ryan,” the Chief informed Chase out of the corner of his mouth, before formally introducing them.  
 
    “Yeah, I saw you outside,” the doctor said. Then he turned to the Chief. “I waited for the crowd to disperse as you suggested, but I must tell you that in cases like these? Of lost memories? The faster I can get a full examination in—” 
 
    “—well, you’re here now,” Chase stated. 
 
    The doctor looked at her, then his eyes drifted back to the Chief. It was clear that they had a relationship outside of working hours. 
 
    “Yeah, well, for a full examination, I need more than what I managed to throw in here,” he said, holding up the black bag. 
 
    Don’s face twisted. 
 
    “Like at the hospital?” he scratched his head. “Ah, the press is all over this, is there any way that… I mean, when Officer Price brought her in, we did a quick check, a once over. She’s got a bump on her head and some scratches, but we couldn’t find anything too serious.” 
 
    The doctor stared at the Chief for a second longer than was comfortable. 
 
    “I can do a preliminary exam here, but in terms of any sort of… well, you know, private stuff, I won’t be able to do it in that room. I need a nurse present, sterile quarters, and special equipment.” 
 
    Chase frowned. 
 
    Private stuff… you can say rape kit, Doc. I’m no delicate flower, trust me on that one. 
 
    “I understand. We’ll get her to the hospital this afternoon, by the latest. Unless of course, you think that she’s in some sort of immediate danger.” 
 
    Dr. Ryan nodded and then, despite clearly directing his words at Chief Rodriguez, he focused his eyes on Chase. 
 
    “Also, I need to examine her first, before any sort of interrogation takes place.” 
 
    Chase jammed her gloves back on and held up her hands. 
 
    “No problem, I don’t mind observing for a little while,” she said. 
 
    You do your thing, Doc. But as soon as you’re done, I’m going to do mine. And something tells me that the information I can find out with a simple touch will far exceed anything you can glean with your medical examination. In fact, I’d put money on it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got another one,” Detective Simple said as if he were fishing instead of looking through the social media profiles of missing, and likely dead, women. “See it? Right there, on her left hand? That ring with the black stone… looks exactly like the one on the table.” 
 
    Stitts didn’t even look up. When he’d set about the task of trying to link more of the jewelry to the missing girls—to add more solid evidence to his theory—he’d employed Chief Rodriguez’s men to help out. While their jibber-jabber was annoying and didn’t help his headache, they were actually quite adept at the task. 
 
    It had taken them only ten minutes to connect three more girls to the jewels laid out in sets in front of them. And, with a little hint of pride, Stitts was happy to see that he’d guessed all three prior to the fact. 
 
    A half an hour later, they’d linked a full dozen. 
 
    Stitts had a sneaking suspicion that, given enough time and images, they’d match all of the jewelry available. This, in turn, convinced him that they might actually be looking for a serial killer. 
 
    And yet, he didn’t understand this preoccupation with jewelry. 
 
    Men kill for status, women kill for love. 
 
    Two, maybe three, of the items on the table had value, but in no way did they portray status. No one was getting rich from this stuff. In fact, a sort of trophy collection such as this one, arranged in sets and not just one specific type of jewelry, actually lent itself more to a woman killer. 
 
    A woman like Bea Stigurl.  
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    A female murdering random women who turns herself in after twelve years of not getting caught. Give me a break, Stitts. 
 
    “When you find a match, print the image out, and place it beside the object,” he instructed. 
 
    As the men continued to comb through social media archives, Stitts tried his best to come up with a rational profile for their unsub that didn’t break every statistical mold he’d ever studied. 
 
    The scotch helped. Paradoxically, the cask strength single malt helped him focus by numbing the rest of his thoughts. Thoughts that tended to wander to things that offered no closure. This case, on the other hand, had a resolution. Even if they found out, however unlikely it now seemed, that these girls had just moved on, it could end. 
 
    His issues from his past, however, were permanent.  
 
    You’re acting like Chase. Just do your fucking job, then— 
 
    “One more,” Officer Price declared. “This gold necklace looks just like the one that Sarah Pribis is wearing.” 
 
    Stitts blinked and pulled himself out of his head. Officer Price had managed to find an old Facebook photograph of a pretty woman with a wide smile. He instinctively looked for the date and realized that the photo was taken just three years before Sarah had gone missing. 
 
    What in the world could make you go from this—a happy, smiling young woman—to a street worker? You look like you could be an actress or, in the very least, a game show host of some sort. What in the hell forced you onto the street? 
 
    “Well? What do you think?” Officer Price asked. “I mean, the picture’s a little blurry, but—” 
 
    Stitts nodded. 
 
    “It’s a match. Print it out.”  
 
    The man did as he was told, and Stitts once again turned inward, trying to bring all of his knowledge of serial killers to the fore. 
 
    Almost all killers are narcissists, and many harbor OCD tendencies… what if the desire to make sets of jewelry is part of an extreme OCD disorder? What if our unsub is compelled to kill to complete his collection, and when he’s done, he just starts all over again? 
 
    He’d heard of cases like this before, but not with jewelry. A killer starts by keeping a finger of his victim as a trophy. With the next victim, they keep another finger, a different one. Even before they realize what they’re doing, they have a complete hand. Then they work on arms, legs, torso… sex organs. 
 
    But jewelry? 
 
    Stitts had never encountered or read about a male killer that kept sets of their victims’ jewelry. A common motivator for many of these male killers is their mother—such as in Edmund Kemper’s case—be it revenge or Oedipal in nature, and Stitts could imagine jewelry playing a role. But not sets. That detail was unique and inherently female in nature.  
 
    A team then? A man and a woman?  
 
    But that didn’t make much sense either. In every tandem serial killer case he’d researched, there was one dominant and one submissive party. The male was always dominant, and the woman submissive. And given this structure, it was highly unlikely for the man to allow the woman to keep jewelry.  
 
    What about the confession, then? How does that fit in? Did the submissive finally get fed up with their position? Were they trying to usurp the dominant? Get back at them? 
 
    Again, possible, and there was precedent.  
 
    But what the fuck is with this amnesia bullshit, then?  
 
    Stitts looked down at his cup and frowned when he saw that it was devoid of both coffee and whiskey.  
 
    This doesn’t make sense… none of this makes sense, other than the fact— 
 
    “Another one!” Officer Price called. 
 
    “Print it,” Stitts repeated. 
 
    —that I’m positive we’re looking for a serial killer or killers… and perhaps some of the most prolific in US history.  
 
    Stitts reached inside his jacket for his flask. 
 
    Man, woman, fucking team… what does it matter? Either way, if we don’t find the people responsible for these missing girls soon, they’re going to kill again. 
 
    Of that, Stitts had never been more certain. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    “I’d really like to take her to the hospital, Don. She’s malnourished, has scratches all over her body, and has a considerable hematoma on the back of her head. While I don’t think it’s a fractured skull, it might be the reason why she has amnesia.” 
 
    Chief Rodriguez nodded and then turned to Chase expectantly. 
 
    “Ten minutes,” she said. “That’s all I need. Then I think she should be admitted.” 
 
    Chief Rodriguez looked at Dr. Ryan next, who didn’t seem pleased at being put on the spot.  
 
    “I wouldn’t push too hard. With her amnesia, it’s doubtful that she can remember anything of value, anyway.” 
 
    Chase frowned. 
 
    She didn’t need the man to tell her how to do her job. Besides, it wasn’t what Bea was going to say that Chase thought might be of use, but what she felt. 
 
    “I won’t be long,” Chase confirmed, and before any more protests could be raised, she pulled the door to the interrogation room open and stepped inside.  
 
    Bea Stigurl didn’t look up when Chase entered, which was actually more difficult to interpret than if she had reacted overtly. 
 
    What’s your story, Bea? Are you really a killer? 
 
    “Hi,” Chase said softly. “My name’s Chase Adams and I’m with the FBI.” 
 
    Was that a nod? Did she just nod? 
 
    The woman’s gestures were so subtle that it was difficult to tell if she was responding to Chase’s words, or if she was just breathing naturally. 
 
    “Alright, good, before we start, though, I just want to remind you that you don’t have to talk to me. In fact, you don’t have to talk to anyone. You can also have a lawyer present if you want. All you have to do is ask for one. Do you understand?” 
 
    A nod. That was definitely a nod.  
 
    Unfortunately, it wasn’t good enough. 
 
    Chase made her way to the table and removed her gloves, laying them in a neat pile. 
 
    “You have to say you understand, Bea. Can you do that?” 
 
    As she approached, the smell of sweat and urine became stronger. 
 
    “Bea?” 
 
    Her head still down, the woman spoke in a voice just above a whisper. 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    Chase nodded. 
 
    “Good. Now, look, I’m going to be honest with you: I know you didn’t do those things you said. I know you didn’t kill anyone. But you have to talk to me, tell me what happened to you, so I can get you home to your family.” 
 
    And that was it, that did it; Bea suddenly raised her brown eyes and stared directly at Chase. 
 
    “I don’t… I don’t think I have any family,” she said. Chase had to strain to make out the words. 
 
    “Everyone has a family, Bea. Not all of us like our family, but we all have a mom and dad. And a lot of the time, even if you don’t think they love you, they do.” 
 
    The girl swallowed. Her skin was pale and thin, and her eyes were bloodshot. 
 
    Chase’s first instinct was that Bea was a user, but upon closer inspection, the classic, telltale signs weren’t present, outside of her disheveled appearance. Her eyes, while red, weren’t glazed over, and her pupils appeared normal.  
 
    “I just… I don’t remember.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. Do you remember when Officer Price found you?” 
 
    Bea nodded.  
 
    “Good. When he found you, you were holding a bag of jewelry. Where did you get the jewelry from, Bea?” 
 
    The woman stared at Chase for a moment, before shaking her head. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Chase bent over so that they were at eye level and simply stared for nearly a full minute before continuing with her line of questioning.  
 
    “You don’t know? You had over twenty pieces of jewelry in that bag… I’m guessing that they weren’t all yours?” Chase gave the woman a quick once over before adding, “It doesn’t even look like you wear jewelry, and I see that your ears aren’t pierced.”  
 
    Bea shrugged, and Chase decided to push her a little harder.  
 
    “Come on, Bea. You gotta help me out here. You stole the jewelry, didn’t you? I’m guessing you were just trying to sell them, make some money to buy food, maybe, or perhaps—” 
 
    Bea hammered a first on the table so suddenly that Chase nearly stumbled backward. If it hadn’t been for the empty chair stopping her, she would’ve fallen on her ass. 
 
    Wow, that was unexpected. 
 
    “I don’t know!” Bea said, raising her voice for the first time. “I don’t know!” 
 
    Frustration or guilt? Uncontrollable anger, perhaps?  
 
    Chase collected herself. 
 
    “Okay, enough about the jewelry then. What about the girls, Bea?” 
 
    Confusion washed over the woman’s face. 
 
    “The missing girls… when Officer Price picked you up, you said ‘I’ve killed them all’. Is it the missing girls that you killed?” 
 
    Bea’s face remained unchanged. 
 
    “Why would you say something like that, if you didn’t mean it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Bea said, her voice reverting to a whisper again. 
 
    “You don’t know, or you don’t want to tell?” 
 
    This time, Bea refrained from answering. 
 
    “That’s okay,” Chase said with a small smile. She made her way over to the woman and then reached out and gently placed a finger beneath her chin. “You don’t have to tell me… but I’ll still know.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Flashes of a plastic bracelet with green beads… tears dripping onto an open palm. The tears mixed with what could only be blood, turning the liquid a pale pink and causing it to spill from between her fingers. 
 
    “All you have left now is suffering… welcome to the Devil's Den.” 
 
    The voice was metallic, almost robotic.  
 
    Bea was suddenly yanked in one direction. Fingernails scraped across her neck, raked her shoulder. 
 
    A bag of jewelry fell to the ground, scattering dozens of pieces across the floor. 
 
    “Nobody leaves the Devil’s Den, nobody—” 
 
    Something collided with the back of Bea’s head, and the lights immediately went out.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Chase pulled away from Bea and inhaled sharply. 
 
    All you have left now is suffering. Welcome to the Devil's Den… 
 
    She wasn’t sure what she’d seen; it was more a collection of random images, then a cohesive narrative. The problem was, Chase didn’t know if this was because her ability to see had been compromised, or if it was because Bea’s brains had been scrambled. 
 
    Nobody leaves the Devil’s Den… 
 
    Chase took a step backward and glanced at the window in the door. Dr. Ryan was staring back at her, a stern look on his face. It was clear that he was on the verge of shutting this down. 
 
    “Bea, what’s the Devil’s Den?” 
 
    She stared intently at the woman as she asked the question, looking for any hint of deception. 
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    “You’ve never heard of it before? The Devil’s Den? Doesn’t ring a bell?” 
 
    Bea slammed her hand down on the table again, but this time, Chase was ready for it and didn’t jump. 
 
    “You sure? Think—” 
 
    The door behind her opened and Dr. Ryan stepped into the room. 
 
    “I think that’s enough. We should really be getting her to the hospital.” 
 
    Chase said nothing; she just stared.  
 
    You’re lying, she thought. You’ve definitely heard of the Devil’s Den before… because I heard it. 
 
    “Chase?”  
 
    It was Chief Rodriguez this time. 
 
    “Fine, sure. Get her checked out,” Chase said as she pushed by the two men and stepped back into the hallway. 
 
    She breathed deeply, clearing her nose and mouth of the acrid odor that inundated the interrogation room.  
 
    Bea might have been lying, but there was no way of telling whether she was a victim or an offender. 
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    She looked up and saw Stitts approaching. He got within a dozen feet before she smelled alcohol coming off him in waves. 
 
    “Yeah?” Chase snapped, more sharply than intended.  
 
    Stitts’s brow furrowed, but he continued unabated. 
 
    “We’ve made some connections… we’ve managed to link most of the jewelry to the missing women.” He breathed deeply, and Chase realized that it wasn’t just alcohol that was bringing him down, but the lack of sleep, as well. 
 
    A truly toxic combination.  
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And remember how I thought that this was just a lark? That somebody was just looking for air-time? Their fifteen minutes?” 
 
    Chase nodded. 
 
    “Well, I’ve changed my mind.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Chase added glumly. “There’s a Devil out there, Stitts. And if we’re going to catch him, we’re gonna have to put a call in for more help.” 
 
    Blood mixed with tears spilling between fingers… an ominous, metallic voice. 
 
    All you have left now is suffering… nobody leaves the Devil’s Den. 
 
    Chase shook her head, but that voice continued to echo in her mind. 
 
    “Something… something tells me we’re going to need all the help we can get on this one.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PART II – Empty Promises 
 
      
 
    FIVE DAYS AGO 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    “Dammit, how the hell did they get here so fast?” Chief Rodriguez grumbled as he hurried across the parking lot. Chase struggled to keep up. 
 
    He was asking the wrong question, of course. For Chase, the real question was, how the hell did the press get here at all? 
 
    But this was a question that she already knew the answer to; there was a leak in Chief Rodriguez’s department. Chase had suspected as much when they’d first arrived in Albuquerque but was now certain of it. 
 
    Which meant that not only were they working against a potential serial killer, but against each other, as well.  
 
    Lucky us. 
 
    “Please, please, everyone, you need to back up,” the tall man said, his arms outstretched at his sides in an attempt to corral the crowd. “You need to get off the road.” 
 
    It had been Chase’s idea to come to the area where Officer Price had picked up Bea Stigurl. She’d hoped to find some sort of clue—a hint—of where the woman had come from, but the more they drove into the desert, the more unlikely a prospect this became.  
 
    After diverging off the main highway and making several winding turns, they came to a small dirt road that was nearly indiscernible from the surrounding terrain. Chase thought she could make out tire tracks in the ground—Officer Price’s perhaps?—but when the wind picked up, the sand was rearranged, and now she thought she saw dozens of them. 
 
    Or none. 
 
    Then she’d seen the cars, followed by the press.  
 
    And the mothers. 
 
    If there had been any clues here—footprints, missing jewelry, blood stains—they’d be impossible to find now. 
 
    “Chief Rodriguez, can you confirm reports that a serial killer has been targeting street workers in Albuquerque for the past twelve years? Is this why you brought the FBI in? To investigate a serial killer?” A man with short white hair and a dark suit who must have been sweltering in the morning sun asked. He took an aggressive step forward, leading with a giant foam-covered microphone. 
 
    The locale might vary significantly—New York, Nashville, Vegas, Washington, or the outskirts of Albuquerque, New Mexico—but the rats were always the same: desperate, intrusive, and goddamn annoying. 
 
    “Like I told you before, Brent, when I have something, you’ll be the first to know,” the chief replied, still trying to force the crowd to one side of the road.  
 
    The reporter looked over his shoulder at Chase. 
 
    “What about you, FBI Agent Adams? Do you have anything—” 
 
    “You heard the man, no comment. Now get back.” 
 
    Chief Rodriguez might need to be cordial with these people, might need to keep the peace, but she didn’t. Besides, Chase had tried to be nice yesterday. Clearly, that approach hadn’t worked. 
 
    “There are rumors that more FBI agents are coming to Albuquerque,” a woman with blonde hair cut straight just below her ears said, picking up where the other reporter had left off. “Can you confirm or—” 
 
    Chase continued to stare straight ahead, aware that everyone’s eyes were now on her, but not caring. Stitts had since arrived and was now behind her, mumbling something about keeping it together. 
 
    She ignored him.  
 
    “This is an active crime scene and you need to stand back. All of you.” 
 
    As she spoke, Chase glanced at a dopey-looking police officer who was standing off to one side. She didn’t recognize the man, but this didn’t deter her. Chief Rodriguez had already sanctioned the FBI taking over the case, and she wasn’t about to stand on ceremony. 
 
    Not when there were thirty-one potential victims out in the desert somewhere. 
 
    “Go get some crime scene tape,” she hissed. The officer looked at her with wide eyes, before turning to chief Rodriguez as if to ask permission. 
 
    Chase ground her teeth. 
 
    “Go get it, now!” 
 
    The man blinked and then hurried to the trunk of his squad car. 
 
    “Agent Adams, you stated that this is an active crime scene, can you tell us what crime was committed here? There are—” 
 
    Chase held up a hand and took up residence in front of Chief Rodriguez. 
 
    “Stolen jewelry; that’s the crime. Now, please back up so we can do our job.” 
 
    The blonde reporter finally took a step backward, but she was quickly replaced by another. Chase had hoped that her comment would calm the crowd, dispel rumors of a hunt for a serial killer, but, instead, it served to enrage the mothers of the missing. 
 
    The police officer who she’d sent to get the crime scene tape returned, a large yellow spool in hand. He held it out to her, and Chase made a face. 
 
    “Set it up,” she instructed. “Keep everyone off the road.” 
 
    The man looked around.  
 
    “Where? What should I attach it to?” he asked, indicating the flat desert terrain that seemed to stretch for miles in every direction. 
 
    “Figure it out,” Chase shot back. “Tie it to your pecker, for all I care. Just keep them off the road.” 
 
    Chase started to back away when she heard someone say her name. 
 
    “Agent Adams?” 
 
    Chase had no intention of turning around, but when her name was called a second time, she recognized the voice. It belonged to the woman who’d been dressed in black outside the police station yesterday.  
 
    The mother of the first girl who’d gone missing. 
 
    Nicoletta something-or-other. 
 
    Chase spun and gestured for the woman to come forward. She was wearing the same outfit as the day prior, and her eyes were pressed into her flesh like raisins buried in bread pudding. 
 
    A pang of sadness hit Chase. Twelve years ago, this woman’s daughter had gone missing. To cope, Nicoletta had probably gone to meetings at first, but when that didn’t take the pain away, she’d likely turned to the bottle. Eventually, that wasn’t enough either. Now, she was a full-blown addict. 
 
    Chase pictured her own parents who, despite their problems, at least had each other. And, yet, her father had committed suicide, while her mother had been committed. 
 
    She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to deal with such a tragedy alone. 
 
    Chase gestured to the woman more deliberately now. Nicoletta stepped forward, but the police officer who was busy trying to pin one end of the tape down with a small rock held up his hand. 
 
    “Ma’am, you can’t—” 
 
    Ma’am… 
 
    “Let her through,” Chase barked. “Let her through.” 
 
    The officer stepped aside, and Nicoletta pushed past him. Before the rest of the crowd could protest, Chase draped an arm over her shoulder and turned them so that their backs were to the road. 
 
    The woman stank—hygiene clearly wasn’t high on her priority list—and Chase had to breathe through her mouth to ensure that her stomach didn’t curdle.  
 
    “You said you would come to me,” Nicoletta accused. She licked her cracked and swollen lips. “You promised.” 
 
    “I know, I know, and I will come to you. But you can’t be here. You and the others being here is only making our job more difficult.” 
 
    The woman didn’t seem to hear Chase. 
 
    “You said you would visit me. You said that you would—” 
 
    Chase squeezed the woman’s bony shoulder to get her attention. 
 
    “I know what I said, Nicoletta. But I also promised to find your daughter. And if you want that, if you really want me to find her, then you need to let us do our job.” 
 
    Chase shuddered as she recalled the haunting words she’d heard echoing inside Bea Stigurl’s head. 
 
    This is the Devil’s Den… 
 
    She swallowed. 
 
    Did Nicoletta really want to find her daughter, given that the chance of Tessa being alive at this point was almost non-existent? Would I? 
 
    The woman looked at Chase, blinked, licked her lips again, and then nodded.  
 
    “I promise,” Chase repeated, before guiding the woman back toward the crowd. Nicoletta didn’t resist, and that deep-rooted sadness threatened to boil up inside her again. 
 
    Losing a child… that could ruin anybody and often did. 
 
    “You okay, Chase?” Stitts asked, suddenly appearing at her side. 
 
    “Worry about yourself,” she said without thinking. Then she shook her head. “Sorry, I’m fine. Let’s just get this search started before any more vultures arrive. Let’s hurry up and find these missing women, Stitts.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    “How the fuck did they find out so soon, anyway?” Stitts asked as he and Chase walked away from the crowd.  
 
    “Somebody told them, that’s how,” Chase answered confidently. 
 
    Stitts looked over his shoulder at the half-dozen police officers who were still trying to put up police tape to keep the mob at bay. 
 
    There had only been four of them in the meeting when Chase had made the decision to come here, to the location where Bea had been picked up: Officer Price, Detective Baines, Detective Simple, and Chief Rodriguez. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re probably right,” Stitts said absently. As much as the press wanted to think that they had some sort of superpower, that they possessed telekinetic abilities, they didn’t. If anything, they were less evolved than the general public. Yet, if it was one thing that they were good at, it was plying information from people, willingly or through more surreptitious means.  
 
    “But who?” 
 
    Chase shook her head. 
 
    “Don’t know,” she replied. “But I’ll find out.” 
 
    Great, more secrets.  
 
    Even though remaining silent was his most effective and used technique, Chase was the one who was suddenly prone to clamming up. 
 
    Stitts fought the urge to reach for his flask. 
 
    Find the women, then move on. Focus.  
 
    And, at that moment, standing side-by-side with his partner in the desert, he realized why Chase threw herself into the job as she did. 
 
    Because, like all her vices, it helped her forget.  
 
    Well, two can play at that game, he thought glumly. I can forget everything… the time we spent together—that night—the way I sacrificed everything for you.  
 
    Stitts sighed and wiped sweat from his brow. 
 
    “What do you think you’re going to find out here, anyway?” he asked, looking around. All he saw was sand and sun.  
 
    Neither of which he cared for. 
 
    Chase surprised him by actually answering.  
 
    “Nothing.” She aimed a finger down the road, in the opposite direction that they’d come from. “What’s that?” 
 
    Stitts squinted. He started to make out a dark structure, an archway or sign, maybe, but then sweat dripped into his eyes. 
 
    “Shit,” he swore, squinting and trying to clear his vision. “I don’t fucking know.” 
 
    “From the map that Chief Rodriguez showed us, I’d bet that’s the Wildlife Refuge… Sevilleta or whatever. And if I killed thirty-one women? That’d be the place that I’d dispose of the bodies.” 
 
    Stitts had many things to complain about, but Chase’s logic wasn’t one of them. Even though the desert would also make an exceptional place to bury bodies, all that digging would prove tiring. But a Wildlife Refuge? There had to be plenty of nooks and crannies that would be ideal for hiding corpses. Not to mention that the ‘Wildlife’ aspect would take care of a lot of the clean-up. 
 
    But it was also a shitload of area to cover. And, considering what Rodriguez had told them about the reluctance of other departments to get involved, Stitts wasn’t looking forward to spending countless hours in the sun and sand. 
 
    Shit, if it weren’t for Hampton’s relationship with the Chief, they wouldn’t even be here. 
 
    “Floyd’s coming with the drone. Should make the search a little easier,” Chase said, as if reading his thoughts.  
 
    “Yeah, but you’re not going to wait for Floyd to get here, are you?” Stitts asked. 
 
    Chase suddenly stopped and turned to look at him. 
 
    “I need to do this alone,” she said. Stitts stared deep into her eyes and realized that what Chase really meant, was that she didn’t want to be around him. 
 
    A knot suddenly formed in the pit of his stomach.  
 
    Really? After everything I’ve done for you? After I risk my life for you… what? Five times? Six? A dozen? This is how you treat me? How fucking dare you, Chase. How dare— 
 
    “Alone, Stitts,” Chase reiterated. 
 
    Focus… just the case, Stitts. Keep your goddamn focus. 
 
    He threw up his arms. 
 
    “Oh, fine, sure. Whatever. I’ll just be back at the station, working on my profile like a good little boy. Just doing as I—” 
 
    Chase turned and started to walk away, and Stitts fought the urge to curse.  
 
    Goddamnit.  
 
    As he watched his partner go, Stitts reached into the inner pocket of his jacket for his flask.  
 
    “Agent Stitts?” 
 
    Stitts whipped around, pulling his hand out, empty. 
 
    “What? What do you want?” 
 
    The young police officer took several steps backward. 
 
    “I was just wondering… I was just wondering if you wanted to get started, is all.” 
 
    “Started with what?” 
 
    “The… the search.” 
 
    Stitts whipped his head around and watched Chase continue to move further and further away from him and the rest of the team. 
 
    “What for?” he said under his breath. “It’s not like we’re going to find anything out here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    He’s been drinking again. 
 
    Chase smelled the booze on Stitts the second he’d opened his mouth. But it wasn’t just the smell, it was also the way he moved that gave him away. Stitts had always had perfect posture. He wasn’t adroit, he wasn’t stiff, but he had an authoritative way of moving that was distinctive. But when he’d walked over to her just a few moments ago, Jeremy Stitts had been too fluid, too loose. It was as if the ball bearings in his joints had been over-lubricated. 
 
    She’d seen him like this before; at the bar, when he’d accidentally touched her.  
 
    Chase instinctively pressed between her fingers, making sure that her gloves were on tight. Her palms were soaked with sweat, but she refused to take them off. She’d seen some of the press looking at her hands, as well as some of the other officers, with raised eyebrows, but she ignored them.  
 
    Chase was here to find these girls, not make a fashion statement. Or deal with a drunk and bitter partner.  
 
    She was here to find closure for Nicoletta and the other desperate women.  
 
    Chase shook her body out and picked up the pace. When she was far enough away from the crowd that she could no longer make out their individual words, she let her eyes close. 
 
    Three deep breaths later, she imagined herself in Bea Stigurl’s shoes. Chase called up the smattering of images she’d seen when their skin had touched—the blood-soaked hands, the green bracelet—and then opened her eyes.  
 
    “Here,” she whispered. “This is where Officer Price found her.” 
 
    Chase glanced around.  
 
    She was, quite literally, in the middle of nowhere; there were no landmarks, no natural features, no road signs… nothing. And yet, she was confident that this was the exact location where Price had found Bea. 
 
    And this was a curious thing. 
 
    He found her here? In the middle of fucking nowhere, Officer Price just happened to be driving by, outside his district, and finds a woman who claims to have murdered ‘them all’… here. 
 
    There was something terribly wrong about this, and Chase made a mental note to question Chief Rodriguez about this later.  
 
    Chase closed her eyes again and started to walk.  
 
    She didn’t expect anything to happen but was once again surprised. What had begun as a leisurely stroll suddenly transitioned into something more. It was as if Chase was driven by purpose… 
 
    No, not purpose… but fear. Someone’s… someone’s chasing me.  
 
    She looked down at her hands then and was surprised to see a black felt bag resting on her palms. The top wasn’t cinched tight, and she could easily make out the contents. 
 
    These jewels… where did they come from? Who do they belong to? 
 
    Chase was picking up speed now. 
 
    Someone’s after me… I need to… I need to get away…  
 
    The back of her head started to throb, and she felt burning on her neck from what felt like scratches. 
 
    I need to… I need to… 
 
    I killed them all. 
 
    Chase stopped cold and her eyes snapped open. 
 
    The sun was scorching, and yet she felt cold all over.  
 
    And yet, like always, the sensation passed, and Chase returned to her own skin. For a moment, however, she wasn’t entirely sure where she was. She turned around several times, even spun in a circle, before realizing that there were no points of reference in the desert. Other than the small, indistinct road that she stood on, everything else was just… desert. Desert and sun. 
 
    Chase swallowed again, and her eyes eventually focused on something in the distance. 
 
    Jesus, I can’t believe I walked this far.  
 
    It was an archway made up of large stones, over top of a dirt road that made the one upon which she stood look like a four-lane highway. 
 
    And on this archway was a sign that read: Sevilleta National Wildlife Refuge. 
 
    Chase looked around again. Most of the reporters and mothers seemed to have dispersed—the sun was overbearing and there was no hint of shade—while the stragglers were staying behind the yellow police tape. 
 
    A dozen or so police officers were moving up the road toward her in a loose line.  
 
    But no matter how hard the police searched the desert, they weren’t going to find anything about Bea or any of the missing girls here.  
 
    Chase broke into a light jog, enjoying the feeling of blood flooding her limbs. Dripping with sweat, she approached Chief Rodriguez from behind. 
 
    “Chief?” 
 
    The man turned, his eyes widening. 
 
    “Agent Adams? I thought you went back to the station.” He looked up at the hot sun, then offered her a bottle of water, which she graciously took. “We’ve been out here looking for nearly two hours.” 
 
    Now it was Chase’s turn to be surprised. 
 
    Two hours? What the hell? 
 
    “I—” she coughed dryly and then held up a finger. After a few gulps of water, she started again. “Sorry, lost track of time.” 
 
    After another sip, she hooked a chin at the line of police officers. 
 
    “Call off the search.” 
 
    Chief Rodriguez’s brow knitted. 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    Chase craned her head around in the direction she’d come. Even though she couldn’t see the archway anymore, she knew that it was there, hidden by the sun. 
 
    “Because Bea didn’t come from this road; she came from the Wildlife Refuge. And that’s where we need to look for the other girls.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Chase sat at the back of the room, sipping on water while trying to put together what had happened out on the road.  
 
    The feeling of being chased, of fearing for her life. 
 
    All you have left now is suffering… 
 
    At the head of the room was Chief Rodriguez and he was pacing again, something Chase had recognized as his way of dealing with inactivity. The case had gone stagnant again, and to compensate, he kept on walking. 
 
    Detectives Simple and Baines were there, as were Officer Price and Stitts, the latter of which kept taking surreptitious sips from a cup of coffee that Chase would bet her stack was spiked. 
 
    “So, our search came up with nothing,” Rodriguez said, as if thinking out loud. “Twenty men scouring the desert for two hours didn’t unearth a shred of evidence. Bea’s been in holding for nearly twenty-four hours now… we can keep her for forty-eight without charging her. But after that…” 
 
    “Can’t we talk on another day or so? Due to the medical examinations and all that?” Detective Baines offered. 
 
    “Maybe,” Chief Rodriguez said with a shrug. “I can ask a friendly to allow us to hold her for sixty hours.” 
 
    “What about the jewelry? Can we arrest her for theft, maybe?” Detective Simple this time. 
 
    “Yeah, but if it turns out that Bea’s a victim, then that’s not gonna go over well,” Officer Price offered. 
 
    The Chief’s expression soured. 
 
    “Victim or killer, we don’t—” 
 
    “She’s a victim,” Chase said softly. 
 
    All eyes were suddenly on her. 
 
    She cleared her throat and reiterated the claim. 
 
    “Bea Stigurl is a victim, and I’m not surprised that we didn’t find anything out on the road. We need to focus our efforts on the Wildlife Refuge.” 
 
    “And how do you know that?” Detective Baines demanded, frustration creeping into his voice. 
 
    Chase felt her cheeks start to redden, but before she could snap back with a retort, Stitts jumped in. 
 
    “Because it’s the only place that makes sense,” he said. Chase figured that her partner was purposefully avoiding the first part of her statement and was grateful. But when she looked at Stitts, the man’s eyes immediately dropped to the coffee cup in his hand. “Think about it; either Bea was dropped off near or around where Officer Price found her, or she came from the Refuge. If she was just dropped off, then, well…” 
 
    Stitts shrugged, letting them know with this simple gesture that if this was the case, they were fucked. Forty-eight, sixty, seventy-two, shit, a whole week with Bea in chains wouldn’t make any difference in the world. They would never find anything. 
 
    “I’ll buy that,” Baines said. “But how do you know Bea’s a victim? How—” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Chief Rodriguez interjected. “Amnesia or not, we need to find some hard evidence as to where this woman came from and what her story is. I’ll put a call in to the US Fish and Wildlife services, see if they can get someone to come out to Sevilleta and help us with the search. It’s a pretty damn big area to be going over.” 
 
    “I’ve confirmed that several other FBI agents are on their way to lend a hand.” Chase checked her phone and reread the messages that Floyd had sent earlier in the day. “They should land tonight. I figure the best approach is to start searching the wildlife refuge tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan. I’ll round-up whoever I can, but I don’t know how many men I’ll have at my disposal after the news broadcast went out about us searching for a serial killer. I have thirteen missed calls on my cell, and I’m guessing that three-quarters are from angry politicians who are threatening to pull funding,” the Chief informed them. “The last quarter will be from those who have already pulled their money out of the Northwest Area Command.” 
 
    “What about the ICE agent that was supposed to come here?” Detective Simple asked. 
 
    “No idea. Don’t know how much help he, or she, will actually be, though.” 
 
    “Minimal,” Stitts muttered under his breath. It was no secret that the man loathed inter-disciplinary coordination or task forces. 
 
    “Well, hopefully, he understands discretion, if nothing else. Speaking of which,” at long last, the Chief stopped pacing and leveled his eyes at his men. “We need to make sure that there are no leaks about what we are planning on doing. The press can’t catch wind of our search or anything else we are doing here. Shit, there are thirty-one missing girls out there, and while we all know the likelihood of them being found alive, we can’t risk spooking their captor into doing something permanent. Keep your mouths shut.” 
 
    Chase had to give it to the man; although he was way out of his depth, he was trying his best to maintain some semblance of control. 
 
    Unfortunately for him, this wasn’t good enough for Chase. The leak had to be found out and stopped before the whole dam ruptured. 
 
    “Good,” the Chief continued. “As for Bea Stigurl herself, the doctor inspected her earlier today and doesn’t believe that her injuries are serious, but that they may have caused her amnesia. Still, he insists on giving her a proper checkup at the hospital. I managed to help Dr. Ryan sneak her out without being noticed, but it’s important that no one knows where she’s being held. I don’t want—” 
 
    Sensing that the man was about to reveal the name of the hospital that Bea had been sent to, Chase piped in. 
 
    “How certain are we that Bea isn’t one of the missing girls?” 
 
    The room suddenly fell silent. It was clear that this was something that they’d all considered—even hoped for, given the confession and alternative—but had dismissed. 
 
    “Not entirely sure,” the Chief said, breaking the silence. “Bea Stigurl hasn’t shown up in any database, but it could be an assumed name. But… but she doesn’t look like any of the missing women.” 
 
    Chase cocked her head to one side. 
 
    “But photos can be deceptive, especially older ones,” she said, thinking back to her own experience with girls who had gone missing years ago only to reappear as adults. “A lot can change in twelve years. Do you guys have a sketch artist, someone who can maybe age enhance the old photos?” 
 
    Chief Rodriguez shook his head. 
 
    “We have a sketch artist, but I think what you’re asking for is well beyond his skill set.” 
 
    “What about DNA? Fingerprints? Do you have any DNA or fingerprints from the missing girls?” 
 
    Chief Rodriguez was about to speak when Detective Simple turned to face her. 
 
    “Of the thirty-one missing girls, we have DNA from seven of them and fingerprints from fourteen. We took fingerprints from Bea when she came in, as well as a strand of hair. We ran the fingerprints, but there was no match. It’ll take a month or more to get the DNA results back.” 
 
    Chase frowned. 
 
    “And let me guess, all the fingerprints and DNA are from the most recent missing girls.” 
 
    Detective Simple nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, pretty much. We managed to get some hair fibers from a couple of the early victims, but not many. It’s just been so long, and, at the time, no one believed that there was anything sinister going on.” 
 
    “Well, let’s see if you can get more, eliminate Bea as one of the missing.” 
 
    Detective Simple rubbed his jaw. 
 
    “We can run fingerprints and DNA from the jewelry that Bea brought in.” 
 
    “Good,” Chase said. She opened her mouth, intending on asking if anyone had heard of a ‘Devil’s Den’, but decided against it. She could tell that the Chief’s men were already intimidated and confused by her, and she didn’t want to further alienate herself from them. It wasn’t a pride issue, but Chase thought that she might need their help before this was all said and done. Besides, she wasn’t even sure if she could trust what she’d seen. Instead, Chase turned to her partner, who was still staring at his cup as if it would miraculously fill with whiskey. “What about you, Stitts?” 
 
    The man looked up. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Fuck… get with the program.  
 
    “Anything you can add to your profile that might help us with the search tomorrow?” 
 
    Stitts shifted uncomfortably in his seat but didn’t say anything. 
 
    Chief Rodriguez cleared his throat. 
 
    “Alright, then I’ll—” 
 
    “Show me,” Stitts interrupted, sounding bored. “Show me the dates that the girls went missing, and I’ll see what I can whip up.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    “Tessa Greenfield went missing twelve years ago, in April. The next girl, Sarah Pribis, was last seen just over a year after that. The third girl? Nine and a half months. The two most recent girls, Joni Burke and Jessica Lambert, went missing six and three months ago, respectively. I expect that if a new victim hasn’t been taken already, that they will be very soon.” Stitts clicked something on the computer, and a timeline appeared with the faces of the women placed across it. Chase didn’t need to be an expert to know what the point of this graphical illustration was: the interval between missing women was getting shorter. “As you can see, our unsub is becoming bolder, braver. There are usually two reasons for this: the first, is that, almost all serial killers are narcissists. They believe that they’re smarter than the cops, than their victims, and the longer that they go without being caught, the more reinforced this notion becomes. The second is that they are becoming numb. Consider a drug addict who needs more and more of their chosen pharmaceutical to get high. It’s not just because they physically need more, but psychologically, they’re chasing that initial rush, the thrill of their first kill. The problem is, once you’ve dabbled, you can’t go back to a naive brain; this is one of the reasons why the nature of their kills often becomes more depraved over time.” 
 
    Chase had to give it to her partner; he may be drunk, he may be preoccupied, but he was still putting on one helluva show. 
 
    The other men in the room were enthralled by the simple presentation. 
 
    “This is most evident when it comes to sexual predators. These deviants usually start out with simple voyeurism, which evolves into public indecency, then progress from there. It’s a natural, and unfortunate progression. With this in mind, we can see that there are two women that you’ve identified that don’t really fit, here.” Stitts clicked another button, and two of the black-and-white photographs became highlighted. “Given the proximity to the other girls who went missing, and that this was in the middle of the series of attacks, these girls aren’t likely to be part of the equation.” 
 
    “But can’t the killer act spontaneously? Opportunistically?” Detective Baines asked. 
 
    “It’s possible, but I would expect something like that to only happen in the beginning. These girls went missing around year seven; by that time, our killer had likely established a well-developed pattern, and would be wary of deviating from it for fear of being caught.” 
 
    Chase observed the other men in the room as they took this in. Nothing that Stitts was saying was revolutionary, but it all appeared new to the members of the Northwest Area Command. 
 
    “I read somewhere that these men want to be caught,” Officer Price offered, his eyes locked on the projected image. 
 
    Stitts shook his head. 
 
    “A common misconception. The fact is, killers of this nature simply love killing. To be caught would mean that they would have to stop.” 
 
    Chief Rodriguez, who had been pacing again, suddenly came to a stop at the front of the room. 
 
    “What does all the media exposure mean for our guy? Does he speed up, slow down? Take a vacation?” 
 
    “Hard to tell, but I would say that a ‘vacation’ is highly unlikely at this point. As a narcissist, our unsub is likely to enjoy the attention, and if he thinks he can get away with it, he won’t hesitate to taunt us. If he thinks we’re close, it could go one of two ways: best case scenario, he is driven into seclusion.” 
 
    “And worst case?” Rodriguez asked.  
 
    Stitts tilted his head to one side. 
 
    “Worst case is that he decides to take out as many victims as he can, pad his stats, for lack of a better term.” 
 
    Rodriguez swore under his breath. 
 
    “You’re fairly certain that there is a serial killer at work here, then? And that the missing women are dead?” 
 
    Chase cringed; even though she knew the answer, it pained her to hear it spoken out loud. 
 
    “Yes,” Stitts replied bluntly.  
 
    Rodriguez was shaking his head now, clearly disturbed by what had just been explained to him. 
 
    “You said that our… uhh… unsub likely has a pattern, a method?” Detective Baines asked. 
 
    “Yeah; he likely chooses his victim from a pool of people that he doesn’t think will be reported missing for some time, if ever. Then he stalks that victim before taking them.” 
 
    “Taking them where?” Baines again. The man’s voice cracked a little when he asked the question.  
 
    The Devil’s Den… nobody leaves the Devil’s Den… 
 
    Stitts shrugged. 
 
    “That, I don’t know. But what I advise, is that you guys put some men on the street, in high traffic areas, especially at night. Hopefully, this will slow him down.” 
 
    “On it,” Rodriguez replied. “Already have several men doing overtime, walking the streets where the prostitutes like to hang out. I’ll add a few more undercovers, as many men as I can spare.” 
 
    Stitts nodded and looked about to switch off the projector, when Detective Simple, who had remained quiet up to this point, suddenly spoke up. 
 
    “What about Bea? Where the hell does she fit in this whole timeline?” 
 
    Chase immediately replied. 
 
    “She’s a victim.” 
 
    Detective Simple turned to her. 
 
    “She said she killed them all. I don’t know how—” 
 
    Chase shook her head vehemently. 
 
    “She’s a victim.” 
 
    “Fine,” the detective acquiesced. He raised a hand and gesture toward Stitts’ graph. “Where does she fit in then?” 
 
    Chase squinted at the timeline, at the individual photographs. The truth was, she didn’t know exactly where Bea fit in, only that she was a victim here.  
 
    But can you really trust your voodoo, as Stitts calls it? Would you be willing to let the girl walk on a hunch, even though she might be responsible for murdering more than two dozen street workers? 
 
    “Well, you said that he was speeding up, that they all do,” Officer Price said, taking the reins. “And if Jessica Lambert went missing about three months after the Burke girl…” 
 
    He didn’t need to finish his sentence; it was all right there on the graph. 
 
    Four and a half months had gone by since Jessica Lambert went missing. 
 
    “Like I said, it’s likely that he’s already abducted his most recent victim.” 
 
    “Wait, wait,” Detective Baines said. “You think that Bea Stigurl is this victim? That she somehow managed to escape?” 
 
    Chase shrugged; it was possible. 
 
    “But then why can’t we find any record of her… any record at all?” 
 
    “Maybe she was abducted and got away before anybody knew she was even gone,” Price suggested. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll bite… but even if she wasn’t reported missing, she can’t be invisible. Everyone leaves a trace.” 
 
    “At this point, we’re running her DNA and prints and name through every database possible. So far, nothing,” Chief Rodriguez said. 
 
    “Fuckin’ hell. This amnesia bullshit… convenient, isn’t it?” Baines remarked. 
 
    “Yeah, just a minor nuisance, being picked up by a serial killer,” Chase shot back. “Probably ruined her afternoon.” 
 
    “How do we… how do we catch this bastard?” Rodriguez said quickly before things started to escalate. 
 
    Stitts clicked one more button and this time an arrow appeared over Tessa Greenfield’s photo. 
 
    “The first victim… for most serial killers, the first victim, the first kill, is the most difficult. Often, luring a stranger can be complicated, so they stick to someone that they know.” 
 
    Nicoletta Osuna’s weathered face flashed in Chase’s mind. 
 
    Looks like I’m going to make good on that promise to visit you, after all, she thought. 
 
    “All right, thank you, Agent Stitts,” Chief Rodriguez said, as he started to pace again. “Simple and Price, I want you to go back into the records, back before Tessa went missing. Look for crimes that might be a precursor to something like this. Given that all the victims are sex workers, see if anybody reported being beaten up by a John, held against their will, that sort of thing. Baines, I want you to talk to prostitutes on the street, see what the recent chatter is. I’ll keep on the DNA and prints, see if we can find out who Bea really is.” 
 
    “And let’s keep this out of the press,” Chase added.  
 
    “Agreed,” Rodriguez said with a nod. “We’ll convene tomorrow at six a.m. for the search of Sevilleta Refuge.” 
 
    The chief suddenly clapped his hands together and the men rose to their feet and started from the room. After they’d cleared out, Chase turned to Rodriguez. 
 
    “I’ve just a couple of questions for you, Chief, before you get going.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    But Chase didn’t ask them right away. Instead, she turned to Stitts and then indicated the door with her chin. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    Chase didn’t blink. 
 
    “Fine,” Stitts grumbled. As he exited the room, Chase thought she heard him say, “I’ll be at the bar getting a drink.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Stitts didn’t go to the bar for a drink as he’d told Chase he would. 
 
    He didn’t need to. 
 
    Instead, he made his way back to his car and sat in the front seat. There, he poured more whiskey into a Styrofoam cup, sans coffee this time, and sipped. As he did, he looked around. Nothing was recognizable to him. Sure, it was the same police station that he’d pulled up to with Chase yesterday, and the cars in the lot around him had the characteristic green stripe along the side, but he didn’t recognize it. This place at the outskirts of Albuquerque was an unfamiliar mix of desert and sun.  
 
    A sudden heaviness pressed on his shoulders, and Stitts took a particularly large sip of his drink. 
 
    “I don’t belong here,” he whispered. 
 
    Stitts belonged at home, back in Virginia.  
 
    He belonged with his mother. 
 
    He should have been at her side when she was dying, when she was demanding more and more pills. 
 
    And he should have refused her.  
 
    Stitts may not have given her the fatal dose or even her first dose, but he had been complicit in her death, nonetheless. Instead of trying to help the poor woman, he’d enabled her. It was easier to just give her what she wanted than it was to admit that she had a problem and needed serious help. 
 
    His father may have pushed her away to make sure that she stayed out of prison, and he kept his job, but as her only son?  
 
    Stitts should have helped her; Stitts should have saved her.  
 
    Without thinking, he reached into the glove box and pulled out the folder that Dr. Beckett Campbell had given him what seemed like years ago. 
 
    The folder that contained the MRI scans of Chase’s brain. 
 
    As he stared at the images that he’d since committed to memory, Stitts could hear Dr. Campbell’s words in his head. 
 
    …it’s like somehow when she got fucking zapped all those years ago the wiring in her brain changed. Her subconscious grew larger and linked to her memory system. 
 
    Chase’s visions, or voodoo, or whatever the hell it was called had some actual physiological basis to it.  
 
    There’d been a time when Stitts had made a promise to tell his partner everything, to not lie to her again, but that had lasted all of six minutes. At the time, Chase had been through so much, and Stitts didn’t think she could handle any more. 
 
    Part of him wished that after what she’d been through, after ending up in a rock quarry, nearly dead, that this would all pass. 
 
    That Chase had worked the voodoo out of her system. 
 
    But that… that was impossible.  
 
    If you give it to her, maybe she can get some help. Maybe they can study her brain, figure out how to cut down on the visions she’s having, on the false memories… 
 
    Stitts sipped more whiskey.  
 
    But I can’t, he thought. I can’t give it to her, because it will break her. 
 
    There was another reason why Stitts refused to give Chase the folder, and no matter how much alcohol he drank, his brain continued to loop back to this fact.  
 
    It was because he blamed her. 
 
    In addition to blaming himself, Stitts also held Chase responsible for what happened to his mom. If she hadn’t come around when she did, Stitts wouldn’t have had a surrogate for his guilt, a distraction that kept him from coming to terms with the fact that he’d enabled his mother for years. 
 
    Decades, even.  
 
    If it wasn’t for Chase, she might still be alive. If it wasn’t for that night… 
 
    With a grunt, Stitts threw the folder back into the glove box and slammed it closed. 
 
    Then he finished the rest of his whiskey. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    “Everything all right, Agent Adams?” Chief Rodriguez asked when they were finally alone. It was a benign enough question, but there was hidden meaning in it, meaning that Chase immediately picked up on. 
 
    What the lanky man was really asking, was if everything was all right between her and her partner.  
 
    But that was none of his damn business. 
 
    “How many hospitals are there in the area? Within or close to the Northwest Area Command?” she asked, ignoring the man’s question. 
 
    Chief Rodriguez tilted his head to one side as he thought about this for a moment. 
 
    “Five; four major ones and a small community hospital. Why do you ask?” 
 
    Once again, his question went ignored. 
 
    “And which one did Dr. Ryan take Bea Stigurl to?” 
 
    “Ridgeview.” 
 
    “Okay, and what are the names of the other hospitals? The major ones?” 
 
    “Well, there’s Ridgeview, and there’s also the University Hospital, the Altman Institute, and Westwood. Those are the major ones.” 
 
    Chase nodded. 
 
    Ridgeview, University, Altman, and Westwood. Got it. 
 
    “Think you can do me a favor?” 
 
    Rodriguez’s brow knitted in confusion, but he eventually acquiesced. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Good; I want you to contact the security desks at each one of the hospitals. Let them know who you are and instruct them to call you if they notice any media presence—any at all. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Chief Rodriguez began hesitantly, “But I thought you didn’t want any media attention. So far only me, you, and Dr. Ryan know where Bea was taken.” 
 
    Chase nodded. 
 
    “And I want to keep it that way. Just put the call in.” 
 
    Chief Rodriguez was clearly torn; he didn’t like being kept out of the loop, but he’d asked for the FBI’s help, and not the other way around.  
 
    Chase suddenly felt bad for the man. He was trying his best, but he also was terribly unqualified to deal with something of this magnitude. She, on the hand, had experience… perhaps too much experience in dealing with some of the most ruthless and sadistic members of society. 
 
    Which was, undoubtedly, what they were up against here. 
 
    “Look,” Chase began, lowering her tone. “I’ve got some of the best agents in the country coming into town tonight, and they’re going to bring their full set of tools. I just need you to trust me. All I want to do is catch this bastard, okay? That’s my focus, my goal. Everything else… well, nothing else matters.” 
 
    Chase held the Chief’s gaze as she spoke.  
 
    “I trust you… and I’m going to do everything within my power to support you and your team. But do you…” Rodriguez looked away for a moment, before bringing his gaze back. “Do you really think that, whoever this guy is, he’s going to strike again with the FBI in town?” 
 
    In her mind, Chase pictured the graph that Stitts had shown the team a few minutes ago. 
 
    With a sigh, she said, “Strike again? No; no, I don’t think so. To be honest, Don, what I think, is that he’s already taken his next victim.” 
 
    After leaving Chief Rodriguez alone in the conference room to mull over her last statement, Chase ‘accidentally’ ran into Detective Baines in the hallway.  
 
    She put on a tired smile and managed to get his attention. 
 
    “Detective Baines?” 
 
    The man turned, offering a smile of his own.  
 
    “Yeah? What can I help you with, Agent Adams?” 
 
    Chase deliberately looked around to make sure that no one was in earshot, and the man’s smile faded. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked, lowering his voice. 
 
    “I’m just a little worried… worried about Bea. If the media… or worse, the families of the victims, find out that she’s been taken to Ridgeview Hospital, they might, you know, swarm her or something. If they find out that she confessed… shit, I don’t know what they might do.” 
 
    Baines was nodding even before Chase finished her sentence. 
 
    “Yeah, I get it. Want me to swing by and keep an eye out?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “No, I just want people to stay away. You know how it is; police at hospitals have a way of bringing attention, attention that we don’t want, if you catch my drift.” 
 
    “Yeah, of course. I’ll steer clear of that area. Anything else I can help you with?” 
 
    Chase shook her head, the smile returning to her lips. 
 
    “No, that’s it. Other than narrowing the suspect pool, of course.” 
 
    “Working on it.” 
 
    Chase offered Detective Baines’s arm a little squeeze. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    The second her back was to the man, her smile vanished.  
 
    In the parking lot, she thought she spotted Stitts’s car, but when her eyes properly adjusted to the bright New Mexico sun, it was gone. 
 
    I can only deal with one issue at a time, Stitts. And yours is, unfortunately, going to have to wait.  
 
    Chase took a deep breath as she strode across the sun-baked asphalt.  
 
    Right now, I have a promise to keep, a grieving mother to speak to. 
 
    A knot suddenly appeared in Chase’s stomach, a knot that cinched tighter and tighter with every step she took. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    He might not be able to push everything out of his mind while on a case like his partner could, but Special Agent Jeremy Stitts was still determined. 
 
    And as much as Chase wanted him to just go home and sleep off his prolonged hangover, he had other ideas. 
 
    Armed with images of the jewelry that he’d acquired from Detective Simple, Stitts set about scouring the city for stores that might carry similar items. While most looked as if they’d been purchased at a TJ Maxx, there were several items in particular that he thought unique. 
 
    The first was a simple necklace with a heart pendant. Engraved on the pendant were the letters MBP—none of the missing girls shared these initials. The second was also a necklace, but instead of letters on the pendant, there was an intricate looking Blue Jay. 
 
    A simple Internet search revealed that there were only maybe a dozen jewelry stores that Stitts figured, with his limited knowledge, might carry these types of items.  
 
    The first store that he hit up was manned by a clerk with a large nose and equally large spectacles. He looked like an extra from a budget heist film, what with his gray horseshoe hair and no-nonsense attitude.  
 
    The man took one look at the photographs—an abbreviated one, at that—before shaking his head.  
 
    “No, no, no; we do not sell this costume jewelry here.” 
 
    Stitts frowned and debated challenging the man, but he was right; the store sold mostly diamonds and he didn’t see anything close to matching his two necklaces. 
 
    The second shop, a small boutique dealer called Bijou, yielded more fruitful results. Unlike the first, this one lacked pretension and just peering through the window, Stitts could tell would be more likely to carry the type of jewelry he was interested in. 
 
    When he pushed the door open, a small bell announced his arrival, but no clerk readily appeared. In fact, the place appeared empty. Stitts took advantage of this freedom and looked around, surveying the glass cabinets first, before moving on to the peg well of cheaper stuff near the cash. 
 
    He was about to give up when he spotted something of interest hanging behind the counter.  
 
    “Looking for something for your daughter? A niece, maybe?” A female voice asked. 
 
    Without turning, Stitts extended a finger and pointed at a necklace with a small Cardinal pendant. 
 
    “Something like that,” he said absently. “Can I see that one with the bird on it?” 
 
    “Of course,” the female associate replied. Stitts was so focused on the Cardinal, that he didn’t even notice the woman as she walked around to the other side of the counter and reached for the necklace. 
 
    When she bent down in her short skirt, however, Stitts couldn’t help but notice. 
 
    A moment later, the woman turned, laying the necklace across her palms, and holding it out to him. 
 
    The associate was attractive, with shoulder-length blonde hair and high cheekbones. She looked to be in her mid-twenties, and, in addition to the short, navy skirt, was sporting a white blouse with the first few buttons undone.  
 
    “For your daughter?” she asked again. 
 
    Stitts shook his head. 
 
    “No, not really,” he replied, his eyes locked on her pretty blue ones. “You guys have one like that but with a Blue Jay on it?” 
 
    “This style, you mean?” 
 
    Stitts reached out and tapped the Cardinal with his finger. 
 
    “Yeah, just like this, but with the Blue Jay instead of a Cardinal. You carry anything like that?” 
 
    The woman started to shake her head when Stitts reached into his pocket and pulled out the photograph. 
 
    “Ah, yeah, I remember that. No, we don’t have that kind anymore, but we did. A couple of years ago, I think.” 
 
    Beckett chewed the inside of his cheek and thought about this for a moment. 
 
    “A couple of years ago… as in two years ago?” 
 
    “More like three or four,” the woman replied, before putting the necklace back on the hook. 
 
    Stitts frowned and showed her the necklace with the heart on it. 
 
    “What about something like this? Do you sell something like this?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” The woman must have seen something in his face because she smiled and reached for the photograph. “But let me take a closer look.” 
 
    Stitts observed her face as she stared at the photo. She wasn’t just pretty, he realized, but beautiful, with perfect, heart-shaped lips. 
 
    “No, we didn’t sell this necklace,” she remarked. Stitts made a face, but the woman wasn’t done yet. “But we might have done the engraving—sometimes we engrave items that we don’t sell.” 
 
    She handed the photo back, and Stitts folded it and put it in his pocket. 
 
    “What are the chances I might be able to find out who ordered the engraving?” he asked, smirking now. Stitts was picking up on a definite flirtatious vibe, and he was prepared to milk it for all it was worth. 
 
    “Well, to be honest, we usually don’t give out that kind of information.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay, I understand,” Stitts said sheepishly. “Thanks for your help, anyway.” 
 
    He started to turn when the woman called him back. 
 
    “Well, I don’t even know if we did the engraving. I can check that, at least. If you want, of course.” 
 
    Stitts grinned. 
 
    “That would be great.” 
 
    When the woman turned and headed toward a computer near the back of the showroom, Stitts thought he noticed a little extra hip-swivel to her gait.  
 
    What the hell is going on here? he wondered. Why are you flirting with her?  
 
    His mind immediately went to Chase, and he shook her image away. 
 
    “We keep pretty good records of this sort of thing,” the woman remarked as her fingers danced across the keys. “Ah, yeah, I’ve got an order for the initials MBP. Eight months ago, actually.” 
 
    Eight months…  
 
    Stitts thought back to the timeline. The two most recent missing women were Jessica Lambert and Joni Burke… 
 
    “Any chance you can tell me who ordered the engraving?” he pried. 
 
    “Hmm, wish I could, but the only name I’ve got here is Miguel. That’s it. Paid cash.” 
 
    Miguel… a father? Brother? 
 
    Stitts made a mental note to look up relatives of the missing to find a potential match. 
 
    “Thanks, I really appreciate it.” 
 
    This time, the woman didn’t even wait for him to start to turn before regaining his attention. 
 
    “Here on business?” 
 
    Stitts frowned, but then he followed her eyes to his outfit and realized where the comment had come from. He was wearing his blue blazer and white shirt, along with dark slacks. 
 
    “That obvious, huh?” 
 
    The woman just smiled. 
 
    “Something like that,” she said, mimicking his own words from earlier. As Stitts ran a hand through his hair, their eyes met again. “So, I guess I helped you out, then?” 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    “So… one might say that you owe me?” 
 
    Stitts smiled. 
 
    “One might say that.” 
 
    “Well, I get off in an hour, and I’m a sucker for gin and tonics. I’d say one—no, scratch that, two gin and tonics and we’re even. There’s a place just down the road called Carraway’s. If you want to pay me back, meet me there.” 
 
    Before he knew what was happening, Stitts had already answered the woman.  
 
    “You know what? That sounds like an excellent idea.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Chase did a double-take; the address that the local PD had given her for Nicoletta Osuna was one step up from the trap house she’d frequented in Virginia.  
 
    At some point in the distant past, the brick exterior had been painted white, but it was peeling so badly now that it reminded her of the face of a weeping clown. The wrought iron handrail that led to a rotting front door was bowed outward and clung to the concrete steps with only a handful of desperate screws.  
 
    But it was the right place. 
 
    With a sigh, Chase stepped out of her rental car and hurried across the street. Even though she’d never been to Albuquerque before, let alone New Mexico, she knew this type of area; every city had one, regardless of their size. Which was why she made sure that not only was her pistol strapped to her hip but that it was also visible should anyone think of making a play at her.  
 
    But it wasn’t just the seedy surroundings that ratcheted up her anxiety, it was also the discussion she was about to have. Talking to someone about their missing child hit a little too close to home for her comfort. 
 
    Remember Dr. Matteo’s words, Chase: this isn’t your fault, you’re not responsible for the actions of others. All you can do is control how you behave, what you do. And even then, you can only control the now, the present. 
 
    Chase took a deep breath and knocked on a small section of the door that was only partly rotted through. 
 
    She waited for a ten count and then knocked again. Almost a minute later, the door opened an inch and a dark eye peered out.  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    Chase leaned in close, both to reveal her own face and to confirm that it was Nicoletta cowering inside. Despite making eye contact, she was dismayed when the woman didn’t unchain the door and invite her in.  
 
    “Nicoletta? It’s me. It’s Chase Adams, FBI.” 
 
    The eye blinked, then the door closed again. For a moment, Chase thought that Nicoletta wasn’t going to open it, that she was going to leave Chase standing on the crumbling stoop.  
 
    But eventually, she heard the chain sliding, and then the door was opened wide.  
 
    The first thing that struck Chase was the smell, one that she was unfortunately familiar with. 
 
    It was the odor of unwashed bodies mixed with something more acrid.  
 
    In short, it was the smell of an addict.  
 
    Great, she thought glumly. More reminders of a past that just won’t go away.  
 
    Nicoletta Osuna was a far cry from the bombastic ringleader she’d portrayed outside the police station. Here, in her home, she’d been reduced to a stooped woman in her late forties going on sixty-five. Her hair was a greasy mess, and her eyes were beady and moist.  
 
    Anyone else might have wondered which version was the real Nicoletta, but not Chase. She knew that the woman before her now was the real deal.  
 
    People say that addiction could grip you, change you, but they were wrong. 
 
    You were embraced by it, devoured by it, consumed by it. 
 
    You became addiction. 
 
    And addiction became you. 
 
    This was Nicoletta Osuna, and she was a sad, desperate thing. 
 
    “Sorry ‘bout the mess,” the woman said dryly. “I don’t get much visitors anymore.” 
 
    Chase followed the woman inside and took in her surroundings. 
 
    The floors were covered in scratched parquet, some of which had been removed to reveal a rotting sub-floor beneath. The drywall was stained and dented and what little furniture filled the open space looked straight out of an eighties’ magazine. If said furniture had been left out in the sun for a few years and had also been home for a dozen stray cats. 
 
    How can someone live like this?  
 
    The thought was instinctive and reactive, outside of her control, and yet Chase still scolded herself.  
 
    You’ve lived in worse, Chase.  
 
    This was quickly followed by the voice of someone that she hadn’t heard in some time.  
 
    I can make all your pain go away… 
 
    It was Tyler Tisdale.  
 
    Chase shook her head. 
 
    “I promised I’d visit,” she said, unable to come up with anything of greater substance to clear the air.  
 
    Nicoletta grumbled something incomprehensible in response, and then hurried toward the kitchen. Even though she was clearly trying to shield Chase’s view of the counter, she was so rail thin that Chase had no problem making out the glass pipe, lighter, and several crumpled pieces of aluminum foil scattered across the warped melamine.  
 
    As the woman quickly scooped up all the paraphernalia, Chase turned her attention to a small bookcase by the front door. Even though the bookcase itself had seen better days, there was a single photograph nestled in a frame that was devoid of so much as a speck of dust.  
 
    It was clear that this was the only thing in the house that Nicoletta took care of, herself included. 
 
    Chase picked up the frame and brought it close to her face.  
 
    It was a portrait of a chubby girl with dark hair and doughy cheeks. If it weren’t for her eyes, the girl would have been indistinguishable from awkward teens across America: the left was a pale blue, while the right was a deep hazel. This had a strange effect on Chase, and she found her gaze flicking back and forth from blue to hazel.  
 
    It was the woman’s daughter, she realized. It was Tessa Greenfield, the first girl who’d gone missing. 
 
    “That’s the only picture I have of her,” Nicoletta said, suddenly appearing at Chase’s side. Chase startled and nearly dropped the frame. Finally managing to pull her eyes away, she placed it on the shelf and then turned to face the woman. 
 
    “We’ll find her,” Chase said with a conviction that surprised even her. She knew the risks of such bold claims but couldn’t help herself. She would find Tessa Greenfield—alive or dead, Chase wouldn’t stop until she did. 
 
    Dr. Matteo had taken her drugs away from her and had convinced Chase not to throw herself at men when control started to slip away, which left her with only one vice: her job.  
 
    And there was no job more important than reuniting a mother and daughter.  
 
    “I look at the picture all the time,” Nicoletta said in a quiet voice. “If I ever lost it, I think I’d forget what she looks like. I know that sounds horrible, and I’m ashamed of it, but it’s the truth. But sometimes… sometimes I just want to throw it against the wall. Rip it up. Burn it. Sometimes I think it might be easier just to forget.” 
 
    Chase swallowed hard.  
 
    She knew exactly what Nicoletta meant, of course. It was the reason why she’d tried heroin for the first time and likely why Nicoletta had turned to meth.  
 
    Chase felt like removing her gloves then and grasping the woman’s thin hand. If she had any inkling that by touching her, Chase could take some of Nicoletta’s pain away, claimed it as her own, she would’ve done it. 
 
    But it didn’t work that way… at least, Chase didn’t think it did. Truth be told, however, she was still coming to grips with what her ‘skill’ really was and how she could use it. 
 
    All you have left now is suffering…  
 
    “Yeah, I understand. Trust me, I do. But none of that is going to matter when you see her again.” 
 
    Nicoletta stared up at her with massively dilated pupils. 
 
    “Yeah… maybe.” 
 
    Chase cleared her throat and tried to regain a modicum of professionalism. 
 
    “But to find her, I’m going to need your help. I hate to ask this, but was Tessa into anything… I mean, did she work the streets at all?” 
 
    It was a tough question, but Chase could see no way of skirting the issue. Tessa was different, and not just because of her eyes. For one, all the other potential victims were prostitutes, people that could go missing for weeks and not be reported. 
 
    “Tessa was a good girl, always listened to her mom,” Nicoletta said. 
 
    Chase chewed the inside of her lip, realizing that the woman hadn’t answered her question. But according to everything that she could dig up on the girl, Tessa was good, and outside of a shoplifting charge that was eventually dropped, she was just a regular teenager. 
 
    She decided to change course. 
 
    “What about her father, Nicoletta? Where’s Tessa’s dad?” 
 
    Nicoletta immediately averted her eyes, her gaze wandering to the kitchen counter.  
 
    Another trigger, Chase thought glumly. 
 
    “That’s alright if you don’t—” 
 
    Chase stopped speaking when a shadow suddenly blocked what little light eked through a filthy window in the back door. 
 
    “Agent Adams?” 
 
    Chase hushed her and put her palm on the butt of her pistol.  
 
    As she watched, the door opened and a large man with shaggy blond hair in an over-sized, stained T-shirt stepped inside, without looking up. 
 
    “Hey, got your hookup,” the man said, scratching at his cheek. “I got your fix. All you—” 
 
    “Not now, Rick,” Nicoletta blurted. 
 
    The man in the doorway looked up, his red eyes going wide when he saw Chase.  
 
    “Ah, you got company,” he began with a lopsided grin. “That’s cool, I’ll just—” 
 
    The man suddenly turned and bolted mid-sentence.  
 
    “Shit,” Chase shouted. Then she pushed her way past Nicoletta and started to run after him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Stitts had no intention of meeting up with the pretty salesclerk from Bijou, but after he’d struck out with half a dozen stores, and he’d run out of whiskey, he was in a bind. 
 
    As of yet, Stitts had received no update from anyone, which meant that his luck was shared by the rest of the team. This left him with two options: go back to his hotel room and rest up as Chase had suggested or go meet the woman for a drink. 
 
    It was an easy choice, and before long, Stitts found himself parked outside a small bar with a faux-barn exterior called Carraway’s. 
 
    Just a drink. Besides, after all I’ve been through, I deserve a break. 
 
    Despite the promise of square dancing and a hoedown offered by the exterior, Carraway’s was a surprisingly demure bar. Stitts had expected to be bombarded by songs about horses and old town roads but was greeted by calming elevator music, instead.  
 
    The main bar was about fifteen feet long, and aside from a close-talking couple at the far end, it was unoccupied. As Stitts looked around, his eyes fell on a row of liquor bottles behind the bar. They were resting on a shelf lined with an LED rope light and butted up against a thin mirror. The bright green light reflected off both the bottles and the mirror, making for a dizzying effect that he didn’t care for.  
 
    Stitts turned his eyes to the rest of the bar, squinting at the booths to see if the woman from the jewelry store was there. The pang of disappointment when he realized that she was nowhere to be found surprised him. Still, as Stitts slid onto one of the barstools, he didn’t let this bother him much; he knew that this feeling was only temporary.  
 
    “I’ll have a double of your cheapest single malt,” Stitts said as an Asian bartender with slicked-back hair approached. He was wearing a graphic tee in support of a band Stitts had never heard of. 
 
    “Sure,” he said with a nod. The bartender looked young but was experienced enough to know that not everyone who came here in the early afternoon on a weekday wanted to bare their soul. 
 
    As Stitts removed his wallet and teased out a twenty, a hand grazed the back of his, while another rested on his shoulder. He instinctively tensed, but relaxed when he caught the woman’s reflection in the mirror. 
 
    “I didn’t think you’re going to come,” the woman from Bijou said. She had put on red lipstick and had changed out of her blouse and into something a little more comfortable and a little less formal: a black V-neck T-shirt and a pair of tight-fitting jeans. Her eyes dropped to Stitts’s wallet, and he quickly snapped it closed. 
 
    It was too late; she’d already seen his FBI ID. 
 
    All well, it doesn’t matter. She probably already knew from the news coverage outside the police station. 
 
    “Can I also have a gin and tonic for my friend?” Stitts asked the bartender who had since returned with his drink. 
 
    Another nod.  
 
    “My name is Jeremy Stitts, by the way,” he said, turning back to the woman, and holding out his hand. “But everyone calls me Stitts. I don’t think I got your name back at the store.” 
 
    The woman smiled and shook his hand. 
 
    “My name’s Kelly, but you’re gonna have to work to get my last name,” she replied with a grin. 
 
    Stitts blushed and quickly took a sip of his drink. 
 
    Hi, my name’s FBI Special Agent Jeremy Stitts, what are your credentials? 
 
    The bartender returned with Kelly’s drink and, grateful for the distraction, Stitts paid the man.  
 
    “So, Stitts, if the necklace wasn’t for a niece or daughter, why are you so interested in it?” 
 
    Stitts took another drink of his scotch and relished the warmth as it trickled down his throat and into the pit of his stomach. 
 
    I deserve this, he thought. A break, a reprieve. Shit, something normal for once. Just me and a pretty girl flirting at a bar. No talk about drugs, rape, murder, abduction, serial killers, or work. 
 
    With a shrug, Stitts tilted the glass and finished his double. Then he ran a hand through his hair and turned his body fully to face Kelly, a grin forming on his lips. 
 
    “You know what? I don’t feel like talking about work—yours or mine,” he said playfully. “In fact, I can think of a whole lot of other things that we can do and none of them include talking.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Chase was even faster now that she’d been clean for more than six months, but she was at a distinct disadvantage: she had no idea where she was going. Rick, on the other hand, appeared to have made this getaway into the alley behind Nicoletta’s house many times.  
 
    Chase leaped over the three wooden steps out the back door and made a hard right without breaking stride.  
 
    Rick was only five paces in front of her now, and if she had just managed to reach for him and grab the back of his over-sized T-shirt, that might’ve been the end of it. 
 
    But just as her fingers grazed the soiled cotton, he surprised her by planting his foot on an overturned garbage bin and then vaulted himself over a short wooden fence. 
 
    Chase adjusted her footing and tried to follow, but the garbage bin had rolled slightly, and her aim was off. The toe of her shoe slipped, and she fell forward, barely managing to get her hands up before colliding with the fence. Thankfully, like everything in this area, it was well-worn and poorly made. There was give to it, which lessened the impact. 
 
    She swore and picked herself up. Then she made sure of her footing and pressed both hands on the top of the fence. With her body half over, she spotted Rick make a left down an adjacent alley.  
 
    There was no way she would catch him now, even if she managed to find him again.  
 
    “Fuck,” Chase swore as she lowered herself back down from the fence.  
 
    After a cursory inspection, she realized that other than a small tear in the knee of her pants, she was otherwise no worse for wear. 
 
    Shaking her head, Chase turned toward Nicoletta’s house and slowly made her way back. She wasn’t surprised to see the woman standing on the rotting wooden steps.  
 
    What surprised her, however, was the look of disgust on her face. Not disgust over the fact that Rick had gotten away, but disgust aimed at her. 
 
    Nicoletta was pissed that her next fix had disappeared down the alley. 
 
    All of a sudden, the pity that Chase had felt for the woman only moments ago dissolved. 
 
    “Was that him? Was that Tessa’s father?” Chase barked as she approached. Nicoletta shook her head and backed into her home. “Yes? No?” 
 
    When Nicoletta just looked away, Chase ground her teeth in frustration. 
 
    “If you want to find your daughter, then you better start helping.” 
 
    Nicoletta didn’t look up and Chase took a deep breath, recalling what Chief Rodriguez had told her back at the station, that the father on Tessa’s birth certificate had died of an overdose.  
 
    That it was unclear if the man was the biological father.  
 
    “Okay, fine. Who was that, Nicoletta?” 
 
    The woman just shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t care that he’s your dealer. The only thing I care about is finding Tessa. But I can’t do that on my own. Who was that, Nicoletta?” 
 
    The woman’s bony shoulders sagged. 
 
    “Rick—his name’s Rick.” 
 
    “That’s it? Just Rick?” 
 
    “That’s all I know him by,” Nicoletta replied. “That’s it. Rick.” 
 
    “And how long have you known Rick?” 
 
    “For a while,” the woman said softly. 
 
    Chase fought the urge to reach out and slap the woman, to knock some sense into her. She might have, too, if she thought it would do any good. The reality was, though, this was just as likely to force the woman deeper into her shell as it was to bring some urgency to her words and actions. 
 
    Chase had to force herself to remember that while this was all fresh and new to her, Nicoletta had been suffering from the loss of her daughter for over a decade. 
 
    And she’d been using for at least that long, as well. The woman was numb. 
 
    “I’m… I’m sorry. It’s just that I really need your help, Nicoletta,” Chase said, opting for a more compassionate approach. “What’s a while? Was Rick around when Tessa was still here?” 
 
    Nicoletta nodded. 
 
    “Yeah—yeah, he was around then.” 
 
    Even though she was far from forthcoming, it was clear that Rick had been her dealer even back then. 
 
    Rick was to Nicoletta as Tyler had been to Chase.  
 
    She sighed. 
 
    “All right, all right.” 
 
    That should have been it; the woman was defeated. But there was another Nicoletta Osuna, one that Chase had seen outside the police station. The woman had been living two different lives—the grieving mother and the desperate addict—and no matter how she appeared now, there was a chance that the former would reappear. And they couldn’t have that.  
 
    Not if they wanted to catch the Devil before he struck again.  
 
    Chase reached out and put a gloved hand on the woman’s shoulder.  
 
    “If there’s anything else, I’ll come to you, okay? Just stay safe.” 
 
    The woman lifted her dark eyes and then slowly nodded. Chase wasn’t sure if she understood but decided that Nicoletta had been through enough for one day.  
 
    With that, Chase headed toward the front door. She was partway out when Nicoletta spoke up again.  
 
    “You will find her, right? I mean, I wasn’t the best mother in the world, and I made a lot of mistakes, but I loved Tessa.” 
 
    Loved… past tense. 
 
    Chase hesitated but eventually nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, I will,” she said, knowing that after being missing for twelve years, finding Tessa was a near impossible task. But Chase also knew that she wouldn’t leave New Mexico until this was finally put to rest. “I promise.” 
 
    With that, Chase made her way back to her car. She sat behind the wheel for several minutes, thinking and nursing her sore knee.  
 
    Then she picked up her phone and dialed Officer Price’s number. 
 
    “Officer Price? It’s Chase Adams.” 
 
    “Yeah, what can I do for you, Agent Adams?” 
 
    “I was speaking to Nicoletta Osuna and we had an unwanted visitor. You know of anybody slinging dope by the name of Rick? I don’t know the last—” 
 
    “Rick Griever,” the man answered, cutting Chase off mid-sentence. “Yeah, I know him. Local drug dealer, mostly meth, but sometimes dabbles in coke and crack. Been around for ages.” 
 
    Well, that was easy, Chase thought. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m going to need everything you’ve got on him. I mean everything, going back to even before Tessa went missing.” 
 
    “Really? You think—” 
 
    “Do me a favor, Officer Price?” Chase said pre-emptively, not wanting to get into a discussion about the dealer. “Can you swing by the University Hospital when you get a chance? I want to make sure that no press has gathered.” 
 
    It took Officer Price a moment to understand.  
 
    “Uh, yeah, yeah, I can do that.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow at the search.” 
 
    Chase hung up the phone and then tapped the corner against her palm.  
 
    They were no closer to finding the missing girls, or the person responsible for taking them, and yet she felt good—it felt good to be back at the job.  
 
    During the time off, life had threatened to creep up on Chase, life that included an estranged husband and son living in another country, a sister who didn’t recognize her, and a partner who despised her. 
 
    Speaking of which… 
 
    Chase fired off a text message letting Stitts know that they were on for dinner tonight when Floyd and the other agents got into town.  
 
    That made her smile; Floyd always made her smile.  
 
    But when Chase started the car and her eyes naturally drifted up to Nicoletta’s dilapidated home, the smile faded. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Stitts’s lips were so tightly pressed against Kelly’s that it was almost impossible for him to swipe his electronic key card and open the hotel room door. Eventually, by sheer chance, he managed, and together, they stumbled inside. 
 
    As soon as the door closed, Kelly pushed away from Stitts, just far enough to fit her hands between them and start to work on his belt. As she struggled to open the clasp, Stitts’s hands found her breasts. They were small, but firm, the nipples hard. 
 
    A soft moan escaped Kelly’s lips and she stopped fiddling with his belt to let Stitts pull her shirt over her head. Her skin beneath was pale and smooth, her nipples a light pink.  
 
    Unable to control himself now, Stitts groped her breasts, first with his hands, then with his lips. Licking and sucking.  
 
    Kelly finally removed his belt and then slipped a hand between his stomach and the waistband of his boxers. Her touch was cool, and he gasped.  
 
    Her lips were suddenly on his again, and Stitts started backpedaling, holding her tight to his chest. When he felt the mattress against his calves, he lay down, pulling Kelly on top of him.  
 
    It took all of thirty seconds for him to pull off her jeans and lace panties beneath.  
 
    Fully hard now, Kelly began stroking his length, rubbing it against her wet folds. Just before he slid inside her, Stitts pulled back and looked up. 
 
    The woman had dark hair that came to her shoulder and striking green eyes.  
 
    “Chase?” he said softly. 
 
    The woman frowned, and Stitts realized that it wasn’t Chase, but Kelly. Kelly with blonde hair and blue eyes.  
 
    “What?” she gasped. 
 
    “Condom,” Stitts said, clearing his throat. He eased his way from beneath her and grabbed his wallet from the rear pocket of his pants. Inside, he found a condom and slipped it on.  
 
    Kelly was on her back now, staring up at him with… green eyes. It was Chase again.  
 
    Stitts shook his head, and then blinked rapidly, trying to make the mirage go away. 
 
    “You okay?” the woman asked. It was Kelly’s voice, but it was coming out of Chase’s mouth. 
 
    “Fine,” he managed, as he crawled on top of her. 
 
    She moaned as he entered her, and Stitts closed his eyes.  
 
    He pictured Chase then, Chase as she’d been the night they’d shared together. The night that had begun as tearful goodbyes to ones they loved. 
 
    They were sitting on the bed, Stitts’s arm around Chase’s shoulder, sharing a drink and stories about her father and his mother. Then Chase had turned to him, looked up at him, leaned into him. 
 
    Their lips met and Stitts slipped a hand behind her neck, pulling her close. 
 
    In a moment, she was tearing his shirt off, trying to get into his pants…  
 
    Stitts was thrusting faster now, but just before he climaxed, he realized that the woman beneath him wasn’t groping him in ecstasy anymore, but in anger. 
 
    Once again, Stitts shook his head and opened his eyes. 
 
    “Get off me,” Kelly demanded. “I’m not Chase… get off me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I said, get off me,” she reiterated, shoving his chest with both hands. 
 
    Confused, Stitts did as he was asked, pulling away from her and rising to his feet. 
 
    Kelly quickly scrambled to get dressed. 
 
    “There’s something wrong with you,” she said. “I’m not against role-playing, but you’re nuts. I don’t know who this Chase person is, but it isn’t me, and I’m not into it.” 
 
    Stitts, standing naked in the center of the hotel room, just watched in confusion. 
 
    “I’m… I’m sorry,” was the only thing he could manage. 
 
    Kelly quickly collected her things and reached for the door.  
 
    She looked back at him and opened her mouth to say something. But the anger in her eyes had been replaced by pity and she just shook her head and left without a word. 
 
    “There is something wrong with me,” Stitts whispered when he was alone.  
 
    I can’t even fuck right anymore.  
 
    His mind was racing, trying to understand the strange hold that Chase had on him, why he couldn’t seem to let go of what had happened. 
 
    Was it because of what he’d sacrificed for her? Or was it because she was in many ways like his mother, a project that he could try and fix? A second chance to help someone he loved before they were gone… 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    His pants, which had been haphazardly thrown to the floor, started to vibrate and Stitts reached down and pulled his cell phone from his pocket. 
 
    “Of course,” he grumbled when he saw that it was a text from Chase. A text reminding him of dinner with Floyd and the other agents who had flown in from Quantico.  
 
    Stitts tossed his phone onto the bed and then his eyes drifted to the minibar.  
 
    He didn’t know why Chase had a hold on him the way she did, but he knew how to make it go away.  
 
    Temporarily, at least.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    “He’s not answering,” Chase said, with a frown. “I’ve sent him three messages, telling him to meet us for dinner, but so far… nothing.” 
 
    She stared at her phone as she spoke, and then, as if to add credence to her words, fired off another text.  
 
    Stitts, where are you? Dinner with Floyd and the other FBI agents was supposed to be at eight. 
 
    Then she turned her phone upside down and looked across the table at Floyd. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here, Floyd. How’s the Academy treating you?” 
 
    Floyd smiled and nodded. 
 
    “It’s great—I love it. And I can’t thank you enough for helping me get in.” 
 
    Chase raised an eyebrow; the man’s stutter was pretty much nonexistent. 
 
    Floyd started to blush. 
 
    “They’re offering me free speech therapy classes,” he said quickly. 
 
    “That’s awesome, Floyd. I’m glad things are working out for you.” 
 
    Floyd thanked her again, and now it was Chase’s turn to blush. 
 
    The door to the diner opened and two people walked in. Chase hadn’t seen either before in her life, but she knew that they were FBI agents. The man was tall and lean, sporting a pair of slacks and white button-down with the sleeves rolled up. The woman was a pretty brunette with her hair tied back in a ponytail and large, dark eyes. They both walked with their heads held high, their gazes instinctively taking in their surroundings.  
 
    Chase stood as they approached, and she introduced herself. 
 
    “I’m Glen Bellefontaine and this is Stacy Workman,” the man said, extending his hand. Chase shook his, then Stacy’s. Then they surprised her by turning to Floyd and taking turns offering a friendly embrace. 
 
    Chase watched this interaction with interest. It was hard to believe that the thin black man before her now was the same one who had driven her around in Alaska what felt like years ago. He was more confident now, less naive, but she was pleased to see that he was still friendly, unjaded. 
 
    That would probably change; in fact, she was surprised that it hadn’t after what had transpired in Washington. Still, his youthful enthusiasm was refreshing.  
 
    For some reason, her thoughts turned to Stitts then, not of how he was now, but how he’d been when they’d first met in New York. Stitts used to be reflective, thoughtful. Now he just seemed bitter. 
 
    What happened to you, Stitts?  
 
    But it was rhetorical query; Chase knew what happened to him. 
 
    You happened to him. He’s spent the better part of two years chasing you around, trying to keep you alive. And then you slept with him.  
 
    Chase motioned for the agents to take a seat, then gestured at the waitress to come over. 
 
    “I’m guessing you guys read the file?” she said quietly.  
 
    The diner was relatively empty, but given the press coverage she’d already witnessed, the last thing that Chase wanted was to be the cause of another leak.  
 
    Agent Workman nodded enthusiastically.  
 
    “Went over the new information about the jewelry that you and Agent Stitts compiled. Speaking of which, where is Agent Stitts?” 
 
    Chase did her best to hold the woman’s gaze. 
 
    “Taking a breather—all the spicy food down here wasn’t sitting well. We’re pretty sure that the, uhh,” she lowered her voice another octave, “suspect, came from Sevilleta National Wildlife Refuge. That’s where we’re going to start tomorrow. Other than that, we have nothing else to go on other than a couple dozen missing street workers.” 
 
    Agent Bellefontaine cocked his head to one side.  
 
    “The local PD much help? Because if my memory serves me right, Sevilleta is a big area to search, with many places to hide bodies… even that many.” 
 
    “The PD is desperate for our help… at least the Northwest area command. But the others? State? Other districts? Not so much. I’m thinking that if it weren’t for Director Hampton’s connection to the police chief, the people in charge would’ve preferred to put this ‘confession’ on ice, ignore it as they’ve done for the rest of the cases over the past twelve years. I’ve asked for cadaver dogs and…” Chase lifted her chin to Floyd, who immediately broke into a grin.  
 
    He reached beneath the table and lifted a large black hardtop case. 
 
    “…that.” 
 
    Agent Bellefontaine’s brow knitted, but Agent Workman started nodding again. 
 
    “The drone… good idea. I heard about how you used that in Washington. Pretty impressive.” 
 
    Chase shrugged and was about to dismiss the compliment when Workman quickly continued. 
 
    “And the way that Stitts tricked that psychopath on the rooftop? That wasn’t too bad, either. You sure… you sure he’s okay?” 
 
    Chase eyed the woman suspiciously for a moment, trying to get a read, but she was either too tired or too distracted to gain anything of value. 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” she said curtly. 
 
    I hope. I hope Stitts is okay, for his sake and mine. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PART III – The Refuge 
 
      
 
    FOUR DAYS AGO 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Chase looked around, desperately searching the eclectic group of law enforcement officers outside Sevillita National Wildlife Refuge for her partner. 
 
    After Stitts had failed to show for dinner with Floyd and the two new FBI Agents the night prior, she’d gone to his hotel room. 
 
    Her knuckles were raw from knocking as long as she had—to say that she was worried was an understatement. 
 
    But Chief Rodriguez had called in all sorts of favors just to get enough feet on the ground to search the refuge. And Chase had stalled enough; they simply couldn’t wait any longer. 
 
    In addition to nearly two dozen men and women, including Chase and her team, the Chief had also managed to rouse a black lab named Piper who had spent years as a cadaver dog. Now retired, the dog was in limbo as the Albuquerque PD searched for an appropriate home for her. 
 
    Not much of an animal person, Chase initially hadn’t paid much attention to the dog. Until, that is, the animal nuzzled up to her calf. She had initially shrugged him off, but the dog had apparently taken a liking to her and was constantly following her around. 
 
    He smells death on you, Chase. He smells the death and decay that you leave in your wake.  
 
    But now, as she continued to look for Stitts, she found herself absently scratching the dog behind the ears. 
 
    Come on, Stitts, we need you.  
 
    Not everyone was as happy as Piper to be here, however. Most of the men appeared bored or annoyed, even. But Chief Rodriguez had managed to put pressure on someone, because they were here, and would remain here, for two days.  
 
    She just didn’t know if that would be enough time to cover the entire refuge.  
 
    “Still no sign of Agent Stitts?” FBI Agent Stacy Workman asked. She didn’t give Chase an opportunity to answer. “Maybe he has food poisoning.”  
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” Chase offered. Then with a sigh, she turned to Chief Rodriguez. She was about to give him the go ahead, to tell the officers to begin searching their pre-assigned sections of the refuge when a man in a dark jacket hurried toward them.  
 
    “Thank God,” she muttered. “Stitts, over here.” 
 
    Chase waved her hand and the man squeezed through the crowd. Only the closer he got, the less relief she felt. 
 
    And when the man was within twenty feet of her, she realized that it wasn’t Stitts at all.  
 
    Fuck—who the hell is this guy? 
 
    The man in the coat was tall and lean like Stitts, and he had similar hair, albeit not quite as perfect. Handsome, in his mid-thirties, he reminded Chase of Stitts before the cigarettes and booze. 
 
    Before he went off the deep end.  
 
    “Tom Cable, ICE,” the man said, extending his hand. 
 
    Chase shook it. Despite Chief Rodriguez’s apprehension of Immigration and Customs Enforcement’s involvement in their case, they needed all the bodies they could get.  
 
    “Chase Adams, FBI.” 
 
    With that, she cast one final wistful look over her shoulder. When Stitts didn’t materialize, Chase clapped her hands together and turned her gaze to Chief Rodriguez once more. 
 
    “Make the call,” she said almost forlornly. “Make the call, Chief, and let’s get this search started. Let’s find these girls.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    “I completely shut down the refuge for the day and will keep it closed for as long as you need to complete the search,” the man said in a thick Southern accent as he led Chase toward the rock archway that bore the Sevillita name. 
 
    Like Tom Cable, Lance O’Neill was tall and good looking. His long hair was tied up in a ponytail and he had deeply tanned skin of someone who worked outside for a living. Although he’d explained that he was technically an agent of the US Fish and Wildlife Service, or the FWS as he liked to call it, Lance assured her that he was simply the refuge manager. 
 
    “Yes, but there are no actual gates to the refuge and most of the borders are just open fields, prairies, that sort of thing.”  
 
    Unlike Tom and Lance, however, Ian Schmidt, who, despite not offering a formal title was clearly the latter’s minion, was not attractive in the least. Short, squat, with pockmarked cheeks and thick, wide lips, the man’s sole purpose in life seemed to be to please Lance.  
 
    And judging by the refuge manager’s expression, he was still getting the hang of it.  
 
    “Ian’s right. Still, I have some FWS Agents manning the most popular locations where tourists usually enter the refuge.” 
 
    Chase would have preferred for Lance’s men to join in on the search but decided to keep this to herself. The man was trying to help, and she didn’t want to do anything that might jeopardize that. 
 
    They passed beneath the rock archway, and she turned her attention to the small booth nestled at its base. Lance had already explained that the refuge was free to enter, but that someone usually manned the booth to hand out maps or to sell water or other souvenirs. There was also a donations box resting on a rock shelf, which Chase noticed was half-full of small bills. 
 
    Her eyes naturally drifted upward with the curvature of the rock and fell on a video camera attached to the underside of the archway. 
 
    “What are the chances that the camera works?” she asked. 
 
    Lance shot Ian another look. 
 
    “Zero. A couple of months back someone tore the goddamn donation box right off the counter. Made off with a few hundred. The camera was put up as a deterrent, but we never set it up—it was an extra that one of the employees had lying around at home.” 
 
    Chase wasn’t surprised. Funding wildlife refuges didn’t strike her as something that was high on the current Administration’s priority list.  
 
    “Think you can get it working?” 
 
    This was a little like locking the barn after the horse got out, but Chase wasn’t giving up on the remote possibility that said horse might return at some point in the future. 
 
    Lance nodded and turned to Ian. 
 
    “You heard the woman. Get it working.” 
 
    “But you said—” 
 
    “Ian, get someone in here and get the camera set up.” 
 
    Ian looked down at his feet before scurrying off. 
 
    Odd little fellow, that one.  
 
    “Right over here is the trailer I was telling you about—the one that we use as a makeshift office,” Lance offered, pointing to a small building behind the booth.  
 
    Chase followed the man toward the office, with Chief Rodriguez, ICE Agent Tom Cable, and the other three FBI Agents in tow. 
 
    Stitts was still MIA.  
 
    “Any squatters in the refuge, Lance? People who set up tents, stay a while? That sort of thing?” Agent Glen Bellefontaine asked. 
 
    Lance shook his head. 
 
    “No, not usually. Refuge officially closes at ten and I do rounds on the golf cart, focusing on the hiking trails, mostly. I suppose someone could set up camp in one of the many rock gulleys; I’m just one man, after all. I’ll say this, though, while it might be a scorcher during the day, it gets damn chilly at night. Wind also whistles through the rocks—you’d have to be really desperate to try to sleep here. And brave.” 
 
    Chase looked at the man for an explanation, and he didn’t disappoint. 
 
    “Cougars, mostly. But there are lots of other things out in the refuge that can kill you.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Lance offered a tired smile, then opened the door to what he called ‘an office’, but what Chase considered more a glorified trailer. He held it for her and the others.  
 
    After they were all inside, Lance said, “You guys want a coffee? Because it looks like we’re going to be here a while. At over four hundred square miles of prairies, desert, plateau, and the Rio Grande in the center, searching Sevillita ain’t gonna be easy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Stitts awoke with the splitting headache, one so bad that it took close to thirty minutes for him to pull his sweat-laden body out of bed. It took another ten to fight off waves of nausea.  
 
    His third battle was making it to the bathroom without vomiting. 
 
    But he managed. 
 
    Life’s all about the little victories.  
 
    After showering and helping himself to burnt coffee from the lobby, Stitts knew that he’d be able to get through another day. 
 
    And after a cigarette in the parking lot, he felt only marginally worse for wear. 
 
    Unlike Chase, his self-medicating didn’t erase his memories. If anything, it seemed to enhance them. 
 
    Stitts remembered everything that had happened the night before.  
 
    To distract himself, he pulled out his cell phone, only to immediately shove it back into his pocket again. There was an anxiety-inducing number of missed calls and awaiting messages.  
 
    It was coming on ten in the morning, and he was a good two hours late for the search of Sevillita Wildlife Refuge, but as he saw it, Stitts only had two options: to run or to pull on his big boy pants and head out into the desert. 
 
    It was too bad that his headache made running a near-impossibility.  
 
    After lighting another cigarette, he slid behind the wheel of his car and made the twenty-minute drive out to the refuge. A police officer and his vehicle were partially blocking the main off-ramp that led to the refuge, but he let Stitts pass after flashing his badge. 
 
    Their objective was still to keep the press in the dark about what they were doing, but he knew that it was only a matter of time before someone noticed the lack of police presence in Albuquerque and went looking for the missing officers. 
 
    Which would lead them right… here. 
 
    Stitts parked next to Chase’s rental but stayed in his air-conditioned car for several moments before braving the hot sun.  
 
    What is it about hot climates that puts people in the killing mood? Vegas, Nashville, and now New Mexico. And Florida… who could forget Florida? 
 
    Florida was the epicenter for bizarre and often disturbing crimes.  
 
    Just as Stitts was stepping from his car, he spotted her.  
 
    He saw Chase. 
 
    His partner’s back was to him, and with the sun behind her, she appeared to be glowing. 
 
    “Chase?” he said as he walked toward her. It felt strange saying her name, given what had transpired the night before.  
 
    When she didn’t turn, he cleared his throat and said her name a little louder.  
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    Stitts was reaching for her when she unexpectedly turned. 
 
    It wasn’t Chase.  
 
    This shocked Stitts more than it should have, and he took two steps back. 
 
    The woman was about Chase’s stature, but she had blonde hair and her expression was more upbeat than he was used to seeing on his partner’s face. 
 
    “I’m… I’m sorry,” Stitts mumbled, trying to collect himself. “I thought you were someone else.” 
 
    The woman squinted at him for a moment and then she smiled.  
 
    “Agent Jeremy Stitts?” 
 
    Stitts hesitated before nodding. 
 
    “Yeah… and you are?” 
 
    “FBI Agent Stacy Workman.” 
 
    The woman extended her hand.  
 
    Although Stitts didn’t recognize the name, he figured that this was one of the agents that Director Hampton had sent to help with the search. 
 
    He shook the woman’s hand. 
 
    “Where’s Agent Adams?” 
 
    “She’s going over plans in the manager’s office. It was getting hot in there, and I needed some air. Want me to take you to her?” 
 
    Stitts turned his gaze in the direction that Agent Workman was indicating, and saw a small trailer tucked behind what looked like a ticket booth of sorts.  
 
    “No, I’ll—” be fine, he was about to say, but the woman had other ideas. 
 
    “No—no it’s no problem. I’ll take you there. Come with me.” 
 
    Stitts didn’t have the strength to complain and allowed himself to be led even though all he wanted was to be alone. The trailer was only about fifty yards away, but Agent Workman managed to fill every single inch with chatter. 
 
    “You must hate this, huh? This whole interdisciplinary nightmare. The guy from ICE came today and your partner is coordinating with a couple of Agents from the Fish and Wildlife Service. I don’t know how you keep it together, I mean, after what happened with the pizza bomber.” 
 
    Stitts stared at the Agent for a moment, and then she started to blush. 
 
    The ‘Pizza Bomber’ case was his first out of the academy. It had all the elements of a good thriller movie—a pizza delivery man, a botched bank robbery, a shotgun disguised as a cane, and an explosive device—only it was real. 
 
    And tragic.  
 
    “Yeah, that didn’t work out too well,” he said absently, and then internally chastised himself for his lack of compassion. 
 
    There were so many agencies involved in the case that nobody took the lead—nobody did anything until the explosive device ended the man’s life. 
 
    On live TV, no less. 
 
    “And that shit in Vegas? That was a close one, too. I heard that if you didn’t show up when you had, the Vegas Golden Knights would have been destroyed before they got Mark Stone.” 
 
    Stitts grunted. He didn’t feel like talking anymore.  
 
    “That was mostly Chase’s doing.” 
 
    “That’s not what I heard,” Agent Workman said. She reached out and knocked on the trailer door, but before opening it, she turned to look at him. “Hey, listen, if you’re not doing anything later, I’d love to pick your brain on some of your old cases. Over drinks, of course.” 
 
    Stitts was confused by this entire interaction. This Agent Workman… Agent Stacy Workman seemed to be trying to have a normal conversation with him. Hell, it even seemed like she was flirting with him.  
 
    Stitts didn’t know how that was possible, given the current situation. There were thirty-one missing girls—thirty-one potential corpses buried somewhere in the vast and varied terrain of the Sevillita National Wildlife Refuge before them. 
 
    And this woman wanted to flirt with him?  
 
    Stitts didn’t know what to say. Thankfully, when he opened his mouth to speak, the door to the trailer opened, saving him what was undoubtedly going to be an embarrassing interaction.  
 
    “Agent Stitts, so glad that you could finally join us,” a familiar voice said. 
 
    Stitts looked up into Chase’s frowning face and stepped by Agent Workman. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, lowering his eyes. “About that…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    “Well?” Lance O’Neill asked, as they hovered over the map and sipped their coffees. His Southern drawl was soothing, even if it caused his words to meld together with just the rare hard consonant thrown in. “If you were a murderer, where would you stash the bodies?” 
 
    Chase chewed the inside of her lip as she contemplated the odd, but rather poignant question. The reality was, with the manpower that they had, it would take weeks or even months to search the entire refuge. It simply wasn’t going to happen. The good news was that they didn’t have to. 
 
    Bea Stigurl had walked out of the refuge. Sure, she was dehydrated and mildly malnourished, but if she was a victim or even the perpetrator of these crimes as she claimed, there was no way she could have traversed even a quarter of the varied terrain. Given her physical condition—the head wound notwithstanding—and her attire, Chase guessed that she had walked ten miles, no more.  
 
    She dropped an index finger near the north-western edge of the refuge boundary line.  
 
    “Here,” she said with a conviction that surprised even her. “This is where I’d put the bodies.” 
 
    This is the location of the Devil’s Den.  
 
    Eyebrows rose, but all eyes were slowly drawn to the spot she’d indicated. 
 
    It was Lance who spoke first. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    Chase looked at the spot that she’d selected, wondering if perhaps her finger had slipped. 
 
    It hadn’t. 
 
    There was maybe a dozen or so bathrooms spread across the hiking area of the refuge, indicated by black squares on the map, but the place she’d chosen wasn’t a bathroom. It was also a black square, but it was roughly twice the size of the others.  
 
    “Yeah, seriously.” 
 
    “Only six or seven miles from the main entrance, accessible just off the hiking path that I’m assuming isn’t too hard to manage…” Tom Cable began as if speaking to himself. “Yeah, that’s a place I’d pick, too.” 
 
    Lance made a face and Chase stood up straight, thinking that maybe her instincts were off, that maybe the map was outdated, or the route was too difficult for someone with Bea’s experience to cover.  
 
    “You don’t—” she began, but Lance waved a hand and interrupted her. 
 
    “I’m sorry, it’s just that this is my quarters. I mean—it’s an old building that I sleep sometimes when it’s late and I don’t feel like driving home. But hey, if you think it’s a good spot, I’ll take you there. I’ll take you there myself.” 
 
    Chase eyed the man suspiciously for a moment, then nodded. 
 
    “Yeah. I wanted to check this place out.” 
 
    Chief Rodriguez stepped forward. 
 
    “That area isn’t scheduled to be searched until tomorrow.” 
 
    “Tomorrow might be too late. I want to go there today. That going to be a problem?” 
 
    Both Lance and Chief Rodriguez shook their heads. 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    “Good. Then I’ll go with Lance and Tom.” Chase turned to Stitts. “Agent Stitts, why don’t you, Agent Workman and Agent Bellefontaine stay here in case any of the officers find anything during their search and require assistance.” 
 
    Everyone nodded; everyone, except for Stitts. His face was twisted in a frown and she knew that he wanted to interject but resisted. 
 
    After all, he was the one in charge here—he was a senior agent and not her. But Stitts had given up that right when he missed dinner and showed up two hours late this morning.  
 
    Chase waited for another awkward moment, almost tempting Stitts to say something, but he remained silent. Only then did she turn back to Lance. 
 
    “It’s too damn hot to walk all the way out there… do you have an off-road vehicle or something that you can use to drive us out there?”  
 
    “I use a modified golf cart to do my rounds at night,” he said, then addressed Ian. “Go get the cart.” 
 
    The squat man immediately rose to his feet and tossed his Styrofoam cup in the trash before heading for the door. 
 
    Chase watched him go, wondering what his story was. She made a mental note to ask Lance about him when the man was no longer in their presence. Just as Ian opened the door, he swore and leaped backward. 
 
    Everyone in the room who had a gun, besides Chase, reached for it. 
 
    “It’s just a dog,” she grumbled, looking down at the black lab that stood panting on the stoop. The dog’s handler stepped into view, a frown on his face. 
 
    “Sorry about that; Piper ran off and I chased her all the way back here. She’s gettin’ old; doesn’t listen as good as she used to.” 
 
    The man reached for Piper’s collar to pull him back, but the animal had other ideas. She bounded up the stairs and into the trailer. Ian had to step out of the way as the dog went right up to Chase and started to rub up against her shin again.  
 
    “Looks like you made a friend,” Stitts said out of the corner of his mouth so that only she could hear. 
 
    Chase was about to push the dog away but then thought better of it. Instead, she reached down and scratched Piper behind the ear.  
 
    Yeah, a friend.  
 
    “You want me to get her?” the handler asked, starting up the steps. 
 
    Chase wasn’t sure if it was the fact that she felt bad for the retired cadaver dog, or if she just needed to be comforted at the moment. Either way, she shook her head. 
 
    “No. In fact, I think I’ll take her with me if that’s all right with you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Nineteen-seventy-nine—that was the last time we had a murder in Sevillita,” Lance offered as they all piled into the golf cart. There was barely enough room for the three of them, not including Piper who had taken up residence on Chase’s lap. Thankfully, Ian had informed them that it would only take about fifteen minutes to make it to the location on the map. Although set on the frame of a golf cart, the vehicle drove more like a four by four than something used to move from fairway to fairway. “Nearly forty years ago, to the day. A young woman went out for a jog and never came home. Hikers found her body a week later. Her throat was slashed. They never found the man who did it.” 
 
    Chase was barely listening to Lance; she was busy concentrating on their surroundings. The hiking path that they mostly followed changed from a sparsely wooded area to dirt and desert. In the distance, she spotted one of the magnificent rock chasms that the refuge was known for. But instead of eliciting feelings of awe, Chase was suddenly struck by a feeling of dread. 
 
    It reminded her of the rock quarry in Virginia where she’d almost taken her last breath. 
 
    “Every once in a while, someone wanders too far off the path or stays after sundown and gets attacked by a coyote or cougar. Once we had a hiker get lost and accidentally shot by a hunter. Just a flesh wound, though.” 
 
    This last part gained Chase’s full attention.  
 
    “There’s hunting in the refuge?” 
 
    “Yep. Just birds and waterfowl, though. And only in certain areas.” 
 
    Waterfowl…  
 
    Chase was having a hard time appreciating just how large the refuge was. It really was the perfect place to hide a body, and if her instincts about Bea were wrong, the thirty-one missing girls were destined to remain that way.  
 
    “That picture you showed me, back there?” Lance said, changing the subject. “The one you had me circulate to my staff? She doin’ alright?” 
 
    All right sounded like ahlraght. 
 
    Clearly, Lance was not native to New Mexico. Texas maybe, or New Orleans. 
 
    Distracted by his accent, it took a moment for Chase to realize who the man was speaking of.  
 
    “You mean Bea?” 
 
    Lance hesitated. 
 
    “Yeah—yeah, I think that’s what you said her name was. How’s she doin’?” 
 
    Chase recalled touching the girl and the fear she’d felt. 
 
    “Still being treated, but I think she’ll be okay. Hopefully, her memory will come back.” 
 
    Chase left it at that; with someone already leaking information to the press, it made no sense bringing more people into the loop than absolutely necessary. 
 
    And the fact that Bea had confessed to murdering the missing girls? That was something that only a privileged few needed to know. 
 
    Helpful or not, Lance was outside this circle. 
 
    For now.  
 
    “That’s it,” Ian said, extending a finger. “That’s it, there. It’s—” 
 
    “—where I crash every once in a while,” Lance interrupted. 
 
    Chase squinted into the bright sun, trying to make out more than just the outline of the structure. It appeared to be roughly half the size of the manager’s office where Lance had shown them the blueprint of the refuge, but it was made of the same material. Cheap, weathered clapboard with a solid cement foundation.  
 
    Ian pulled the golf cart around to the front, but even before bringing it to a full stop, Piper jumped from her lap and started to run.  
 
    “Shit,” Chase swore, hopping out of the cart. “Piper! Piper! Get back here!” 
 
    “She’s gone,” Tom, who had been silent during the entire ride, offered. 
 
    Chase debated going after the dog, but then remembered what the handler had told her. About how she was old and didn’t listen as well as she used to.  
 
    “Great,” she grumbled.  
 
    Another partner lost. 
 
    “When’s the last time you stayed here?” Tom asked as he got off the cart.  
 
    Lance shrugged. 
 
    “Five days—a week ago, maybe.” 
 
    “And the last time you visited?” 
 
    Another shrug. 
 
    “Same. It ain’t real comfortable—only got a toilet, a small stove, and a cot. Usually, don’t even come by unless it’s to crash.” 
 
    Piper disappeared behind the trailer and darted through a row of trees that Chase recognized as marking the refuge boundary.  
 
    I hope this one returns. 
 
    Chase turned her attention to the trailer itself. True to Lance’s words, it didn’t look as if anyone had been here in days. The wooden steps leading to a front door secured with a solid-looking lock were covered in loose dirt.  
 
    “Want me to open it?” Ian asked, pulling a key ring from his belt. 
 
    “Yes, Ian, we want you to open it. We didn’ come all this way just to stare at the goddamn thang.” 
 
    An overeager Ian hurried to the steps with Chase in tow.  
 
    The man struggled with a lock for a moment, before turning back to look at them, his pock-marked face going pale. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Lance demanded. “Don’t even think about telling me that you brought the wrong key.” 
 
    Ian shook his head. 
 
    “No, I, uhh, I’ve got the right key, only, I, uhh…” 
 
    “Spit it out, Ian.” 
 
    Ian took a step to one side revealing the lock for all to see. 
 
    “Only I don’t need it. It’s already open,” the man nearly whispered. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Stitts didn’t even bother trying to mask his frustration. He’d gotten himself dressed and hurried to Sevillita only to be shunned by Chase. 
 
    She thinks she’s in charge now? Why? Because after we fucked, she turned me down? 
 
    “Hey, don’t look too disappointed,” Agent Workman said with a sly grin. “I may not be Chase Adams, but I get shit done.” 
 
    Stitts shrugged off the strange comment and turned his attention to the folder in his hand. His botched tryst last night hadn’t been a total bust: he’d discovered that one more of the missing girls might be linked to the jewelry that Bea had handed over. 
 
    “What’s that?” Workman asked as they walked away from the manager’s office. The dust was still settling from the golf cart that Chase had sped off in.  
 
    “Nothing,” Stitts grumbled. 
 
    “Huh.” Workman looked to Agent Bellefontaine before finally falling silent.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    Stitts knew that he was being a dick and knew that these Agents had come to help them out. Agent Workman didn’t deserve this sort of treatment.  
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry. It’s just been a rough couple of days. Must be the dry air or the climate,” he offered. 
 
    Agent Workman looked up at the scorching sun. 
 
    “And the food.” 
 
    Stitts didn’t really understand the comment but went with it. 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” He held the folder out to her. “I did some research last night and found out that one of the necklaces probably came from a small store in Albuquerque.” 
 
    Agent Workman opened the folder and quickly scanned the interior. 
 
    “So that makes what? Twelve matches?” 
 
    Stitts shook his head. 
 
    “Thirteen. But I’ve got the sneaking suspicion that there will be more.” 
 
    “And you still think that this girl… this Bea chick… she didn’t do it? That she was just an innocent victim?” 
 
    Stitts shrugged. 
 
    “Innocent? Probably not. But to have killed all these working girls and collected jewelry from them? That’s some Belle Gunness level stuff right there. Which is to say, it’d be incredibly rare; after all, men kill for status, women for love. And while I’m confident in stating that the jewelry are trophies, none of these missing girls have received much love—in life or death, it seems.” 
 
    Agent Workman took this all in. 
 
    “Which makes me wonder why we’re searching the refuge, at all.” 
 
    The comment surprised Stitts, but he was beginning to realize that this was part of the Agent’s MO.  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Workman looked at Bellefontaine, then her face reddened.  
 
    “Well, you’re the profiler—and if you think that strongly about the jewelry, I figure that’s where we should be focusing our attention.” She hesitated. “I mean, the necklaces and—” 
 
    “No, I get it. Which is exactly what I said—” he stopped himself before finishing the sentence—to Chase— “what I was doing yesterday.” 
 
    Stitts reached out and retrieved the folder from the woman, and then took a hard left towards the rock archway and the parking lot beyond. 
 
    “Where are you going? Didn’t Agent Adams say—” 
 
    “Yeah, she did. But I’m with you on this one; I think our time is better served searching for where all this jewelry came from.” 
 
    He’d made it three steps before Agent Workman spoke up again. 
 
    “Can I—Can I come with?” 
 
    Stitts couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “I don’t see why not.” 
 
    They both looked at Agent Bellefontaine then, who had a strange expression on his face.  
 
    “You guys go ahead. I’ll stay here, and man point. If you find anything, let me know and I’ll be sure to pass it on to Agent Adams.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Once again, the men drew their guns, while Chase just watched. It dawned on her just how willing some people were to draw their weapons at the slightest inclination of danger. 
 
    To her, an unlocked trailer was just that: an open door. To them, it was an indication of something more insidious.  
 
    The reality was that whoever was responsible for kidnapping the street workers liked to pray on women who were vulnerable, who lived on the fringes of society. Even if their suspect was holed up inside the trailer, the most likely person that he would inflict harm on if confronted, was himself. 
 
    He… or she, Chase chided, an image of Bea Stigurl flashing in her mind. You’ve been around men too long… the killer could be a woman, despite Stitts’s claims to the contrary.  
 
    While Lance and Tom burst through the door as if they were serving a warrant on an episode of COPS, she made her way around the side of the building. 
 
    With her eyes trained on the ground, she realized that there was some variation to the consistency of the gravel. While in most spots it appeared undisturbed, there was a three to four-foot area that looked flattened, as if recently stepped on. Upon closer inspection, however, Chase realized that it was too large to be from a boot or shoe. It looked instead like someone had knelt down right by the side of the trailer. 
 
    Chase walked up to the spot and then lowered herself onto her haunches. Not only was the gravel disturbed, but there was something reflective buried within. Using a gloved hand, she moved some of the gravel away from the object. 
 
    It appeared to be a dark green bracelet. 
 
    “Coast is clear—nobody inside,” Lance exclaimed as he came out of the trailer and made his way toward her.  
 
    “My hero,” Chase muttered under her breath. 
 
    “Agent Adams, you find something?” Tom asked from behind Lance. 
 
    Chase waited for them to squat beside her and then indicated the object that was partially buried in the loose gravel.  
 
    “A bracelet.” 
 
    Careful not to touch the inside where some skin cells might still be attached, Chase picked it up and slid it into an evidence bag. Then she put it into her pocket.  
 
    “Huh, you think it might be related to the missing girls?” Lance asked.  
 
    “Maybe,” she said softly as she rose to her feet. “You find anything inside?” 
 
    Tom shook his head. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    And yet, Chase was dissatisfied by the answer and decided to take a look for herself.  
 
    Normally, she needed to touch someone—a victim, a body—for her subconscious to take over. But back on the road, she’d just needed to walk in Bea’s shoes to determine with absolute certainty that the girl had been coming from Sevillita. 
 
    She hoped that the same would happen in the trailer.  
 
    Knowing that Tom and Lance were likely staring at her as she stepped inside, exchanging curious glances, Chase tried to push this, and all other distractions, from her mind.  
 
    Still, nothing happened.  
 
    Lance hadn’t been lying when he said that the place was simple and uncluttered. In fact, it was clean bordering on immaculate.  
 
    Chase drew in a full breath, searching the air for the scent of cleaning products—bleach, household cleansers, that sort of thing. When she was struck by nothing but stale air, she came to the conclusion that the trailer hadn’t recently been cleaned to hide evidence, but more than likely just looked after by someone meticulous. 
 
    The interior of the single-room trailer contained a stove, a round, two-person table, and a cot.  
 
    The stove was clean, but there were scratches on the surface, evidence of prior use. Chase ran her finger across the ceramic, noting a hint of grease on her skin, a clear indication that someone had cooked here no more than a week ago. She was just making her way to the cot—which was neatly made—when the sound of heavy breathing from behind her drew her attention. 
 
    Chase turned around to see a red-faced Ian staring in at her and Tom and Lance. 
 
    “Agent…… Agent…” 
 
    “Adams. What is it?” 
 
    “Your dog… I think your dog found something. You gotta come look. Quick.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    For obvious reasons, Stitts couldn’t take Agent Workman to Bijou to ask about the jewelry. Hell, even if he was alone, he wouldn’t have had the nerve to go back there, not after what had happened the night prior.  
 
    Still, there were plenty of other jewelry stores and at least a half-dozen bracelets and necklaces that needed to be matched.  
 
    “In Nashville, when you finally found Agent Adams’s sister… did she really try to protect the man who kidnapped her?” Agent Workman asked. Her primary focus during the drive from Sevillita to town was Stitts’s past cases, and while he had initially considered this endearing, even flattering, the current line of questioning hit too close to home. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said bluntly, hoping that this would stem the inquiry.  
 
    It didn’t. 
 
    “So, what? She suffered from Stockholm Syndrome?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “But she left, right? All the other women stayed, but she left. If she really was suffering from Stockholm syndrome, wouldn’t it take months to—” 
 
    “She has a daughter,” Stitts said as he pulled into the parking lot of one of the more promising jewelry stores that he’d identified yesterday. His expression soured; the place appeared to have closed down months ago. “Shit.” 
 
    “What about this place? Pawn shop only a couple of miles from here?” Workman asked, pointing at an address on her cell phone. 
 
    It wasn’t one of the shops from Stitts’s list, but rather than risk driving across the city to another bankrupt retailer, he decided to give it a shot. 
 
    “Is it open?” 
 
    “Yeah—it’s open.” 
 
    “Alright, let’s check it out.” 
 
    They drove in silence for a few minutes, before Workman got back to her inquisition. 
 
    “I read your report on the Nashville case, you know… I still can’t believe that the two men who took Agent Adams and her sister were kidnapped themselves as kids. They identified the man and woman who took them—the bodies they found beneath the house.” 
 
    Stitts was only partially listening. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Yeah, tragic story, really. The woman—Margaret Spirios was her name—got married in Arizona to a Kris Jalston. After being wed, they moved to the Nashville area. I managed to dig up some old medical records on the woman… she was admitted to hospital with broken bones due to ‘accidents’ dozens of times. Classic abuse situation. Also found some evidence of her trying to get pregnant. I mean, they didn’t really have IVF back then, but she was prescribed—” 
 
    “Is there a point to this?” 
 
    Workman frowned. 
 
    “Uh, well, I—I just thought that you wanted to know what happened.” 
 
    Stitts chewed his lip and remained silent, which Agent Workman mistook as an encouragement to continue. 
 
    “I still don’t know all the details, of course—Brian Jalston and his harem have taken some sort of vow of silence. Even if they were talking, though, given how young they all were when they were kidnapped—Brian included—I doubt they really know anything. Anyway, the male they found buried under the house—identified as Kris Jalston—died from multiple stab wounds. My theory? Margaret couldn’t have kids and Kris desperately wanted them. He liked to take his anger out on her, too, primarily with his fists. So, to stop the abuse, Margaret is driven to do the unthinkable: kidnapping two boys from a local fair. Kris finds out, is shocked by this or maybe he threatens to go to the cops, or he just tries to leave Margaret. She—well, she realizes that she doesn’t need an abusive husband anymore; she has her boys to look after her. But the most messed up part is that her sons repeat the cycle of kidnapping even after she dies, and they bury her beneath the house.” 
 
    This last part struck a chord with Stitts. 
 
    “Violence begets violence,” he said almost absently. “Abuse begets abuse. As a profiler, we use these facts all the time. Young boys found murdered? Sexually abused post-mortem? Perp was likely molested as a child. It’s their way of regaining some of the control they lost in their youth. Murdered prostitutes? The person responsible probably had a father who slept with street workers, which caused the mother to leave.” 
 
    “That’s what you think happened here? With this case?” 
 
    Stitts was confused and had to run his own words back through his head again. 
 
    He’d just been speaking off the cuff, but now realized that his mention of dead prostitutes was particularly poignant. 
 
    “I… I dunno,” he said with a sigh. The whole Bea confession thing had thrown him for a loop.  
 
    “Well, I think—” 
 
    Stitts was suddenly done talking.  
 
    “Let’s just see what we can find out, okay? Before we come up with any more theories.” 
 
    Workman again went silent as he pulled into a strip mall that housed the Pawn Shop.  
 
    It was, indeed, open, and yet they had to wait several minutes for the proprietor behind the counter—a massively obese man with a greasy beard and shaved head—to try to swindle a desperate looking character out of a Wayne Gretzky rookie card. 
 
    They couldn’t strike a deal, and the man left.  
 
    “He didn’t take the bait?” Stitts asked as he approached the counter.  
 
    The man’s beady eyes bore into him. 
 
    “He’ll be back—he’s a regular. He needs the money.” The man leaned forward and placed his elbows on the glass countertop. “But you don’t look like you need no money. So, what do you want?”  
 
    Stitts scowled.  
 
    “What do I want?” he snapped. “I want—” 
 
    Agent Workman suddenly pushed her way in front of him. Stitts was so surprised by this, that he failed to react in time. 
 
    What is with these women that makes them think they can just push me around? First my mother, then Chase, now Agent Workman… 
 
    “Please excuse my friend; it’s past noon and he hasn’t had a drink yet.” 
 
    The man behind the counter grunted as he stood up straight again.  
 
    “Fine—but you still need to tell me what you want,” the man said, his tone mildly acerbic.  
 
    Workman reached behind her, and it took Stitts a moment to figure out what she wanted. Eventually, he slipped the folder into her hand. Then, in a swift, deft maneuver, Workman had the folder open and the images of Bea’s jewelry spread across the counter. 
 
    “What we want, is to know if you’ve seen any of these,” Agent Workman said, her voice suddenly authoritative. 
 
    The man looked at her, blinked three times, and then sighed. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” he grumbled. “Listen, I report all stolen goods to you guys—I don’t deal in shady shit. Not a recipe for long-term success, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “No,” Workman said, shaking her head. “This isn’t stolen property; in fact, we have all of it in our possession. What my partner and I want is for you to tell us if you’ve seen any of it before.” 
 
    Partner? What the hell?  
 
    “I report anything I think is stolen, as per—” 
 
    Stitts shook his head and stepped forward. 
 
    “She already told you that none of this is stolen. Just look at the photos, see if you can recall seeing any of the jewelry before.” 
 
    The man folded his arms across his substantial bosom and leaned back even further.  
 
    Workman was right—I do need a drink. 
 
    Just when Stitts thought that the fat man behind the counter was going to shut down, his brow suddenly rose up his slimy forehead.  
 
    “Wait a second—I recognize you. From the TV. Those missing girls, right? That’s what this is about?” 
 
    Stitts glanced around nervously, recalling what Chase had said about there being a leak in the department and how they needed to keep the press out of this.  
 
    Thankfully, it was only the three of them in the store now. 
 
    “Maybe,” he conceded. “Just tell us if you’ve seen any of this before.” 
 
    The man apparently changed his mind then, perhaps thinking that there was money to be had here after all. He leaned forward and moved the pages around, eventually pulling one of them out of the pile. 
 
    “That one? You recognize that one?” 
 
    It was a photograph of a blue bracelet made up of either glass or plastic beads.  
 
    “Yeah, I do.” 
 
    Stitts inspected the image more closely. It appeared as generic as anything in the pile.  
 
    “Really? How can you tell?” 
 
    A greasy grin suddenly appeared on the man’s wide face. 
 
    “Well, Detective, because you passed it on the way in. It’s right there, by the door. Go have a look for yourself.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    “Good girl, Piper,” Chase said as she reached down and scratched the animal’s dark fur. “Good girl.”  
 
    Piper had dug up a bag of sorts from behind the trailer. It looked to Chase like a pillowcase, but it had been buried for so long that the fabric had begun to break down.  
 
    “And this area is off-limits to the public, is that right?” Chase asked, her eyes still locked on the pillowcase. 
 
    “Yeah, and I’m the only person who uses the trailer,” Lance replied. “But as I said before, security’s not so tight here.” 
 
    Chase raised her eyes to Lance first, then to Ian. The former was stone-faced while the latter looked nervous. 
 
    “What do you think, Agent Adams?” Tom Cable asked. “Should we call it in?”  
 
    The man made his way to the other side of the hole that Piper had dug. Whoever had buried this package had done a poor job of it; the cadaver dog only had to claw the first few inches of loose gravel away to reveal a tattered corner. 
 
    Chase instinctively shook her head. 
 
    If they called it in now, that would mean they would likely have to wait for Chief Rodriguez to arrive. That would take upwards of a half-hour, maybe more. 
 
    Chase wasn’t in the mood to wait.  
 
    “Let’s take a look first.” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, she reached down and grabbed an exposed piece of fabric. She gave it a tug, but when she felt it yield, Chase stopped. 
 
    “Hey, Ian, do you have any hand tools in that golf cart of yours? A shovel or anything like that?” 
 
    Chase wasn’t looking at the man as she spoke, and when he didn’t immediately respond, she raised her eyes. 
 
    Ian had gone from nervous to terrified in the blink of an eye. For a brief moment, Chase thought that the man was going to make a run for it.  
 
    Tom must have noticed the same thing, because, in her periphery, Chase saw the ICE Agent take a small, but noticeable step in Ian’s direction.  
 
    “Ian,” Lance suddenly barked. “Go get a shovel.” 
 
    Still, Ian continued to stare at the bag in the dirt. 
 
    “Ian!” 
 
    Finally, he snapped out of it. 
 
    “Yeah—oh, yeah, a shovel,” he stuttered. “I’ll look.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Tom offered. 
 
    Not only was the man handsome and polite, but Tom Cable actually seemed to know what the hell was going on. Which is more than she could say about the Northwest Area Command. 
 
    Chase waited for the two men to make their way back to the front of the trailer, before turning her attention back to the pillowcase. Piper had either scratched a hole in one side, or it had naturally degraded. Chase used a gloved finger to lift this open and peered inside.  
 
    In addition to dirt, she spotted a swatch of fabric—a piece of a flannel shirt, perhaps—and something else. 
 
    Chase swallowed hard. 
 
    It looked like a bone. A finger bone, perhaps, or maybe part of a broken rib. 
 
    “You think that’s one of Bea’s victims?” 
 
    Lance was suddenly right beside her, and Chase nearly toppled. She hadn’t heard the man approach. 
 
    After the surprise passed, she lifted the fabric a little higher to give him a look inside.  
 
    “I don’t know. It’s only a pillowcase but I think I see a bone in there.”  
 
    Lance nodded and then was about to say something when Ian and Tom returned, the latter carrying a small trowel in his hand. 
 
    “You need to step back,” Tom said. Lance immediately obliged, and the ICE Agent took his spot beside Chase. Then he started to dig around the bag.  
 
    Chase’s initial suspicion was confirmed: whoever had buried the pillowcase had done a piss poor job of it.  
 
    “You guys do any excavating back here recently? Lower the grade or anything like that?” she asked. 
 
    Lance moved his head from side-to-side. 
 
    “No—not here. There was a problem with blowing dirt by the East edge of the refuge a few years back and we moved some large rocks around to try and block some of it, but not here.” 
 
    As Chase considered this, Tom spoke up.  
 
    “There—see if you can get it out now.” 
 
    Chase put her hands into the hole that the man had dug and slid them beneath the pillowcase. There was a tearing sound as she lifted it out, but it remained mostly intact.  
 
    Realizing that they had nowhere to put the thing, Chase looked around. She spotted a section of blue tarp pinned by a rock near the side of the trailer and asked Lance to get it for her. 
 
    The man obliged, shaking it out first before laying it down on the gravel beside the hole. 
 
    Chase hesitated just long enough to wipe some sweat from her brow, and then slowly started to dump the contents of the pillowcase onto the tarp.  
 
    Loose dirt fell first, but then the first bone hit the tarp with a resounding thwap. A second bone followed, and then a third. 
 
    As every successive bone fell from the pillowcase, Chase’s heart sank even further into the pit of her stomach.  
 
    When it was finally empty, the four of them stood there, staring at the small section of tarp.  
 
    Even Piper appeared transfixed by the pile of small bones.  
 
    “Now do you think we should call in?” Tom asked. 
 
    Chase swallowed hard and nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, I think we should call it in.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    “What are you not understanding about this?” Stitts tapped the picture of the bracelet. “We have this bracelet and we—” 
 
    “Agent Stitts?” 
 
    “Just a second. I’m—” 
 
    “I think you should look at this.” 
 
    Annoyed, Stitts turned to see that Agent Workman had made her way toward the door.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Look,” the woman said simply. 
 
    Workman was pointing at a bulletin board with the words ‘THIEVES’ written in black marker at the top. 
 
    Stitts made his way over to the woman and started to inspect the two dozen or so photographs that were tacked to the board. They all depicted a person leaving the store, usually with something stolen clutched in their arms or hands.  
 
    It took him the better part of a minute to spot the bracelet. A woman in a dark hoodie, with brown hair swirling out from the edges, was pushing the pawn shop door open with one hand, a bracelet visible in her other.  
 
    The quality of the image wasn’t great, but Agent Workman seemed convinced. 
 
    “That’s it,” she said. And then, without further commentary, took the photograph from the board and made her way back to the counter. There, she placed it beside the close-up image of the bracelet. 
 
    Stitts squinted. Both bracelets were blue, and both appeared to be made of round beads of some sort. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s the same one,” the proprietor stated as if sensing Stitts’s uncertainty. “I remember because I was working that day. It wasn’t worth much, ten bucks, maybe, but still. It’s the principle, you know? Word around town gets out that you can steal from me and get away with? Not good for business.” 
 
    Stitts leaned closer to the photographs, but this just made his head hurt. 
 
    “Did you ever find the woman responsible?” Agent Workman asked. 
 
    The man behind the counter scoffed. 
 
    “Woman? More like girl… and you guys didn’t find her. In fact, in all the years I’ve been open—going on eighteen now—I’ve only ever taken down three photos. The funny thing is if I don’t report something that comes in here that might be stolen? You guys are all over my ass. Threaten to shut me down if I so much as fart in public. But if something’s stolen from me? Can barely get you guys to swallow your donuts and come out.”  
 
    Stitts ignored the comment. 
 
    “What about other footage? You have video?”  
 
    The man shook his head. 
 
    “Happened more than ten years ago. There’s no chance of finding her now. I just keep it up as a reminder to other would-be thieves.” 
 
    Stitts frowned. 
 
    “You remember anything about the girl?” 
 
    “I don’t forget those who steal from me.” 
 
    “Right. So, what do you remember?” Stitts asked, making no effort to mask the annoyance that crept into his voice.  
 
    The man shrugged. 
 
    “She was young, and her eyes were fucked up. Different colors. Made my own eyes water if I looked at her too long.” 
 
    Stitts was about to ask something else when Agent Workman leaned close and whispered in his ear. 
 
    “Tessa Greenfield had eyes that were different colors.”  
 
    While Stitts thought about this, he pulled out his phone and found the photo of Tessa Greenfield. As Workman had stated, one eye was blue and the other brown. 
 
    Heterochromia.  
 
    “This her?” he asked, turning the phone around for the man to see.  
 
    After scratching at his greasy beard and leaning in close, the proprietor frowned.  
 
    “Yeah, think so. Same eyes.” 
 
    Realizing that they weren’t going to get anything else useful out of the man, he scooped up the photographs from the counter and slid them back into the folder. After handing it to Agent Workman, he grabbed the security footage image and tucked it into his pocket. 
 
    “You’ve been a great help.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s my picture.”  
 
    “No,” Stitts corrected. “It’s not yours, it’s evidence.” 
 
    “Ah, yeah, so you cops come here when you want something, but when I need help?” 
 
    “File a complaint with your local congressman.”  
 
    “What an asshole,” Agent Workman said once they were back in the hot sun.  
 
    “No kidding,” Stitts remarked. Sweat immediately started to run down his back, and he hurried to his car and turned on the AC. Then he lit a cigarette.  
 
    “You really think it’s the same bracelet? You think that it could be Tessa Greenfield in the picture?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe. He seemed pretty sure and given the different color eyes…” Stitts let his sentence trail off. 
 
    Even if it was Tessa who had stolen the bracelet, the only thing that this told them was that she was one of the victims, perhaps the first, despite not fitting the killer’s profile. 
 
    What this knowledge didn’t do, however, was get them any closer to finding out who the hell was taking the street workers.  
 
    Someone who he’d already generated a profile on, someone he claimed was a narcissist with OCD.  
 
    “Want to hit up another shop?” Agent Workman asked, finally breaking the silence.  
 
    Before Stitts could answer, his cell phone rang.  
 
    It was Chase. 
 
    “Stitts? You still by the archway? By the refuge entrance?” 
 
    Stitts looked at Stacy Workman. 
 
    “No. We went—” 
 
    “Well, wherever you are, I need you to come back. Now. We found something.” 
 
    Stitts sat up straight. 
 
    “What? What did you find?” 
 
    “Bones… we found bones, Stitts. Lots of them.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    “Rabbit, most likely,” FBI Agent Floyd Montgomery said as he stared down at the pile of bones. 
 
    Chase exhaled loudly. 
 
    “Seriously? How can you be sure?” 
 
    Floyd picked up a small bone about the size of a Chiclet with a pair of tweezers and held it up to the light.  
 
    “Because I think this is a rabbit tooth,” he said. Chase’s expression begged for an explanation. “Back in hi-high school, we used to have these annual independent study unit projects. In grade twelve, one of the options was to buy an animal car-carcass and then strip it of its skin and rebuild the skeleton. And this,” Floyd waved a hand over the tarp, “looks like the bones from the rabbit I put back together.”  
 
    “Fuck,” Chase whispered. “You mean none of these are human?” 
 
    Floyd delicately placed the tooth back on the tarp. 
 
    “I c-can’t be sure—not one hundred percent. But I think they’re all from rabbits.” 
 
    Chase shook her head and turned her gaze skyward. She stared into the sun until her vision blurred and her eyes started to water.  
 
    I was sure that this was the place, the location that Bea had come from. 
 
    But now, Chase was starting to second guess herself.  
 
    Normally, Stitts would have been the reassuring voice she needed, reminding her to trust her instincts. But Stitts still hadn’t arrived yet.  
 
    “Like said ‘fore, there be cougars out here. And coyotes,” Lance said, trying to be helpful. 
 
    Chase didn’t even look at the man. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve heard of these cougars. Crafty bunch who like to eat all the meat off the rabbit bones before putting them in a pillowcase and burying them. Fastidious, those cougars.”  
 
    Lance grunted, and Chase looked around. In addition to Floyd and Chief Rodriguez, Agent Bellefontaine had also joined them. 
 
    The only two who were missing, of course, were Stitts and Workman.  
 
    Everyone was hot and sticky and on edge.  
 
    Chase was both those things, but also embarrassed. Her arrival in New Mexico had been much heralded by Chief Rodriguez and the only thing she’d contributed was digging up somebody’s high school anatomy project.  
 
    “Bag it and tag it,” she instructed to no one in particular. After looking around briefly, it was Chief Rodriguez who stepped forward. “See if you can get somebody at the university to confirm that they’re rabbit bones.” 
 
    I wonder if Stitts and Agent Workman just kicked off for the day, maybe went for a drink, she wondered absently. ‘Bout as useful as spending the day in the hot sun.  
 
    “Let’s call all your men in, get them out of the heat,” she conceded after the Chief had bagged up the bones. “Take a break for a while.”  
 
    Rodriguez pulled the walkie from his belt and instructed dispatch to relay her message.  
 
    “What about us?” Floyd asked, leaning in closer so as not to be overheard. “What do you want us to do?” 
 
    Chase mulled their options.  
 
    The most logical thing to do would be to go back to Lance’s office and go over the blueprints again, try to find the next most likely place that Bea had wandered away from.  
 
    But Chase needed new surroundings, a fresh read on things. And some damn air conditioning.  
 
    “Let’s go back to the station; we’ll reconvene there.” 
 
    “O-okay. Should I call Agent Workman?” 
 
    “Nah, I’ll do it.” 
 
    I’ll tell her… and I’ll tell Stitts that if he went for a drink and didn’t invite me, that I’m pissed. 
 
    Chase kicked a pile of dirt. 
 
    More pissed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    “Nice of you to let us know where you were going, save us driving all around the city,” Stitts said as he stepped into the conference room. 
 
    Everyone turned to look at him.  
 
    “And nice of you to join us,” Chase shot back without hesitation. 
 
    “Why the—” 
 
    His eyes fell on Floyd and then Tom Cable. 
 
    Now isn’t the place, he reminded himself. Nor the time. 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “If you found bones at the refuge, what the hell are we doing here?” 
 
    Chase’s expression soured even further. 
 
    “We found bones all right, but they’re not human.” 
 
    Stitts shook his head. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “We think they’re rabbit bones,” Floyd offered.  
 
    Stitts couldn’t hide his disappointment.  
 
    “And what did you two find?” Chase asked. 
 
    “Well, we—” Agent Workman began, but Stitts shot her a look and she fell silent. 
 
    “—we’re not sure. Probably nothing,” Stitts finished for her. 
 
    “Really? We’re playing this game now?” Chase was incredulous, but Stitts held his tongue.  
 
    “Well, I have something.” 
 
    The comment was so surprising that Stitts forgot all about how annoyed he was. 
 
    Tom cleared his throat and continued. 
 
    “I just got notice from one of my contacts in Mexico… I’ve had a positive confirmation of three of the missing girls—all picked up for soliciting.” 
 
    And this is why I hate interdisciplinary bullshit. 
 
    “So, we’re out there looking for missing girls who aren’t actually missing? Is that it?” 
 
    Tom’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “You guys were the ones who claimed that they were missing, not ICE.” 
 
    Stitts took a step forward. 
 
    “You serious?” 
 
    “Technically, you weren’t even out there looking, Stitts,” Chase interjected. 
 
    Stitts felt his face redden; he just hoped that the sun that he’d gotten earlier masked his embarrassment.  
 
    What a fucking joke. 
 
    Before things could get any more heated, Floyd took center stage. 
 
    “Di-did you f-find out anything, Agent Workman?”  
 
    Stacy looked to Stitts who threw his arms up. 
 
    “Go ahead, then; it’s not like we have anything else to go on.” 
 
    Workman hesitated, then placed two photos on the table in the center of the room. 
 
    “We might have gotten a hit on a bracelet that Bea had. It appears that Tessa Greenfield stole it from a pawn shop more than ten years ago.”  
 
    Chase reached out and grabbed the two photos. She stared at them for ten seconds before putting them back down.  
 
    “Impossible to tell.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, the pawn shop guy was sure. Said he remembered her different-colored eyes,” Stitts said.  
 
    “What is that, now? Thirty-one missing—” 
 
    “Twenty-eight,” Stitts corrected, leveling an icy stare at Tom. 
 
    “—fine, twenty-eight missing girls,” Chase continued, “and twenty-five pieces of jewelry. How many matches do we have?” 
 
    “Seven including the bracelet,” Workman answered. 
 
      
 
    “Twenty-eight missing, twenty-five pieces of jewelry. We also have one girl who doesn’t fit the profile, a girl who just so happens to be caught on camera stealing a bracelet that shows up more than a decade later,” Chase said, thinking out loud. 
 
    And rabbit bones…  
 
    “Don’t forget Bea,” Chief Rodriguez chimed in. “Who confessed to killing them all.” 
 
    “Yeah—Bea. Any word from the doc on her? Any update?”  
 
    The Chief shook his head. 
 
    “No, not yet. But I’ll check in with him.” 
 
    The man looked as if he wanted to say more and Chase challenged him on it.  
 
    “Something else you wanna add, Chief?” 
 
    The man looked nervous, which, in turn, made Stitts uneasy.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s just—I’m getting pressured from all angles, here. I managed to wrangle everyone I could for the search, but nobody’s happy about it.” 
 
    Even though the man didn’t come right out and say it, his meaning was understood by everyone in the conference room. 
 
    They were soon gonna be left with even fewer men to search an area of more than four hundred square miles. 
 
    “We have to get them back out there then,” Chase stated, matter-of-factly. “Focus on the high priority—” 
 
    “What if Bea wasn’t even in the refuge?” Stitts suddenly blurted out. “She could have come from anywhere. Shit, Bea could’ve been driven there from Mexico, bonked on the head, and dropped off.” 
 
    Chase stared at him. 
 
    “No, she came from the refuge. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Stitts frowned. 
 
    “You’re sure of it? But how? How can you possibly—” 
 
    Chase suddenly rocketed to her feet. Stitts’s first thought was that she’d finally reached a tipping point and that she was going to strike him. Floyd must’ve felt the same way because he rose and stepped between them. But Chase was elusive, and she slipped by Floyd and then grabbed Stitts painfully by the shoulder. 
 
    “Because I know,” she hissed from between clenched teeth. Then she turned back to the table of confused onlookers. “Give us just a moment, would you? We need to chat.” 
 
    Chase pulled Stitts’s arm. He initially resisted, but then she leaned close to his ear. 
 
    “Let’s go, Stitts. Now.” 
 
    Stitts followed her into the hallway without further incident. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
      
 
    “Alright, let’s do this—let’s deal with this, get it over with. Stitts, what the fuck is your problem?” Chase demanded when the door to the conference room closed behind them.  
 
    From experience, she knew that it wasn’t soundproof, but she didn’t care. 
 
    He’d embarrassed her in there, in front of everyone, and now it was her turn.  
 
    “Me? Me? You told me to—” 
 
    “Is it because of what happened? Because we fucked and now you can’t handle it?”  
 
    Stitts’s face turned a shade of crimson and he looked to the floor. 
 
    “Get over yourself, Stitts. What happened after my dad’s funeral… that was a one-time thing. A moment of weakness—a mistake.” 
 
    Chase tugged his arm, but even though he winced, the man refused to meet her stare.  
 
    Her anger started to wane.  
 
    Stitts knew about her past, of course; he knew that she’d slept with more than a handful of shady characters during the height of her addiction. 
 
    That she’d whored herself for a fix and whored herself as a surrogate when drugs were sparse. 
 
    Essentially telling Stitts that their own tryst was just another one of those mistakes was perhaps one of the most hurtful things she could say. 
 
    But what was she supposed to do? Was she supposed to tell him that the reason why they’d never slept together before was because he was the only person she really cared for?  
 
    That she’d refused to pursue anything with him because she was scared… scared that if things didn’t work out that she’d fall back into the deadly spiral that Dr. Matteo had warned her about? 
 
    Was she really supposed to say that? Especially after what a colossal asshole he’d been ever since that night? 
 
    “Stitts,” she began, more softly this time. “I’m sorry about what happened, but all this… garbage… it’s not helping. Our priority has to be finding those girls.” 
 
    At long last, Stitts looked at her. The old Stitts. The one that she cared about, the one that had done so much to keep her alive. 
 
    He didn’t say anything—he didn’t have to. The sadness in his eyes said it all. 
 
    This time, Chase was the one who looked away.  
 
    “I’m trying to be healthy, Stitts, to get better. And right now… right now, I just need to focus on finding these girls.”  
 
    Doing anything else is just too much, too complicated.  
 
    An image of Tyler Tisdale’s grinning face appeared in her mind. 
 
    “You wanna forget? You wanna forget everything, Chase?”  
 
    “I hope you can understand that. I can’t do a relationship or… I dunno… anything else. I need to focus. Please.”  
 
    With that, she finally let go of her partner’s arm and his shoulders slumped.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. 
 
    Chase smiled—for the first time in a long time, she actually smiled.  
 
    “You’re apologizing to me? Shit, I’ve done worse in an hour than you’ve done in your entire life. Why don’t you go to the hotel, take a shower? Rest. And then let’s get back to being partners… like we used to be. Like in Vegas, Chicago, and Washington. Let’s do what we do best and catch the fucker responsible for taking these girls. Okay? Let’s just go back to how it was… before.” 
 
    Before the mistake, she thought but didn’t say. Before I went and did what I always do: fuck everything up.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
      
 
    Stitts pulled a cigarette from his pack and leaned up against the wall as he lit it. 
 
    The irony of Chase being the voice of reason was not lost on him. She was typically the one who was quick to act, to lash out, to make a rash decision. 
 
    But their roles had been reversed ever since they’d gotten back from Washington, D.C.  
 
    It wasn’t just about her, though, despite his feelings for Chase being real.  
 
    It was also about both their parents dying by their own hands, albeit over the course of drastically different time frames. 
 
    It was about him needing something or someone that he could control. 
 
    But Chase was anything but the subservient type. 
 
    “Agent Stitts?”  
 
    Stitts took a deep drag and turned to face Agent Workman who had since come out of the police station.  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    She made her way over to him.  
 
    “Want to join me in searching the refuge?” 
 
    Stitts shook his head. 
 
    “I’m tired—the heat has gotten to me, I think.”  
 
    “No, not now. Later.” 
 
    Stitts raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “I know this is gonna sound weird,” she started to blush. “But sometimes when I get a case that seems impossible to crack, I like to recreate the scene as it was for the victim. We know that Bea walked out of the refuge at night, so I was thinking of doing the same after the sun goes down.” 
 
    Stitts cocked his head to one side. Not only did Stacy Workman share some of Chase’s physical characteristics, but they had a similar manner of thinking, it seemed. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sorry,” she said, suddenly backpedaling. “It’s silly.” 
 
    “No, no, it makes sense,” he conceded. “We should go back at night.” 
 
    Maybe it was the carryover of his encounter with Chase that was making him agreeable, but the more he thought about it, the more the idea started to appeal to him.  
 
    “Bea had no phone and no flashlight but managed to wander out of the refuge at night. We might be able to backtrack her movements, based on what sort of illumination there is in the dark.”  
 
    Agent Workman nodded eagerly. 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking. What do you think about meeting me at the archway around eleven? Shouldn’t have to worry about the press snooping around at that time.” 
 
    Stitts checked his watch. It was coming up to two in the afternoon, which meant he could get a solid nap in and something to eat before meeting up. 
 
    “Sounds good, I’ll meet you there,” he agreed. 
 
    Stacy smiled. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stitts stared up at the ceiling, annoyed that he couldn’t sleep. His first instinct was to have a drink, but he nixed that idea. 
 
    The whole point of coming back to the hotel and not helping the others was to clear his head, not muddy his thoughts.  
 
    With a heavy sigh, Stitts reached for his cell phone. His first instinct was to call Chase—old habits die hard—but, instead, he dialed the number for a person he hadn’t seen since his mother’s funeral. 
 
    His father. 
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    Stitts almost hung up the phone. His relationship with his father ever since the man had left both him and his mother was complicated, at best. For the longest time, Stitts had been angry at him, convinced that he’d abandoned them because his mom had stolen his prescription pad, and had nearly cost him his medical license. 
 
    Only after the funeral did Stitts realize that his dad had left because staying meant that Maria Stitts would have greater access to the drugs that eventually took her life. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey dad, it’s me. It’s Jeremy.” 
 
    “How are you?” 
 
    Stitts closed his eyes before answering. 
 
    “Honestly? Not great.” 
 
    “Is it a case you’re working?” 
 
    It was the case he was working, Stitts realized. This case, and all the others. 
 
    Countless times he’d told Chase to separate herself from her work, something that until recently he’d prided himself on.  
 
    And yet, he couldn’t deny the truth; he’d been taking things personally ever since he’d been a kid, ever since a dirty and confused Chase had arrived at the hospital and it had fallen on his dad to treat her.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s a rough one. Lots of missing girls.” 
 
    “You getting enough sleep?” 
 
    A typical response from a doctor father. 
 
    “No; can’t sleep.” 
 
    “Want me to—” the man caught himself before asking if Stitts needed a prescription. “—is there anything I can do?” 
 
    Yeah, Stitts thought. You can tell me why when I confronted you after mom’s funeral, you lied about not remembering treating Chase. And you can tell me what you meant when you said that if you really love somebody, not to ever let them go. Why did you say that, when you did exactly that with mom? 
 
    Stitts cleared his throat again. 
 
    “No, that’s it. Just needed someone to talk to. Take care, dad.”  
 
    “You too, Jeremy.” 
 
    Stitts was surprised to find tears in his eyes when he hung up the phone. 
 
    Maybe it is the heat… maybe I am dehydrated and not thinking straight. 
 
    He closed his eyes and lay down on the bed again. 
 
    Maybe I just need some rest, to sleep it off, as Chase suggested. 
 
    Stitts took a deep breath and tried to relax, to calm his frenetic mind. 
 
    Maybe I need to get the fuck out of the FBI.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 44 
 
      
 
    Chase continued to stare at the images of the missing girls until her vision started to blur. 
 
    Now that the whole mess with Stitts had been cleaned up, at least for the time being, she thought that some insight into the case would miraculously materialize. 
 
    It didn’t.  
 
    One thing was certain, however: Tessa Greenfield was the key to unlocking the—Devil’s Den—case.  
 
    Chase was sure of it.  
 
    But beyond that… 
 
    “Hey, Officer Price?”  
 
    The young man pulled back from his computer and looked at her. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Did you ever get the info I asked for on Rick… whatever his name is? The guy who’s providing Nicoletta Osuna with her dope?”  
 
    “Griever… Rick Griever. I didn’t put anything formal together, I was busy with the search, but—” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Chase said quickly, waving her hand dismissively. “Can you pull his record up for me now?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    As the young man started to type away at his keyboard, Chase rose and made her way to his terminal.  
 
    “Huh,” Officer Price said. 
 
    Chase leaned forward, noticing that the man’s search had brought back zero results. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Price pointed at the screen. 
 
    “No results. Wait, gimme a sec.” He craned his neck over his computer monitor. “Hey, Chief, the greasy dope dealer—Rick Griever—that’s G-R-I-E-V-E-R, right?” 
 
    “Yep, that’s him,” the Chief hollered back. 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    Chase watched him type Rick’s name into the search box again, only to come up with the same result: nothing. 
 
    “System’s acting up, Chief. Think you can give me a hand here?” 
 
    Chief Rodriguez was standing by the entrance to the conference room, his phone pressed to his ear. It was clear from the one-sided conversation that the man was getting more flack about taking troops away from their regular post to search the refuge. 
 
    “Chief?” 
 
    Rodriguez covered the phone with his hand. 
 
    “Sure, just gimme a second here.” 
 
    Officer Price nodded, then, for good measure, tried entering Rick Griever’s name a third time.  
 
    There was no charm. 
 
    “Try Nicoletta Osuna,” Chase offered. “Maybe the whole system’s down.” 
 
    Price nodded and typed the woman’s name. His search returned a single result, dated more than ten years ago. 
 
    “What the hell…” 
 
    “That’s the missing person report? For Tessa?” 
 
    “Yeah. But there’s nothing else…” 
 
    “I remember you saying that Nicoletta had drug problems even before her daughter went missing. There’s nothing in the system?” 
 
    Price clicked around the screen. 
 
    “I mean, there should be; I booked her myself a couple of times. I remember it because it was one of my very first bookings after getting out of the academy.” 
 
    Chase squinted at the screen, thinking that maybe they were missing something. But so far as she could tell, there was just a single record under Nicoletta’s name. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Chief Rodriguez asked, suddenly appearing behind them. 
 
    “System’s acting up,” Price said, pulling back from his keyboard. “No records for Rick Griever, and only the missing person report for Nicoletta.” 
 
    Rodriguez frowned. 
 
    “That can’t be right—let me see.” 
 
    He took Price’s spot behind the desk, and then logged into the database using his credentials.  
 
    But when he searched for Nicoletta’s name the same, single report came up. 
 
    “Gotta be a glitch. Nicoletta’s been arrested a half-dozen times or so. Mostly before her daughter went missing, but still.” 
 
    “What about Rick Griever?” Chase asked. 
 
    Chief Rodriguez’s search returned no results.  
 
    “Something is definitely wrong here.” 
 
    Chief Rodriguez’s frown deepened. 
 
    “Not only is the guy the local drug pusher, but he’s also a pimp. Got a record as long as my arm.” 
 
    “Not according to your system,” Chase offered with a grimace. She wasn’t sure why she was surprised by this new complication; after all, this case had been a clusterfuck from the moment Bea appeared stating that she’d killed them all.  
 
    “Try someone else,” Officer Price suggested. 
 
    Chief Rodriguez typed in another name, one that Chase didn’t recognize, and the screen instantly filled with dozens of records and reports of charges filed. 
 
    “It seems to be working fine,” Rodriguez stated. 
 
    “Except for when it comes to our case. Listen, do you know Rick Griever’s DOB?” 
 
    The Chief nodded. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Okay, write it down for me—as well as how to spell his last name—and I’ll pass it on to one of my computer guys in the Bureau. See if they can figure it out.” 
 
    “No problem.”  
 
    The man grabbed a piece of paper off Price’s desk and scribbled down the information.  
 
    “Probably just a coincidence,” Officer Price grumbled. 
 
    Chase raised an eyebrow. She wasn’t as fundamentally opposed to the idea of a coincidence as Stitts, but his skepticism was starting to wear off on her. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    She slipped her cell phone from her pocket and initially pulled up Director Hampton’s number, before changing her mind. Going through the regular channels with this request would take time, and Chief Rodriguez had made it abundantly clear that time was the one thing that they didn’t have.  
 
    Instead, Chase scrolled to the number of an old friend and fired off a quick text.  
 
    Screech, 
 
    I need a favor; I’m looking for information on police records from New Mexico that might have been erased. 
 
    She followed this up by copying the information that Chief Rodriguez had scribbled down for her.  
 
    I owe you one. 
 
    Chase was about to put her phone away when she decided to sweeten the deal.  
 
    More than one—ten, twenty, whatever you need. 
 
    Just as she started to turn back to Chief Rodriguez and Officer Price, both of whom were still trying to figure out what was wrong with their computer system, Floyd entered the room with Agent Tom Cable in tow. 
 
    Chase was amazed at the transformation the man had undergone in such a short period of time. Back in Washington, D.C., Floyd had played the part of an FBI Agent. Now he embodied the role. 
 
    She felt a strange twinge in her abdomen, and it took Chase a moment to realize what it was: pride.  
 
    Not many people would have identified the driver she’d met back in Alaska—a kind, stuttering, and enamored young man—as someone who would make a great FBI Agent. 
 
    But Chase had. 
 
    This feeling was short-lived, however, when she saw the expression on the man’s face. 
 
    “Rabbit?” 
 
    Floyd nodded. 
 
    “Rabbit—had a local biology teacher confirm it. Says the bones were likely there for a couple years.” 
 
    “What about the pillowcase?” 
 
    “Generic. We could probably look for DNA on it, but…” 
 
    Chase frowned. 
 
    “…it’s just rabbit bones. Yeah, I get it… but why the fuck is somebody burying rabbit bones in a pillowcase behind a trailer in Sevillita?” 
 
    When no one answered, Chase looked over Floyd’s shoulder at Tom. 
 
    “What about the prostitutes that you located in Mexico? They say anything that might be helpful?” 
 
    Tom shrugged. 
 
    “I had a connection down there talk to them, but they don’t seem to know anything about kidnapped girls or jewelry. My guess? They aren’t part of this. Probably just a couple of streetworkers who had to return to Mexico to pay off their pimps or settle a family debt, something like that.” 
 
    A thought suddenly occurred to Chase. She leaned in close and lowered her voice so that Chief Rodriguez and Officer Price couldn’t hear. 
 
    “Reach out to your contact again, get him to ask the working girls if they’ve heard anything about a… about a Devil’s Den.” Tom looked confused, as did Floyd, but Chase pre-emptively stemmed the question she knew was coming next. “Probably nothing—overheard a couple of cops talking about it during the search,” she lied. 
 
    “Okay, Devil’s Den. Got it.” 
 
    Agents Workman and Bellefontaine appeared behind Tom and Floyd, and Chase gestured for them to enter. 
 
    “Great, the whole gang’s here,” she grumbled. 
 
    Except for Stitts. 
 
    “Did the lab manage to pull any DNA from the jewelry?” Chase asked. 
 
    Workman shook her head. 
 
    “Still working on it.” 
 
    It took Chase a few moments to realize that everyone in the room—Chief Rodriguez and Officer Price, Floyd and Tom, and both FBI Agents—were looking to her for further instructions. 
 
    Chase immediately started to squirm. This wasn’t her element, her domain; this was Stitts’s. Sure, when she was locked in, nothing could stop her forward momentum and Chase wouldn’t hesitate to bark orders. 
 
    But now? When all she had to go on was a cryptic vision that was probably absolute nonsense? When none of the avenues they—she’d—explored had led to anything but frustration and dehydration? 
 
    Chase sighed and rubbed her eyes.  
 
    “Go home,” she said softly. When nobody moved, she repeated the command. “Go home or go back to your hotels, wherever you’re staying. We’re all tired and we’ve got a big day tomorrow. Get some rest.”  
 
    This went against their programming, of course, but Chase knew better than to push people into exhaustion; Stitts had taught her that, too. 
 
    A fatigued mind made poor decisions, and in their business, poor decisions had fatal consequences. 
 
    “What about you?” Floyd asked, clearly suspicious that she was going to continue to work.  
 
    “I’m going to grab a bite to eat, maybe have a drink. Then sleep. Anyone who wants to join, feel free.” 
 
    “I’ll come,” Floyd said. “I have some speech classes to do online first, but text me the address and I’ll swing by.” 
 
    Chase nodded. 
 
    “What about you guys?” she asked, turning to Chief Rodriguez and Officer Price. 
 
    “I’d love to, but I have to get home to the wife and kids,” Rodriguez replied. 
 
    “And I’ve got some work that I need to wrap up,” Price said. “Unrelated to the missing girls.” 
 
    Chase looked at the two FBI officers next. 
 
    “Jetlagged,” Agent Bellefontaine offered. 
 
    “Me too,” Workman concurred. 
 
    This left FWS Agent Tom Cable. 
 
    The man shrugged. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll go. Why the hell not?”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 45 
 
      
 
    Stitts opened his eyes and rolled onto his side. He was surprised that he’d fallen asleep at all, let alone gotten actual, restorative rest. A quick check of his watch revealed that four hours had gone by since Chase had banished him to his hotel room.  
 
    With a groan, Stitts rose from the bed and stretched his back. 
 
    Aside from the awful taste in his mouth, he felt much better than he had back at the station. Better than he had in a while, actually. 
 
    After a quick shower, he put on some fresh clothes and then fired off a text to Chase to ask what she was doing for dinner. She didn’t answer, but he knew exactly where to find her. 
 
    The drive to the Northwest Area Command Station took about fifteen minutes, and Stitts found himself actually enjoying the scenery that passed him by. New Mexico might be hot and bright—a nightmare for someone living with a perpetual hangover—but now that he was sober, Stitts found the desert landscape mildly soothing and hypnotic. 
 
    He was surprised to find the parking lot mostly empty but was relieved when he saw Chase’s rental still there. It was a step down from the BMW she loved to drive back in Virginia, but somehow, she’d managed to get a luxury vehicle while he was stuck with one that sounded like a saber-tooth tiger with COPD. 
 
    Just as he was about to step out into the failing sun, the front doors to the station opened and a smiling Chase stepped out. Despite the expression, she looked as determined as ever. 
 
    An image of Chase with her head thrown back, her smooth throat covered in a thin layer of sweat suddenly came to mind. 
 
    “Jesus, keep it together, Stitts.” 
 
    Even though he’d always found Chase attractive, it wasn’t until after he’d nearly lost her that Stitts realized just how much she meant to him. 
 
    And these feelings were justifiably compounded by what happened after her father’s funeral.  
 
    He shook his head, realizing that his thoughts had degenerated to the lustings of a horny teenager.  
 
    Stitts reached for his door handle for a second time, only to stop again. 
 
    Chase wasn’t alone; Tom Cable followed her outside. They exchanged some words, and then Tom shrugged and followed Chase to her car.  
 
    As he watched, Stitts grabbed a cigarette and lit it. He felt like a voyeur, a creep, but for some reason, he couldn’t bring himself to get out of his car.  
 
    Chase and Tom, laughing now, got into her car, and then she started to back out of the parking spot. Stitts was convinced that she would see him when they drove past, but Chase didn’t even look in his direction, despite the fact that his was one of the few remaining cars in the lot.  
 
    Inhaling so deeply that he sputtered and coughed, Stitts butted his cigarette out and started his own car. And then he did something he’d never even thought of doing before, even when Chase was at her lowest point: he followed her.  
 
    Trailing only a few dozen feet behind their car, Stitts tried to convince himself that there was nothing untoward going on, that Chase and Tom were just two colleagues going to get something to eat after a long and trying day. 
 
    But back at Sevillita, she’d chosen Tom to go with her to the trailer, a small voice in the back of his mind reminded him. And the way they were laughing just now… 
 
    Chase pulled up in front of a pub across town, parked, and then the two of them got out.  
 
    She was still laughing. 
 
    Stitts smoked furiously as he watched them walk into the bar. Then he raced around trying to find a parking spot of his own. Eventually, he found one, but his line of sight to the pub was obscured, which forced him from his vehicle.  
 
    He walked briskly toward the pub, knowing that this was his last chance. If he butted out now and stepped inside, if he announced his presence and told Chase that he tried to call her and then followed her from the station, things could go back to normal.  
 
    They would laugh and drink and eat, just as they’d done dozens of times before, even if Tom was there with them this time. 
 
    But before reaching for the door, Stitts hesitated.  
 
    Chase’s words suddenly echoed in his head.  
 
    I can’t do a relationship or… I dunno… anything else. I need to focus. Please. 
 
    Even though the windows were frosted, if he squinted, Stitts realized that he could make out some of the patrons inside. 
 
    And he immediately spotted Tom and Chase. Spotted them sitting at a table together, laughing, sipping drinks. 
 
    Liar, he thought suddenly. She’s a liar.  
 
    “Fuck this,” Stitts said, turning his back to Chase. 
 
    He hurried to his car, knowing that there were faster and more economical ways to get drunk than at a bar. 
 
    Especially at a bar with his liar of a partner. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 46 
 
      
 
    Chase sipped her beer and looked down at her phone that had just buzzed. 
 
    It was Floyd, letting her know, in an exceedingly apologetic way, that he wasn’t going to be able to join them after all.  
 
    There was also a message from Stitts, but Chase didn’t open it. She thought that she had finally gotten through to him, and doubted that adding anything else, especially considering her current buzz, would do anything but make the situation worse. 
 
    “Looks like we’re going to be alone,” she said, placing her phone face down on the table. 
 
    “Your friend’s not joining us?” Tom asked.  
 
    “No, got caught up. You were saying something about why you got into ICE?” 
 
    Tom nodded and drank some of his beer.  
 
    “Yeah, like I said, I always wanted to be a pilot, even as a boy—I just love flying. Unfortunately, my eyesight is shit and I don’t qualify for laser eye surgery. I wear contacts now most of the time but in order to be a pilot… well, you know, eyesight is pretty important. Back when I might’ve been gearing up to join the Air Force, they had really strict rules about that sort of thing.” 
 
    Chase nodded. The man was disarming in his honesty, something that she found refreshing. In a day and age where life had been parsed down to Facebook posts and other fake news, sitting and having a conversation, an open and honest conversation, with someone was a rare occasion, indeed. Which was probably why when Tom flipped the script on her, Chase found herself opening up a little. 
 
    “How about you? What inspired you to get into the FBI?” 
 
    Chase stared at her half-full beer as she answered. 
 
    “My sister was abducted when I was younger. For over thirty years, no one knew where she was taken or if she was even alive. I made it my life mission to find her, and what better way to do that than to join the FBI?”  
 
    When she looked up, she saw softness on Tom’s features. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that. Did you ever… did you ever find her? Your sister?” 
 
    Chase opened her mouth to answer when an image of Georgina flashed in her mind.  
 
    Only it wasn’t Georgina. It was Riley. 
 
    She swallowed hard and shook her head. 
 
    In the moment, Chase. Remain in the moment, Dr. Matteo’s voice reminded her.  
 
    Instead of replying, Chase grabbed her beer and downed it. 
 
    “You almost done? I think we should get some rest, tomorrow’s going to be a long day.” 
 
    Instead of pressing, Tom nodded and finished his beer even more quickly than Chase had.  
 
    “Yeah, I think you’re right.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “This is me,” Chase said, hooking a thumb at her hotel room door.  
 
    Tom nodded and took a respectful step backward. 
 
    “I’m on the sixth floor.” 
 
    Maybe it was the heat that had made her fingers sweaty, or maybe it was the alcohol coursing through her system that made her drop her key card. Whatever the reason, when she bent to pick it up, Tom met her there. 
 
    With their faces inches apart, Chase figured she had two options: rise to her feet and mumble something awkward or lean into the man. 
 
    She chose the former and Tom did the same. They kissed full on the lips, and she tasted the hoppy remnants of the last beer the man had drunk.  
 
    The next thing Chase knew was that they had somehow managed to open the door to her room and were inside.  
 
    Their kisses had become hungrier, and Tom wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her tight against him.  
 
    Chase pushed back, not to get away, but to gain access to the man’s belt buckle. She teased the strap free, but just as she started to work the button of his jeans, Chase saw Georgina’s face again. 
 
    Sensing a change, Tom eased his grip on her shoulders. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    Chase looked down at herself then, at her one hand that was inching into the waistband of his boxers, the other trying to pry the button free. 
 
    She pulled her arms back and took a deep breath.  
 
    No, she thought, I’m not okay. 
 
    “I don’t… I don’t think this is a good idea,” Chase said softly, not wanting to meet the man’s eyes. 
 
    She liked Tom. The man seemed stable and kind, he was handsome, and he was interested in her. 
 
    He was all the right things, which made him all wrong. 
 
    Because he wasn’t Stitts. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, taking a step back. 
 
    There was also Dr. Matteo’s voice, his nagging, annoying voice, telling her that she only knew of three ways to deal with her tumultuous past: throwing herself into her work, numbing herself with drugs, or seeking sexual gratification as a form of punishment. 
 
    Chase had already made her choice, and it wasn’t sex. 
 
    “Okay, sure, I understand,” Tom said calmly. “I think you were right about getting some rest, anyway.” 
 
    His ego was clearly bruised, but he was still a gentleman. He put his belt back on, adjusted his pants, and headed toward the door. But before leaving, Tom looked back at her and wished her a good night.  
 
    Chase nodded and watched him go, realizing that any sleep that she might get now would be at best fitful and unsatisfying. 
 
    Goddamn Stitts… you had to go and get all weird about it, didn’t you? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 47 
 
      
 
    FBI Special Agent Stacy Workman stood beneath the Sevillita archway dressed in a comfortable pair of sweats and a black T-shirt. She still wore her service pistol on her hip, and she had a flashlight in one hand, but other than that, she looked like a civilian on a night jog through the refuge.  
 
    Stacy took note of the fact that while the lights were still on in the booth, there was no one manning it. Her eyes moved to the camera next, wondering if Ian had ever gotten around to fixing it after being publicly berated by Lance.  
 
    She thought not. 
 
    As the minutes ticked by, Stacy found her gaze drifting higher still, eventually focusing on the night sky. Light pollution from the city was minimal at Sevillita, and yet it wasn’t oppressively dark out. The stars provided a kaleidoscope of illumination, like droplets of chilled milk on a dark chocolate brownie. 
 
    Eventually, Stacy grew tired of the celestial poetry and pulled out her cell phone.  
 
    Her upper lip curled in disappointment.  
 
    There were still no messages from Stitts.  
 
    “Eleven,” she said to herself. “I’m sure we agreed on eleven.” 
 
    It was coming up on midnight now.  
 
    In addition to having a reputation as being one hell of an Agent, Stitts was also notoriously punctual, the present case notwithstanding.  
 
    Stacy had joined the Bureau just a few months before Stitts and had followed his career closely, mostly because he’d accelerated up the ranks much faster than she had.  
 
    It wasn’t an ego thing, but more of an exploratory exercise: it seemed implausible for an ex-real estate agent to continue to receive higher and higher profile cases while she, an ex-cop with a history of success, struggled to receive anything of note.  
 
    This was also part of the reason why she’d been sure to sidle up next to the man every chance she got.  
 
    The other reason was purely physical. Stitts was, after all, ruggedly handsome. And if he ever quit smoking, he’d be near perfect.  
 
    Stacy had been hesitant to be too forward at first, however, as she didn’t want to step on Agent Adams’s toes. Crossing the feisty brunette was a surefire way to either get smacked or to pump the brakes on any career aspirations she might have had.  
 
    If Stitts’s rise had been meteoric, Chase’s was an Elon Musk experiment to circumvent the speed of light.  
 
    Like any other office place, rumors spread through the FBI, and Quantico in particular. The prevailing refrain was that Chase and Stitts were sleeping together and had been for some time.  
 
    But after what Stacy had seen here at Sevillita and then again at the station? 
 
    The honeymoon, if there had ever been one, was most definitely over. 
 
    “Come on, Stitts, where are you?” 
 
    When there still was no sign of a car approaching, Stacy fired off another text, then immediately cringed. 
 
    Really, Stacy? I really hope you can still make it?  
 
    She shook her head.  
 
    Desperate much? 
 
    What she’d told Stitts hadn’t been a lame attempt to get the man alone. She really did like to try and recreate the scene of a crime, especially a confusing and complicated one such as this. 
 
    Deciding that if Stitts ever did show up, she could meet him in the refuge, Stacy walked below the impressive archway and made her way onto the hiking path. 
 
    For the first ten minutes or so, she used the flashlight to guide her, but when the light from the booth finally blinked out, Stacy shut it off. 
 
    Then she looked around, trying to put herself in Bea’s shoes, to imitate the movements of a confused woman with a head injury, carrying a bag of jewelry in her filthy hands. 
 
    Out here, the light from the stars barely reached the hiking path. She supposed that if someone shuffled their feet, they might be able to remain on it, but everything to the north and east was shrouded in darkness. 
 
    The only reasonable way to go was to the west, which eventually led to the trailer… the trailer that they’d already searched and had come up with nothing but rabbit bones.  
 
    A sudden growl from her right caused the hairs on Stacy’s neck to stand on end. She immediately drew her gun and flicked on her flashlight, laying the latter on top of the barrel.  
 
    While she didn’t recognize the animal that had made the sound, having grown up in Wyoming, Stacy knew that it belonged to something with large teeth and even larger claws.  
 
    Only she didn’t see a mountain lion or cougar staring back at her; everywhere she looked, there was just more desert sand.  
 
    Stacy slowly moved the flashlight in a sweeping motion. 
 
    Maybe coming out here alone wasn’t the smartest thing to do, she thought suddenly. Maybe you should have waited for Stitts. 
 
    Forty degrees to her right, Stacy finally picked out a shape in the desert. Except it wasn’t the rounded haunches of an animal that she saw, but something boxy, with sharp corners. 
 
    It was a truck. 
 
    “What the—”  
 
    A gloved hand suddenly wrapped around her mouth and squeezed tight. Stacy’s eyes went wide, and she tried to turn when something hit her hard on both forearms.  
 
    Her hands spasmed and the gun and flashlight fell to the dirt path.  
 
    Stacy fired a backward kick, missed, and was about to wrench free of the hand on her face when something cold and sharp was pressed to the side of her exposed neck. 
 
    She stopped struggling. 
 
    The next thing she felt was breath on her ear, and then a husky voice ordered her to be still, warning her that there was no point in trying to get away. 
 
    Because no one escaped the Devil’s Den.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PART IV – A New Victim 
 
      
 
    THREE DAYS AGO 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 48 
 
      
 
    “Today is May thirteenth and tomorrow you’ll be dead. No matter how much you scream, no matter how much you plead, no matter what you do, tomorrow you’ll be dead. There is no one coming to rescue you. There is no divine intervention. There is only pain and then death. To think that you will escape death is to think that you are God. You are not God. You are not our first captive, and you will not be the last. Nothing makes you special, other than the fact that we took you. Nothing you say or do will lessen the pain. All you have left now is suffering. Welcome to the Devil’s Den.” 
 
    As soon as the recording clicked off, Stacy Workman’s eyes went wide, and she started to hyperventilate. Bubbles quickly formed at the corners of the duct tape that was stretched taut across her mouth, but the glue held fast. 
 
    Frantic now, she tried to push herself away from the wall, to stand, to run, but the chain around her neck tightened and she was pulled back to the floor. 
 
    Somewhere to her left, a door opened, and Stacy slowly turned her head in the direction of the sound.  
 
    A large shadow loomed in the doorway, but with the only light coming from an adjacent room, she was unable to make out any discerning features. She recognized that its legs were slightly spread, its arms hanging out to its sides. And there was something… the figure was holding something in its hand.  
 
    Stacy squinted, clearing tears from her vision. And then she realized what the object was.  
 
    Despite everything that she’d heard on the tape, Stacy screamed.  
 
    She couldn’t help it. 
 
    She screamed and screamed and screamed until she thought she was going to pass out. 
 
    And the entire time, the figure just laughed. 
 
    When it was impossible to draw enough air into her lungs to take a full breath let alone scream once more, the laughing stopped. 
 
    And then the figure spoke. 
 
    “Welcome to the Devil’s Den.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 49 
 
      
 
    Chase had thought that she’d gotten through to Stitts, but clearly, the man was still sour about what had happened.  
 
    Why else would he stand her up again, make her wait outside Sevillita on the final day of their search, looking like an idiot? 
 
    To make things worse, Agent Workman was nowhere to be found, either; she wasn’t picking up her cell and when Agent Bellefontaine had stopped by her hotel room in the morning she hadn’t answered the door. 
 
    Part of Chase hoped that the two had spent the night together—she wasn’t blind; it was clear that Workman was enamored by Stitts. At least that would mean that Stitts hadn’t drunk himself into a stupor. 
 
    Another part of her—the selfish part—wished that wasn’t the case. 
 
    The search was supposed to start at eight, but it was almost nine now. 
 
    They couldn’t wait any longer. 
 
    “Send them off, Chief,” Chase instructed. 
 
    Chief Rodriguez raised an eyebrow, but she confirmed the command with a curt nod. 
 
    The man turned to the group of men from half a dozen different agencies. 
 
    “You guys have your sectors. Just to reiterate, we are looking for anything that puts the missing girls in the Refuge—clothing, jewelry, anything, really. We’ll reconvene at noon. And remember to stay hydrated.” 
 
    Chief Don Rodriguez’s speech was considerably less enthusiastic than the previous day’s, but this was due to the pressure he was under and not because of any waning passion for the case. 
 
    They all knew the stakes here: if the search came up empty today, they would have no choice but to release Bea Stigurl and relegate the missing girls back to the cold case unit.  
 
    Which made it even more infuriating that Stitts wasn’t here; after all, he’d been a fervent supporter of the idea that there was a serial killer at work in New Mexico.  
 
    A serial killer who would continue to fulfill his sadistic urges if they didn’t find evidence of his crimes. 
 
    And rabbit bones didn’t count.  
 
    Chase pinched the bridge of her nose and racked her mind for what to do next. She wanted to talk to Nicoletta again, and Bea, and Screech, and Stitts, and— 
 
    “Agent Adams?”  
 
    Chase opened her eyes and found herself staring at Tom Cable. 
 
    There was no hint of what had happened between them the night before on the man’s face, for which Chase was grateful. 
 
    She couldn’t deal with another complicated love triangle. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    The man glanced around deliberately, an obvious indication that he wanted the search party to clear out before telling her something important. 
 
    Chase waited patiently for the officers to collect bottles of water and head to their sectors. After his instructions, Chief Rodriguez had stepped off to one side and was conversing with Lance and Ian—likely about other locations of interest in the Refuge—which left only Floyd and Agent Bellefontaine. 
 
    “Floyd, why don’t you take Agent Bellefontaine and see if you can find Stitts,” Chase suggested. 
 
    Floyd gave her a look before his eyes slowly drifted to Tom. 
 
    “It’s all right, I’ll be fine. Just go find Stitts.” 
 
    The man nodded and then he and Agent Bellefontaine made their way to the archway. 
 
    Just as Tom was about to elaborate, Piper came out of nowhere, her long tongue lolling, and nestled up against Chase’s shin. 
 
    She scratched the dog behind her ears. 
 
    “She can stay. What did you need to tell me? You find something?” 
 
    “Maybe,” the man said, making a face.  
 
    This gave Chase pause; she hadn’t known the man long, but she’d gotten the impression that Tom Cable was a straight-shooter. 
 
    “Tom, we have one day to find something to convince the brass not shelve these cases. So, whatever you think you have, just spit it out.”  
 
    “I passed on that, uhh, tip about the Devil’s Den to my contact in Mexico?” 
 
    Despite the heat, Chase felt a sudden chill. 
 
    All you have left now is suffering. Welcome to the Devil’s Den. 
 
    “And?” she croaked, her throat dry.  
 
    Her change in tone drew Rodriguez and Lance’s attention, but Tom subtly turned his back to them to shroud his words.  
 
    “Well, none of the three missing girls said they knew anything about that.” 
 
    Chase waited patiently for Tom to continue, but he seemed hesitant. 
 
    “And? What else? Tell me you’ve got something else, Tom.” 
 
    “Well, there was another woman there who overheard the conversation and she absolutely freaked. Started yelling and screaming—she went mental and had to be restrained.” 
 
    Chase’s brow furrowed. 
 
    “Really? Who was she?” 
 
    “Her name is Florence Pasquale—and before you ask, I checked the list of missing girls and she isn’t on it. My contact would have passed her off as a religious nut or something, but then she started to shake and… well, they had to admit her to the hospital. During routine examination, they found… they found some pretty disturbing things.” 
 
    Tom’s unwillingness to just come out with the information was starting to annoy Chase. Despite the clandestine nature of the tip, this was the first real lead they’d come across since Bea had been picked up. 
 
    “What things? What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    Tom looked around again. Lance and Chief Rodriguez were still talking, but now they were leaning ever so slightly in Chase’s direction. 
 
    “I think,” he said after a short pause. “I think we should continue this discussion in private.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 50 
 
      
 
    “What things, Tom? What the hell was wrong with this Pasquale chick?” Chase demanded once they were alone inside the manager’s office. 
 
    Tom appeared nervous and uncomfortable, and she had to remind herself that this wasn’t a hardened FBI Agent but a member of the Immigration and Customs Enforcement. 
 
    Chase sighed. 
 
    “We don’t have much time. If this woman knows—” 
 
    “She’d been raped. Multiple times. And not just with a… a… she’d been raped with objects,” the man said bluntly. 
 
    Chase blinked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Tom cleared his throat. 
 
    “She’d been raped and… stretched… by tools or something. She also had burn marks on her body, both from a taser and a blowtorch. There were other injuries, too: cuts on her arms and neck, as well as—” 
 
    “Shit, okay, I get it.” 
 
    The picture that Tom was painting was enough to make even Chase’s stomach curdle. 
 
    All you have left now is suffering… 
 
    The two of them just stood there in silence for a moment, before Chase spoke again. 
 
    “As terrible as that sounds, and it sounds absolutely brutal, I’m struggling to understand what this has to do with our case. I mean, it’s not like our unsub went into Mexico to—” 
 
    “That’s the thing,” Tom interrupted. “Florence Pasquale wasn’t in Mexico when this happened. She claims to have been right here in the US… in New Mexico.” 
 
    Chase gaped. 
 
    “What? When? When did this happen?” 
 
    Tom shrugged. 
 
    “The woman was confused, couldn’t be sure. But her wounds were fresh… some were still bleeding.” 
 
    Chase leaned forward and stared intently at Tom. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. 
 
    “This happened here… and then she—what? Fled back into Mexico?” 
 
    Tom nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, I think that’s exactly what happened.” 
 
    “Who the fuck escapes into Mexico?” 
 
    Tom’s answer was immediate. 
 
    “Someone who is utterly terrified, that’s who.” 
 
    The comment was so poignant that Chase was momentarily speechless. She kept thinking back to the terror she’d felt when she’d touched Bea Stigurl’s arm. 
 
    That kind of fear would make anyone run… run fast and far. 
 
    “Chase? You okay?” 
 
    She shook her head and collected her thoughts. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m all right.” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” 
 
    Chase chewed her lip. Stitts had warned them that their unsub might have already abducted his most recent victim, given the escalating timeline. To this point, they’d always considered it to be Bea Stigurl, but what if it wasn’t her? 
 
    What if it was Florence Pasquale, instead? 
 
    “I’m thinking that Jessica Lambert or Bea Stigurl might not be the most recent victim… Florence Pasquale is.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “That’s her?” Chase asked, staring at the computer monitor. 
 
    “Yeah, this is the photo that my contact sent me.” 
 
    Florence Pasquale was light-skinned with medium-length brown hair and high cheekbones. Her eyes were closed, and her mouth was twisted into a grimace. There was a bruise on her temple that ran down one side of her jaw. 
 
    Chase took this all in, but one thing above all else stood out to her. 
 
    “She fits the profile,” she whispered. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Chase rubbed her eyes and tried hard to temper her excitement. They had to slow down, make sure that they didn’t miss anything. 
 
    “Okay, what else did she say about the Devil’s Den? Did she say where it was located? Who did this to her?” 
 
    Tom shook his head. 
 
    “After her seizure, she hasn’t said much.” 
 
    “Amnesia?” Chase asked, thinking about Bea. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so. I think she’s just terrified.” 
 
    “Great. So, we have a new victim, someone who saw the attacker, and yet she isn’t speaking. Can your contact make her talk?” 
 
    Tom raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Make her…?” 
 
    “Forget about it. We need to go see her. We need to talk to her.” 
 
    “Yeah… I’m not going to say it’s impossible… the CIA occasionally heads into Mexico to extract high profile cartel members. But this? A prostitute who may or may not have information about missing girls that no one wants to look for anyway?” 
 
    Tom didn’t need to finish the thought. Chase could pressure the hell out of Director Hampton, but this was outside of even his jurisdiction. 
 
    Florence Pasquale wasn’t coming back, and they weren’t going to go into Mexico to get her. 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    More silence. 
 
    Think, Chase… think. 
 
    “Wait—you said that Florence overheard your contact mentioning the Devil’s Den, which means that she was at the police station, correct?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What was she doing there?” 
 
    “That’s a little complicated…” 
 
    Chase looked skyward. 
 
    “Jesus, Tom, just tell me what she was doing there.” 
 
    Tom took a deep breath before answering. 
 
    “A woman we believe to be her sister was picked up in Arizona for soliciting. When she wasn’t able to produce any papers, ICE was contacted. We… we may have given her the impression that she was going to be released and lent her a cell phone.” 
 
    Chase immediately understood what the man was saying. 
 
    “You were listening in on her calls, trying to see if she would send a warning out to more illegals, that it?” 
 
    Tom nodded. 
 
    “Eventually, this telephone tag led to Mexico, and that’s why they brought Florence in. Someone tipped her off that she was back in Mexico.” 
 
    “Tell me you didn’t let her go, Tom. Please tell me you still have Florence’s sister.” 
 
    For a split second, Chase thought that they’d lost her. That any leverage they might have to make Florence talk was gone. 
 
    But then Tom grinned. 
 
    “Sitting in an ICE holding cell as we speak.” 
 
    “Then that’s it. Get your contact to tell Florence that if she tells us more about the Devil’s Den, then we’ll give her something in return.” 
 
    A confused look crossed over Tom’s face. 
 
    “Which is…? Let Florence back into the US?” 
 
    Chase shook her head. 
 
    “No; based on what you told me about her injuries, about what happened to her, there is no way in hell Florence is coming back here.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “Her sister… tell Florence if she cooperates we’ll give her sister a Green Card under an assumed name.” 
 
    Tom’s eyes widened. 
 
    “You can do that?” 
 
    “Sure,” Chase lied. She was pretty sure what she was proposing was impossible, but this was a lead she was simply unwilling to let go. “But first she needs to prove that this was the same guy… that whoever took her and did those horrible things is the same person responsible for the other twenty-eight missing girls.” 
 
    “And how the hell is she supposed to do that?” 
 
    Chase nudged Tom away from the computer and opened an image file from the desktop. 
 
    A montage of necklaces, bracelets, and rings appeared on screen. 
 
    “Jewelry, that’s how. Get her to tell us what jewelry was taken from her, and then we’ll see about exchanging a Green Card for her sister in return for information about the Devil’s Den.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 51 
 
      
 
    After Tom agreed to reach out to his contact again with their proposal, Chase excused herself and called Stitts again. 
 
    He and Workman had taken it upon themselves to investigate the origins of the jewelry, and she suspected that they were going to need that information soon. 
 
    She also wanted to ask him about the Green Card, if it was at all possible to get one for Florence’s sister. 
 
    Over the last hour or so, one thing had become abundantly clear: they were either going to break this case today or it was going to crumble at their feet. 
 
    And Chase was simply unwilling to let these lost girls stay missing.  
 
    She cursed when her call went directly to voicemail. 
 
    “Where the fuck are you?” 
 
    After hanging up, she stared at her phone for a full minute, her thoughts racing. 
 
    Florence was… stretched… all you have left now is suffering.  
 
    Chase shuddered and scrolled to a different contact. 
 
    A contact who answered on the first ring. 
 
    “Speak of the Devil and she shall appear.” 
 
    Chase’s mouth went slack. 
 
    “Chase? You there? I was just about to call you.” 
 
    She cleared her throat and shrugged off the bizarre coincidence. 
 
    See? They do exist, Stitts. There’s no way that Screech could have known about the Devil’s Den. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry. What’s up?” 
 
    “I did some digging on the records that you asked for,” Screech replied, his tone becoming serious.  
 
    Chase had completely forgotten about the mysteriously missing case files relating to Nicoletta Osuna and her dealer, Rick Griever.  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yep—so it looks like it wasn’t a glitch. About six months ago, they were deleted. I did, however, manage to dig up most of them from a cached database… blah, blah, blah. I’ll send them now.” 
 
    Chase frowned. 
 
    “Deleted? Really? By whom?”  
 
    “Don’t know. Nobody locally—at least so far as I can tell. I’ll keep digging though. Did you get ‘em?” 
 
    Chase pulled the phone away from her face and stared at the screen. A second later, a banner appeared, announcing that she’d received an email from Stephen Thompson. It was strange to see his full name; since the day they’d met in New York, she’d only known him as Screech. 
 
    “Got it. See if you can find out who deleted the records. It’s important.” 
 
    “I’ll keep digging, do what I can.” Screech paused. “Chase, why do I get the feeling that you weren’t calling about the files but something else?” 
 
    “Very intuitive.” 
 
    “Well, I am a PI, after all…” 
 
    Chase was hesitant to ask for more from the man, he’d already gone above and beyond, but she needed to cover her bases in case Florence came through for them. And since Stitts was still MIA… 
 
    “I need another favor.” 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    After Chase explained what she wanted, her words were met by dead air. 
 
    “Screech? You still there?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m still here. I gotta say, this is an unusual request.” 
 
    Chase chewed the inside of her lip, debating telling the man more. Eventually, she decided against it. The less Screech knew, the better.  
 
    Plausible deniability and all that. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. I wouldn’t ask if I had any other options. Really.” 
 
    Another pause. 
 
    “Well? Can you do it?” 
 
    “I’m no graphic designer, but I can come up with something. Are you sure—” 
 
    “I’m sure. Thanks again, Screech. If there’s anything I can do for you, I mean anything, you let me know.” 
 
    “Well, there is something,” Screech began slowly. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “It has to do with a mutual friend of ours. A friend who might need some help getting out of a pickle.” 
 
    Chase closed her eyes. Screech didn’t need to say the man’s name; she knew exactly who he was referring to. 
 
    “Yeah. I can help.” 
 
    “I should warn you, though, things have gotten more… complicated, recently.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “Great. I’ll be in touch,” Screech said and hung up the phone. 
 
    More promises you won’t be able to keep, Chase thought suddenly.  
 
    A dog barked, drawing her out of her head. 
 
    It was Piper, of course.  
 
    As she bent down to scratch the dog’s neck, she said, “I wish my partner could be as loyal as you.” 
 
    As if understanding her words, the dog barked again. 
 
    “Yeah, I know, but we’re all going through some shit.” 
 
    Still scratching Piper, Chase turned her attention to the email that Screech had sent her.  
 
    Her mind was in three hundred places at the same time, and she barely registered most of the first three records. But when her eyes fell on a citation from thirteen years ago, she immediately stood up straight.  
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    Chase had to read the report several times to make sure she wasn’t just imagining things. 
 
    She wasn’t. 
 
    “You have to be fucking kidding me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 52 
 
      
 
    Chase was so furious that even when Chief Rodriguez hollered after her, she completely ignored him. 
 
    She couldn’t believe it. The woman had lied to her face and, worse, he was still her dealer. 
 
    Chase tore across the desert landscape, barely stopping until she arrived outside Nicoletta Osuna’s house.  
 
    Hand on her holster, she knocked on the door and shouted, “Nicoletta, open up! Open the door!” 
 
    The second the deadbolt was disengaged, Chase shoved the door open and stepped inside. Nicoletta cried out and stumbled backward when the door struck her shoulder.  
 
    “You lied to me,” Chase accused, pointing a finger at the woman’s sore infested face. “I want to know where he is, and I want to know now.” 
 
    The woman just gaped, and Chase took an aggressive step toward her. 
 
    Nicoletta cowered.  
 
    “Wh—what you thought about… what are you talking about?” she finally managed. 
 
    Chase debated showing the woman the report that Screech had sent her but figured what with her pupils dilated the way they were, Nicoletta wouldn’t be able to read it. 
 
    So, she just got right into it.  
 
    “Rick Griever molested your daughter, didn’t he?” 
 
    Nicoletta looked as if she’d been punched in the stomach. Whereas before she’d cowered, the woman seemed to fold into herself now, becoming nothing more than a bag of bones hidden beneath a soiled black T-shirt and filthy jeans. 
 
    “I don’t… I don’t… it was never proven.” 
 
    Chase scowled. 
 
    “You reported that Rick touched your daughter, touched Tessa, and now he’s your dealer? Really? All that shit out there—at the police station, then at the Refuge—all that shit about how you would do anything to get her back… that was all bullshit, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Nicoletta’s face started to melt. 
 
    “I didn’t… I didn’t do anything,” she whimpered. 
 
    Chase nearly dropped the phone when it started to ring in her hand. It was Chief Rodriguez, and she answered immediately. 
 
    “What?” she barked. 
 
    “Agent Adams? We’ve got a bit of a problem here.” 
 
    Nicoletta tried to use the distraction to slink away, but Chase pointed a finger directly at her chest. It was as if an arrow had pierced the woman and pinned her against the back wall. 
 
    She went completely still. 
 
    “What is it?” Chase demanded, unable to keep the hostility from her voice. 
 
    “I just got a call from my friend over at the University Hospital,” Rodriguez continued. “It looks like the media’s been swarming there for at least the last half hour. They know she’s in there… they know Bea’s inside.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Chase racked her brain, trying to come up with who she’d told that Bea was staying at the University Hospital. 
 
    When no name immediately came to mind, she swore again. 
 
    “Agent Adams? What do you want me to do about it?” 
 
    “Do nothing—I’m coming back.” 
 
    Chase hung up the phone and then addressed Nicoletta. 
 
    “Where is he? Where’s Rick? Has he been back here since?” 
 
    The woman shook her head violently from side to side, sending tendrils of greasy hair whipping across her face. 
 
    “No… no, no, he hasn’t been back.” 
 
    “Don’t you lie to me! Don’t you lie to me again!” 
 
    “No, I’m not. I swear. He left the day you were here, and he hasn’t come back. I’ve been calling—” the woman stopped herself mid-sentence. 
 
    Chase glared at the woman. 
 
    How could you? How could you call this pervert? How could you buy drugs from a man who molested your own daughter? 
 
    The words were on the tip of her tongue, but Chase kept them caged. 
 
    She knew how.  
 
    It was because the most important thing to an addict was the next high. It was the only thing in the world that mattered.  
 
    Chase decided to change tactics. 
 
    “I want you to keep calling him, and when he answers I want you to tell him to come over. That you want to make a buy—a big buy. And then I want you to call me.” 
 
    Chase withdrew a business card from her wallet and smashed it against the woman’s narrow chest. 
 
    “If you don’t, I promise you will never see your daughter again.” 
 
    Chase held the woman’s stare for a moment longer, letting her know that this wasn’t over.  
 
    Finally satisfied that the woman would do as she asked, Chase hurried to her car.  
 
    Moments later, she was racing back the way she’d come, stopping on even fewer occasions this time around. 
 
    During the entire drive, Chase continually dialed Stitts’s number, to no avail. 
 
    “Pick up your phone! Stitts, pick up your fucking phone!” 
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    Chase stormed into Lance O’Neill’s office and immediately started barking orders. 
 
    “You, you, you, out,” she demanded, aiming a finger at Officer Price, Detective Baines, and Detective Simple in sequence. Then Chase pointed at Lance himself. “You, too.” 
 
    All eyes drifted from her to Chief Rodriguez. 
 
    “This is my investigation, I’m in charge here, and I said get the fuck out!” Chase yelled. 
 
    That did it; all four men rose to their feet and left the trailer, sour expressions on their faces. 
 
    This left Floyd, Agent Bellefontaine, Tom, and Chief Rodriguez in the room.  
 
    “Agent Adams, what’s going on?” Rodriguez asked after the door closed behind Lance. 
 
    “What’s going on? What’s going on? We have a leak, that’s what’s going on. And that’s just the start of it. I found the missing—” 
 
    The sound of the door opening behind her made Chase whip around. She was about to shout for whoever it was to stay the fuck out but stopped. 
 
    It was Stitts, and he looked horrible. There were bags under his eyes, his cheeks were sallow, and his forehead was covered in sweat.  
 
    Chase’s first instinct was to tell him to get out as well, but she settled for just glaring at him.  
 
    He bowed his head and hurried to an open seat.  
 
    “I found the leak, and it’s one of your men,” she accused Chief Rodriguez. Stitts’s arrival had tempered some of her anger, but her words weren’t without bite.  
 
    “I’m confused. I don’t really know—” 
 
    “The hospital,” Tom interrupted. 
 
    Chase nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, I set a trap, told each of your minions that Bea was in a different hospital, to see where the media would swarm.” 
 
    “University Hospital,” Chief Rodriguez said. His face had gone pale. “Who did you tell that Bea was in the University Hospital?” 
 
    Chase balked. 
 
    “You think I’m telling you? I’m not saying a single thing until I figure out if you’re involved or not.” 
 
    “Ea-easy, Agent A-Adams.”  
 
    If it had been anyone other than Floyd who had uttered those words, she might’ve hit them. If it had been Stitts, she would’ve definitely hit him. 
 
    But, as usual, Floyd’s youthful appearance and stutter had a strangely calming influence on her. 
 
    Chase threw her arms up. 
 
    “I’m sorry, fuck—I’m sorry, but we’re out here sweating our asses off trying to find out who took these girls, while someone in your department is working against us. Not only that, but I think I know who took them.” 
 
    Chief Rodriguez nearly slipped off his chair. 
 
    “You know who took the girls?” 
 
    “Yeah. Rick Griever.”  
 
    “Rick Griever? The drug dealer? The pimp?” the Chief was incredulous.  
 
    “I did some digging, found out what was in those police reports that mysteriously went missing. Thirteen years ago, Nicoletta Osuna filed a complaint against Rick Griever—for molesting her daughter, Tessa. Case was dropped. Just over a year later, Griever’s name came up in another report, this time listed as a pimp for a girl who was picked up for soliciting. You wanna know what the girl’s name was? Sarah Pribis. Yeah, that Sarah… one of the missing girls. Which makes Rick Griever not just a person of interest, but the prime suspect for all twenty—” Chase was going to say twenty-nine, based on Florence Pasquale’s account, but thought it prudent to keep all new information to herself and those she trusted most. “—twenty-eight missing girls.” 
 
    Instead of speaking, Chief Rodriguez immediately reached for the walkie on his belt. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Chase demanded. 
 
    The Chief’s finger hovered over the button. 
 
    “I’m sending out a BOLO for Rick Griever. See if we can’t—” 
 
    Chase walked over to the man and tore the walkie-talkie from his hand.  
 
    “No, you’re not. I just said that you have a leak in the department! You broadcast the BOLO for everyone to hear and Rick’ll skip town. We’ll never see his pasty ass again, and we’ll never find those girls.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    Chase turned to Agent Bellefontaine, who looked as if he’d swallowed a snapping turtle. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We have another problem,” the man said meekly. 
 
    “Yeah? And what’s that?” 
 
    “Agent Workman.” 
 
    Chase handed the walkie back to Rodriguez but not without a look that let him know that she wouldn’t hesitate to rip it from his hand again should he be so inclined as to use it.  
 
    “What about her?” 
 
    “She’s… she’s missing… no one’s seen her all day and she isn’t in her hotel room.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 54 
 
      
 
    FBI Agent Stacy Workman clawed at the cuff around her throat. It was so tight that if she tried to look around, the metal bit into the soft skin beneath her chin. It was tacky with semi-dried blood now. 
 
    Not that there was anything to see; the room was completely dark and would remain that way until the figure returned. 
 
    Still, Stacy didn’t waste any time. The chain that was attached to the cuff was about four feet long and comprised of thick links that would be impossible to break. The opposite end was attached to a hook screwed into a plank of wood. 
 
    That was the weak point if there was one: the wood. It was nailed to the wall, but no matter how much she pried at the board—until most of her fingernails were torn off—it didn’t budge. 
 
    She’d also tried screaming. Despite the ominous recording that ran on loop every hour—she’d counted the seconds between playing—telling her that any attempts to be rescued were futile, Stacy screamed until she’d coughed up blood. 
 
    The floor beneath her was covered in a thick, coarse carpet, and her blind groping identified several large areas that were caked with some sort of dried substance. 
 
    Her fragile mind refused to even hypothesize their origins. 
 
    In the corner of the room, Stacy discovered what she’d initially thought was a suitcase. But the surface was smooth, and it was too hard and heavy to reasonably carry it around. 
 
    She settled on toy box. 
 
    Only, like the clamp around her throat, it was closed tightly with a lock that would’ve required a plasma torch to remove. 
 
    Eventually, she resigned herself to sitting on the soiled carpet, pressing her back up against the wall to try to conserve her strength.  
 
    It had been hours since she’d had something to drink and it was sweltering in the room. To this point, all of her efforts had served do was further her dehydration and exhaustion.  
 
    Stacy had no idea who had taken her, and she had no idea where she was. Her only hope was that Stitts was out there somewhere, looking for her. 
 
    “Please,” she whispered into the darkness. 
 
    A response came in the form of a metal click from above. 
 
    Two seconds later, the recording started again. 
 
    “Today is May thirteenth and tomorrow you’ll be dead. No matter how much you scream…” 
 
    Stacy covered her ears, but it was no use. Even though the voice was muffled now, her mind fell into the rhythm of the words, recalling them from memory.  
 
    Despite her efforts to remain calm, adrenaline flooded her system, driving her body temperature and heart rate up. 
 
    She didn’t have much time. Even if whoever was keeping her captive didn’t return to finish her off, Stacy only had a day, maybe two, before she became delirious with thirst. 
 
    From there, it would only be hours before she passed out. Death would soon follow.  
 
    “…nothing you say or do will lessen the pain. All you have left now is suffering. Welcome to the Devil’s Den.” 
 
    Tears spilled down Stacy’s cheek and she wiped them away, knowing that she couldn’t spare a single drop of liquid, but unable to help herself. 
 
    Please, Stitts, come get me. Please. 
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    “No, you don’t understand; I’ve been Stacy’s partner for over three years. She’s never missed something like this. Once, she had meningitis and she still—” 
 
    “I get it, I get it. Shit.” Chase looked over at Stitts. “Do you know where she is?” 
 
    Stitts made a face.  
 
    “Me?” he pointed at his chest. “Why the hell would I—” 
 
    His expression changed, and his posture slumped. 
 
    “What? What is it?” Chase demanded. 
 
    Stitts suddenly grabbed his forehead and squeezed it tightly.  
 
    “Stitts? What the hell happened?” 
 
    “Stacy… I mean, Agent Workman said she wanted to go back to the Refuge and walk through it at night, try to recreate what Bea Stigurl must have experienced walking out of there. She asked me to join her but…”  
 
    “But what, Stitts?” Chase demanded, even though she already knew the answer. 
 
    …you got drunk instead.  
 
    “But I didn’t go, all right? I didn’t fucking go.” 
 
    Chase was on the verge of challenging her partner again, calling him out, but Floyd, the perennial peacemaker, rose to his feet. 
 
    “W-w-we need to fo-fo-focus on finding her.”  
 
    The simple sentence, as fragmented as it was, brought Chase back into the present. 
 
    “When is the last time that anyone saw Agent Workman?” she asked, her eyes still trained on Stitts.  
 
    “Yesterday,” her partner replied. “After you sent us home.”  
 
    “Anyone else?” 
 
    Nobody answered.  
 
    “And what time were you supposed to meet her at Sevillita?” 
 
    “Ten-thirty—no, eleven.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fucking sure. Eleven.”  
 
    Stitts nodded again and Chase turned to Chief Rodriguez. The man looked shocked and she needed to prompt him into action. 
 
    “Chief?” 
 
    “Yeah—I, uhh, you want me to issue a BOLO on Agent Workman?” 
 
    BOLO…  
 
    Now she understood the man’s hesitation. 
 
    Chase took a deep breath. 
 
    “Which brings us full circle. If any of what I say next leaks, I will personally make sure that you end up in prison. Do you understand?” Chase took a moment for her words to sink in, her eyes moving to each and every person in the room. “Good. Now, Stitts, does Rick Griever fit the profile?” 
 
    “Who the hell is Rick Griever? I don’t—” 
 
    “Thirty-eight years old, in and out of juvie for drug-related offenses. Also accused of molesting a late teenage girl. Now a low-level pimp. Does that fit the profile for the person we’re looking for?” 
 
    Stitts shrugged but was non-committal.  
 
    “It doesn’t not fit—a history of abuse of women and obvious control issues. If I knew more, I could—” 
 
    “We don’t have time,” Rodriguez interrupted, shaking his head. He looked at Chase. “But if we can’t put out a BOLO on Rick, how do we bring him in?” 
 
    Chase looked down at her hands and answered in a monotone voice. 
 
    “Set up a sting.” 
 
    Nearly everyone in the room nodded. 
 
    “Agreed. We need to set up—” 
 
    Stitts suddenly leaped to his feet. 
 
    “No way, no fucking way are you going undercover, Chase. No way in hell.” 
 
    Chase glared at her partner. 
 
    “Look around, Agent Stitts; Agent Adams is the only one here that comes remotely close to fitting the profile of the missing girls,” Agent Bellefontaine informed the group. 
 
    “Gee, thanks for that penetrating glimpse into the obvious. But there’s no way…” Stitts looked at Floyd. “Back me up here, she can’t go undercover. Not again. Not after what happened last time.” 
 
    An awkward silence seemed to envelop the entire room. Stitts’s chest started to heave, and he shook his head.  
 
    “You know what? Fuck you then. I’m not going to be part of this.” 
 
    He started towards the door and Chase reached for his arm, but he pulled away before she could grab him. 
 
    “Stitts, please. This is about—” 
 
    “You, Chase. It’s about you. It’s always just about you,” he spat, pulling the door wide. “And I refuse to participate in this. Not again. I just… I just can’t, Chase. I can’t.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 56 
 
      
 
    Stitts burst out of the makeshift office and glared at whoever dared make eye contact. Most of the police officers were content to toe dig or pretend to be conversing with one another, but Officer Price was giving him a curious look.  
 
    “What the fuck do you want?” Stitts demanded. 
 
    Officer Price just gaped. 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    Stitts walked right past the men and beneath the Sevillita archway.  
 
    There was no way he was going to take part in Chase going undercover again.  
 
    He just couldn’t do it. 
 
    Not after what happened in Chicago, not after Chase had her mouth duct taped and was almost murdered by a psychopath. 
 
    No fucking way. 
 
    But he knew better than try to convince his partner not to go ahead with the plan. Chase was, if nothing else, determined. Once she had her mind set on something, nothing could change it. 
 
    How did you let this happen? 
 
    But Stitts knew how; before Chase had come along, he’d had a life. It wasn’t like he was some sort of socialite, but he used to go out with friends from the FBI. He liked to watch hockey, listen to podcasts, try to become a better cook.  
 
    But all that changed when Chase came along, rustling up old memories of things that he would’ve much rather forgotten. 
 
    And what did he get for keeping her out of prison, pretty much sewering his career, and saving her life more times than he could recount? 
 
    Relegation. That was it, in a word: relegation.  
 
    Stitts slid behind the wheel of his car, glaring at nobody in particular. 
 
    For someone who chastised others for treating her as a woman, snapping at anyone who dared call her ma’am, challenging traditional gender roles, Chase didn’t seem to have a problem using sex as a weapon. 
 
    All those times she’d told him that he was a good man, that he was one of the last few gentlemen? It was all a ploy to get him wrapped up in her little game. 
 
    A game that had culminated in that night after the funeral, and now, Stitts was fucked.  
 
    Literally and figuratively. 
 
    He’d put his ass on the line more than once for her, vouched for Chase with Director Hampton, and there was simply no way to extricate himself from this mess. 
 
    He was in too deep. 
 
    Stitts swore and put the car into drive, barely noticing the growing crowd of people near the Refuge entrance. 
 
    He traveled aimlessly around a city where nobody knew him, and he knew nobody.  
 
    Albuquerque, New Mexico, whose greatest claim to fame was the Breaking Bad series and oppressive heat. 
 
    Without realizing it, Stitts eventually found himself in a rundown part of town, where the few businesses that he could identify sold either T-shirts or cell phones.  
 
    And that’s when he saw the first girl. At first, Stitts wasn’t even looking at her, but when she offered him a coquettish wave, she came into focus. 
 
    And for a brief moment, a split-second, he thought that it was one of the missing girls. 
 
    It was Sarah Pribis, or Joni Burke, or even Tessa Greenfield. She had a slight build, with short dark hair and ample breasts that were nearly pushed completely out of her low-cut top. 
 
    In fact, the woman’s appearance was so striking that Stitts pulled over to the side of the road. He rolled down the window and the woman sauntered over. As she neared, Stitts realized that her look was just a facade. The woman’s face was caked with makeup, a failed attempt at masking hard years. 
 
    “Hey mister, you looking for something?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m looking for something,” Stitts mumbled, thinking about all the missing girls. He was searching for them, but he was also searching for his own soul that seemed to have evaporated ever since his mother died. 
 
    “Well, maybe I can help you out,” the woman said, batting her thick eyelashes.  
 
    Before Stitts could say, no, I’m not interested in that, however, the passenger door of his rental car was pulled open and the woman was sitting beside him. 
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    “Is he gonna be all right?” Floyd asked. 
 
    Chase shrugged. 
 
    She thought back to when she’d accidentally touched him at the bar. 
 
    No, Stitts was anything but ‘all right’. 
 
    “I don’t know, but it doesn’t really matter. What matters is finding these girls.” 
 
    “Well, should I go after him?” 
 
    Chase stared at Floyd for a moment. She’d forgotten how young and naïve he was. 
 
    “He’ll come back, just needs some time to veg out.” Then to Chief Rodriguez, she said, “You guys know where Rick Griever hangs out? Because if we’re going to do this, we should do it tonight—before anything else leaks.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say that Rick saw you at Nicoletta’s house?” Tom interjected. “Won’t he recognize you?” 
 
    Chase frowned. 
 
    “Doubt it. He was high as a fucking kite and ran as soon as he saw my badge and gun. Besides, I clean up real nice. So, do we know where he hangs out or not?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s usually at The Copper Sip, looking to sell or—” Rodriguez paused when his radio squawked. “One second.” He turned his back to them, said a few words, then looked at Chase.  
 
    “What? What now?” 
 
    “That was Officer Price, he said that the mob has migrated from University Hospital to—” 
 
    Chase scowled. 
 
    “Lemme guess: here.” 
 
    Rodriguez nodded. 
 
    “Fuck. What about the mob of mothers? They here too?” 
 
    Another nod. 
 
    “Great. Just great. Pull the officers, Chief. Have them to do some crowd control, then get back to their regular posts.” 
 
    “You sure? We only have them for the rest of the day, anyway.” 
 
    “Has the search yielded anything, yet? Anything at all?” 
 
    “No, but—” 
 
    “Then pull them. Have them snap some pics of the crowd, focus on anyone who seems out of place. We know that these sick fucks like to insert themselves into an investigation, so maybe we’ll get lucky. Who knows, maybe Rick will even show up and I won’t have to wear a skirt tonight.” 
 
    “You really think it’s him? That Rick Griever took those girls?” Floyd asked. 
 
    Chase didn’t immediately answer. 
 
    In some ways, Rick was a perfect fit; in others, he seemed a highly improbable suspect.  
 
    Stitts’s profile suggested that their unsub was a narcissistic male with OCD. 
 
    Chase had seen Rick Griever, and if he had OCD, it didn’t transcend to his physical appearance. Clearly, he held some disdain for women, but why would he be fucking around with drugs? 
 
    Was he dealing to Nicoletta, the mother of his first victim, as a method of control? Was that it?  
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “I dunno—but he’s the best we got,” Chase offered at last. 
 
    This seemed to satisfy the others, who started to collect their things. 
 
    “Wait, where are you going?” 
 
    Agent Bellefontaine, who was in the process of donning his black FBI windbreaker, looked around before answering. 
 
    “Crowd control.” 
 
    Chase shook her head. 
 
    “Not wearing that you’re not—FBI presence will just add to the frenzy. Besides, it’s a hundred degrees out there. Take Floyd and go back to the station without being seen. Prep for tonight. And for God’s sake, do it discretely. We still have a leak, remember?” 
 
    Finally satisfied that things were coming together, Chase packed up her own things and started toward the door. 
 
    “What about you? Where are you going?” Floyd hollered after her. 
 
    “There’s something I have to do,” Chase said over her shoulder. “Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    That’s Stitts’s job.  
 
    Or was.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 58 
 
      
 
    It was never Stitts’s intention to sleep with the prostitute, but one thing led to another and she was a pro after all… 
 
    He felt dirty after the deed was done, and as he lay there on the bed, he pulled out a cigarette and lit it. 
 
    “I don’t think you can smoke in here,” the woman, who had previously introduced herself as Latoya, remarked. 
 
    I just paid her for sex, and she’s worried about smoking regulations. 
 
    He shrugged and offered her one. 
 
    She declined. 
 
    “I don’t smoke.” 
 
    Stitts looked around, his eyes eventually falling on the dented mini fridge tucked beneath an unused shelf. 
 
    “What about a drink?” 
 
    The first time he’d slept with a prostitute, and he wasn’t really sure of the etiquette. 
 
    Stitts wasn’t proud of what he’d done, and he felt particularly guilty about calling the woman Chase more than a dozen times, despite the fact that it didn’t seem to bother her.  
 
    “No, I need to get going.” 
 
    With that, Latoya rose and turned her back to him as she slipped her bra over her large breasts, and then pulled on her jean shorts. 
 
    The experience, truth be told, hadn’t been all that unpleasant. Stitts had thought that something so transactional would’ve made it unenjoyable, but the opposite was true: in a way, it was liberating.  
 
    No strings attached, no judgment, no hangover. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “My wallet is in my pants.” 
 
    They hadn’t discussed the price, but he figured the two one hundred-dollar bills would do the trick. He didn’t really care if she took half or all of it.  
 
    She pulled her jeans up and slipped her T-shirt overhead, then flipped her hair out the back. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Latoya made her way over to his pants, but instead of reaching into the back pocket, she went to the front pocket first.  
 
    “No, wait!” 
 
    It was too late. The woman had already pulled out his ID badge and was staring at it, wide-eyed.  
 
    “It’s not the way it seems—I don’t—I’m not. Shit.” 
 
    To his surprise, instead of freaking out, Latoya just grinned and tossed his badge onto the bed.  
 
    “That’s all right, you’re not my first in law enforcement.” 
 
    With Stitts watching on, dumbfounded, she pulled out his wallet next and retrieved both hundred-dollar bills.  
 
    “Wait, just wait—what did you mean by that?” 
 
    The grin vanished.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I—I shouldn’t have said anything.” 
 
    Latoya reached for the door, but before she could open it, a buck naked Stitts leaped to his feet and put his palm on the cheap wood. 
 
    Her face hardening, Latoya took a cautious step back. 
 
    “I wouldn’t try anything,” she warned. “I have someone looking out for me, you know.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to scare you—I mean you no harm. And this isn’t some sort of undercover operation or anything like that.” 
 
    “Yeah, that much I figured.” 
 
    Stitts frowned. 
 
    “I just want to know what you meant by that… that I wasn’t your first police officer or whatever.” 
 
    Stitts’s mind was working a mile a minute now, but he was struggling to overcome the post-sex fog and alcoholic fugue.  
 
    “Yeah, I shouldn’t have said anything. I mean, I’m not gonna tell anybody that I saw you if that’s what you’re worried about.” 
 
    Stitts shook his head. 
 
    “No, I’m not worried about that.” 
 
    In truth, he hadn’t really put much thought into it. Now that Latoya mentioned it, however, Stitts wondered if there was a subversive threat in there, somewhere.  
 
    Fuck it… what does it matter? Who’s she going to tell?  
 
    “I just want to know about the other officer.” 
 
    The woman reached for the door again. 
 
    “As I said, I don’t like to talk about other clients. And someone is waiting for me, so I should—” 
 
    Desperate now, Stitts decided to pull out all the stops. 
 
    “Please—I’m here working a case. I’m looking for missing girls… girls like you. And I think… I think you might be able to help.” 
 
    Fear returned to Latoya’s face, and Stitts realized that she did know something. 
 
    Now it was only a matter of finding out what she knew. 
 
    “Please, I need your help. Those missing girls… they need your help, too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 59 
 
      
 
    It was a shit show—an absolute shit show. 
 
    Media was everywhere and in the very center of it all was Nicoletta Osuna, looking even worse, if that was possible than the last time Chase had seen her. 
 
    What the fuck is wrong with this woman? 
 
    Chase pushed her way through the throng of people, using her elbows to make a path to Nicoletta. 
 
    The woman never saw her coming, and only turned to face her when Chase grabbed the back of her arm.  
 
    “Either you stop this right now, or I’ll have you arrested,” she hissed. 
 
    The initial expression that crossed Nicoletta’s face was one of fear, but this was short-lived; it quickly became a sinister grin. 
 
    “You lied to me,” she said. “You told me that you would let me know if there was an update on my daughter. And I had to hear from the media about the girl that was arrested… the one at the hospital.” 
 
    Fuck.  
 
    “She wasn’t—” 
 
    “You lied to me,” Nicoletta repeated, raising her voice. “And I know all about you, now, Chase Adams. I know about—” 
 
    Chase knew that she had to act quickly before things went from bad to worse. She held her arms up and raised her voice as loud as it would go.  
 
    “Many of you may recognize me from a couple of days ago,” Chase shouted. Her main goal was to draw attention away from Nicoletta. And in order to do so, she knew she had to give the mob something. “My name’s Chase Adams and I’m a Special Agent with the FBI. Me and my team are working diligently to try to find out what happened to the missing girls over the years and although the investigation is still ongoing, we have an update for you. I will now defer to Lance O’Neill from the Fish and Wildlife Services and manager of Sevillita Refuge.” 
 
    Chase waved a hand at Lance, but the man appeared confused and made no attempt to join her in the center of the fray. 
 
    “Lance?” 
 
    A large portion of the crowd turned to look at him, and he eventually had no choice but to come to Chase’s side.  
 
    As he neared, she leaned in close and said, “Tell them about the search.” 
 
    Lance made a face. 
 
    “The… the what?” 
 
    “The search of the park, just don’t mention Bea—avoid all questions about Bea.” 
 
    The man swallowed hard and then turned to face the media. Chase grabbed Nicoletta again and was about to pull her away when she added, “Tell them about the bones.” 
 
    Lance looked at her as if she had three heads.  
 
    “The bones?” he blurted loud enough for the cameras to pick up. 
 
    Chase ground her teeth in frustration. 
 
    “The rabbit bones.” 
 
    Knowing that if she waited any longer, she’d be hedged in, Chase yanked Nicoletta from the crowd and basically dragged the waif-like woman to the side of their makeshift command center.  
 
    “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Chase demanded. 
 
    Nicoletta’s eyes rolled around her head and Chase realized that she was high. 
 
    “You shot up before this? Really?” 
 
    “Like you didn’t.” 
 
    Chase grabbed Nicoletta’s shoulders and shoved her hard against the wall. 
 
    “I’m trying to help you, you and your daughter. You think bringing the media here, talking about my history is going to get her back? Huh?” 
 
    Chase pushed again, and Nicoletta groaned. 
 
    Realizing how this might look should a stray camera pick it up, Chase let go and stepped back. 
 
    It’s not her fault… remember that. Remember how your mom acted, how crazy she got. A missing child… a missing child who’s probably dead. That sort of guilt changes a person—it changed you, Chase.  
 
    She took a deep breath, trying to remain in the present.  
 
    “You can’t do this, Nicoletta. You’re making it harder for me to find your daughter. I promised you that I will find her, and that’s a promise I’ll keep.” 
 
    Nicoletta’s gaze drifted to the dirt ground, and she said nothing.  
 
    “If you do this shit again, I will throw you in jail. Don’t test me.” 
 
    Nicoletta looked up and Chase saw that the woman was crying. High or not, an addict, and a terrible mother, she still missed her daughter. 
 
    “I don’t care,” the woman whispered. “I deserve to be in prison for what I’ve done.” 
 
    Chase’s heart broke. 
 
    She imagined that this was how her mother and father felt, racked with guilt. Guilt that had let to her dad committing suicide.  
 
    “Fuck,” Chase whispered, wiping the sweat from her brow. She looked skyward for some sort of inspiration, but there was none. 
 
    Her father might have believed, might have squeezed the damn cross around his neck until his hands turned blue, but look what happened to him, in the end. 
 
    There was no one coming to help Chase. 
 
    Like the missing girls, she only had one thing in their favor: determination.  
 
    “We’ll get you help, I promise that, too. But first, I need something from you. Tell me where to find your dealer. Tell me where I can find Rick Griever.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 60 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, we’ve known about it. Some of us even went to the cops at first, but they seemed more concerned with arresting us than looking for those who went missing. In fact, it wasn’t until recently when that woman—Nicole something or other—started raising a stink about it that they started doing anything,” Latoya said as she fiddled with her ring. 
 
    “So, you guys would talk about it? About the girls going missing?” Stitts asked. 
 
    Latoya nodded. 
 
    “Sure, we talk about all the Johns. It’s the best way to protect ourselves, really.” 
 
    Stitts’s mouth was suddenly incredibly dry. 
 
    “Shit—so what is everyone saying about this… guy? I’m assuming we’re talking about a guy who’s taking the girls?” 
 
    Another nod. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a guy,” Latoya looked down and Stitts knew better than to push. She was terrified, he realized. “I… I had a friend, another girl who worked the streets. Florence. A couple of weeks back, the cops started another crackdown, which scared off our regulars. Most of the time, we skip town, too, but I stayed. And so did Florence. Rumor had it that there was a man in a pickup that we should stay away from, but Florence was desperate—needed the cash.” 
 
    Stitts was chomping at the bit, and it took all of his willpower to remain quiet. 
 
    Why didn’t I think of this before? Speaking to the street workers? If I’d been sober, it would’ve been the first thing I did. I’d let Chase do her voodoo thing while I worked the streets, the potential targets. Fuck. 
 
    “I only saw her one time after that, a couple days ago.” Latoya’s voice was barely a whisper now, and Stitts had to lean in close to make sure that he didn’t miss anything. “She was… in rough shape. Could barely speak.” 
 
    “Did she tell you anything about this guy? What he looked like? His name? A tag number?” 
 
    Latoya’s sole focus seemed to be her ring as she shook her head. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    “Nothing? Please, if you—” 
 
    The woman’s eyes suddenly shot up. 
 
    “El Diablo.” 
 
    “Wh-what?” 
 
    “Florence called him el Diablo—the devil.” 
 
    Stitts ground his teeth in frustration. He was so close, but nothing that Latoya had told him would get him any closer to their unsub. 
 
    “The devil? Is that his… what is that? A nickname?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Latoya, surely your friend told you more. Something to look out for, maybe, or what to—” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Did he have an accent? Scars? Tattoos?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” Latoya shouted. 
 
    Stitts fell silent. There was nothing more he could get out of this woman, he knew. 
 
    He waited for her to calm down a little before changing tactics. 
 
    “All right, Latoya. Back to the cop… you said something about seeing a cop before, right?” 
 
    It was a stretch, but Stitts thought that the two might be related. It was no secret in the FBI that the most likely perpetrators of these sorts of crimes were people who carried a badge.  
 
    A badge implied authority and respect, and it was disarming. People acted differently around those who carried a badge. 
 
    Stitts recalled a case study that had been given to him when he’d first enrolled in the FBI’s Profiling course. A man would walk onto a half-empty train that had no assigned seating. He would approach someone who was by themselves and claim that the person was in their seat, without any inclination of violence. About half the people conceded and simply changed seats. The experiment was then repeated, only this time a man with a badge stood behind the person requesting the seat. The badge had nothing to do with the train itself and this person never said anything—they didn’t even look at the man making the claim.  
 
    In this scenario, every single person gave up their seat without incident.  
 
    A badge was power. A badge had influence.  
 
    “What can you tell me about this cop, Latoya?” 
 
    Latoya was clearly torn. Nobody cared if she talked about this ‘el Diablo’, especially if he was responsible for kidnapping women. But a cop? Talking about a cop could make her life on the street difficult. 
 
    “I don’t remember his name. But he was young, good-looking.” 
 
    “Local or State? 
 
    “Local.” 
 
    “You sure you don’t remember his name? This could be really helpful, Latoya.” 
 
    She squirmed and spun the ring around her finger.  
 
    “I don’t see what this has to do with el Diablo.” 
 
    Stitts put a comforting hand on her back. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but the two might be connected. Did you happen to see his badge? Like you saw mine?” 
 
    Latoya shook her head. 
 
    “I never saw his badge. In fact, the only reason I know he was a cop was because I saw his uniform in the backseat. This was years ago, years, but I think… I think his name was Money or something…?” 
 
    Stitts raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “His name was Money?” 
 
    Latoya shrugged. 
 
    “Something like that. Look, I—I gotta ago. I don’t know anything else.” 
 
    Stitts nodded and helped her to her feet. Then he walked her to the door. 
 
    “Thank you, you’ve been a great help.” He pulled a card from his wallet and handed it to her. “If you need anything, or remember anything, give me a call.” 
 
    It likely wasn’t the best decision to hand his FBI business card over to a prostitute he’d just slept with, but bad decisions were becoming the norm with him lately.  
 
    Latoya seemed hesitant, but she eventually took the card and shoved it into her jean pocket. 
 
    Stitts got the impression that it would find its way into a trash bin in a matter of minutes, but that was out of his hands.  
 
    “You take care now, Latoya,” Stitts said as he opened the door and watched her leave. “Be safe.” 
 
    For roughly fifteen minutes after she was gone, Stitts ran over all of this new information in his head, trying to piece it together into a cohesive narrative. Every five minutes or so, he pulled out his cell phone and thought about calling Chase. 
 
    Each time, he put the phone away without dialing a number.  
 
    On the third such occasion, his gaze happened upon the mini fridge.  
 
    A quick glance inside revealed that it was restocked. 
 
    And he just couldn’t help himself. 
 
    A little lubrication to ease the mind, to help loosen his thoughts. 
 
    At least, that’s what Stitts told himself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 61 
 
      
 
    With some time to kill before the undercover operation to arrest Rick Griever was set into action, Chase decided to go see Bea Stigurl. It had been some time since the woman’s name had come up, too long, in fact, considering that her confession started this whole investigation.  
 
    Chase followed the directions on her phone to Ridgeview Hospital, thankful that the leak hadn’t been Detective Baines, who was the person she’d entrusted with Bea’s actual location. Truth be told, she’d never suspected the man; she’d been fairly certain who the leak was just by reading their faces the first day she’d arrived in New Mexico. 
 
    And her suspicions had been validated when the media swarmed the University Hospital.  
 
    And yet, while Chase was certain who the leak was, she was still working out the details regarding why the man was providing the press with information. It could just be financial gain—the universal motivator—but Chase wanted to make sure that there were no larger, sinister motives to be unearthed before she confronted him. 
 
    To her surprise, when Chase approached the admissions desk, the secretary, a thin black woman with cornrows, informed her that no one by the name of Bea Stigurl had been admitted.  
 
    I guess the doctor did exactly what Chief Rodriguez asked.  
 
    “Special Agent Chase Adams,” she said under her breath, flashing her badge.  
 
    The woman didn’t even bat an eye. 
 
    “Sorry, we don’t have anyone by that name here. Maybe you should try one of the other hospitals.” 
 
    The secrecy was as encouraging as it was frustrating.  
 
    “Yeah, I know, she’s not ‘here’. Maybe under a different name? Maybe—” 
 
    Chase stopped when she saw Dr. Ryan walking toward her, his nose buried in a file. 
 
    “Dr. Ryan!” Chase hollered, hurrying over to him. 
 
    The doctor looked up, his expression instantly souring. 
 
    “Agent Adams,” he said as he approached. He gave a subtle nod to the secretary who pursed her lips and turned her attention back to her computer monitor. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    Chase lowered her voice. 
 
    “I need to see her again—how’s she doing?” 
 
    The man gave her another look, and Chase could tell that he wanted to tell her to fuck off, to go back from whence she came. But Dr. Ryan must have seen something in her eyes and knew that there was zero chance of that happening because he sighed and tucked the folder under his arm. 
 
    “Come with me,” he said, turning his back to her. Chase hurried to keep up. “She’s doing better, actually. We performed some more tests, and while it was confirmed that she had intercourse recently, there’s no sign of rape or abuse. Except for the wound on her head, everything else was superficial. If I had her medical history, I might be able to tell you more.” 
 
    Chase frowned. The first thing that Chief Rodriguez had done after picking up Bea was run her prints. 
 
    The results had come back negative. Either Bea wasn’t in the system, or she’d forgotten her name, as well.  
 
    “We’re working on it.” 
 
    They walked down another hallway and eventually passed a man who was reading a magazine in the center of the hallway. He wasn’t wearing a uniform, but he was obviously a police officer. This surprised Chase because she couldn’t remember telling the Chief to put Bea under surveillance. She was glad he had, however; they could still keep the woman for another day or so, and if she decided to just up and leave—maybe sell her story to the tabloids on the way out—the shit would really hit the fan.  
 
    “What about her memory? Is her memory coming back at all?” 
 
    “No,” Dr. Ryan said without hesitation. 
 
    Chase’s upper lip curled. Even though they’d made a little progress what with Tom’s contact in Mexico and the discovery of Florence Pasquale, Bea remained an enigma. 
 
    “Doc, I don’t mean to push it, but we’re stuck here. Bea says she has no idea where she came from or what happened before she was picked up. Is there a way to tell if she’s…” Chase paused, deciding not to mince words. “Is there a way to know if she’s telling the truth?” 
 
    Dr. Ryan turned and looked directly into her eyes. 
 
    “A foolproof way? No. But there is a test… the Test of Malingering Memory—the TOMM. It’s not perfect, but it has been used with moderate success for people who are charged with criminal acts and who claim not to remember anything.” 
 
    “Is this something that you can administer or…” Chase let her sentence trail off. 
 
    “No, not me,” the doc answered quickly, shaking his head. “I’ve never done it before. If you put in a formal request—through legitimate channels, this time—I can put in a request for someone else who has experience with the TOMM. You want me to do that?” 
 
    “How long might that take? To find someone, I mean.” 
 
    “A week, maybe more.” 
 
    Chase frowned; that was no good. If Bea ended up being a victim in all this and they didn’t catch the man responsible, there would be a lot of questions about the way they’d treated the woman. 
 
    “I’ll speak to the Chief. Can I talk to her?” 
 
    As she spoke, Chase turned her attention to the window in the door that they’d stopped outside of. Bea Stigurl was lying on the bed, her face turned to one side. She was covered in a sheet, and her right wrist was handcuffed to the bed frame.  
 
    “Are the cuffs necessary?” 
 
    The doctor cast a look at the police officer who was doing his best to appear as if he wasn’t listening to their conversation.  
 
    “Not my decision. And yes, you can talk to her, but this time I’m going in with you.” 
 
    Chase had figured as much. She was in the process of pulling off one of her gloves when she hesitated. 
 
    She wanted to touch Bea again, to see what she’d she seen, but the thought of experiencing the horror again gave Chase pause. 
 
    And there was another reason for her apprehension; Chase was also unsure if this was such a good idea. For the first time since coming in contact with the frozen stiffs in Alaska, she wasn’t sure just how much she could trust her visions.  
 
    With a sigh, Chase put her glove back on and pushed the door open. 
 
    “Okay, doc, let’s figure out what Bea knows, shall we? Let’s see if we can find out what she really remembers.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 62 
 
      
 
    “Make it stop… please. Please, make it stop,” Stacy Workman begged. 
 
    She was curled up in a ball with her hands over her ears, her knees pressed to her chest. 
 
    She’d heard the recording dozens of times now, if not hundreds. Even knowing that the objective of this tape was to break her down psychologically, Stacy was helpless to prevent it. 
 
    Her mind, like her resolve, was starting to crack.  
 
    Several hours ago, Stacy had become so dehydrated that she’d lost the ability to sweat. The existing perspiration had since dried on her skin, making it tacky and her flesh seemed to crinkle with every movement.  
 
    She’d wept, she’d pissed herself, she’d screamed, and, finally, she’d succumbed to sleep. 
 
    Only to be awoken by the recording.  
 
    “Today is May thirteenth, and tomorrow you’ll be dead.” 
 
    Stacy Workman knew every nuance of the man’s voice, his words, his intonation. Which was why when she heard another sound, something new, she immediately withdrew her palms from her ears and looked up.  
 
    The door was open now, and the figure stood in the doorway. 
 
    Stacy immediately scrambled onto all fours and tried to get to the man, begging for him to make it stop.  
 
    To turn off the recording. 
 
    Her crawling came to an abrupt halt when the chain reached its length. The collar bit into her neck, but her skin was so raw from clawing at it that Stacy barely felt the bite.  
 
    The figure was dressed all in black. Through tear-streaked vision, she made out a balaclava with dark eyes buried within.  
 
    “Please,” Stacy begged, her fear ratcheting up another notch.  
 
    Instead of moving toward the man now, she retreated, pressing her back against the wall. 
 
    This man wasn’t her savior, but her captor.  
 
    The man walked right by her, pulling a set of keys out of his jean pocket. 
 
    Hope brimmed inside her then, welling up like the tears that she’d shed, like the sweat she’d expelled from her pores until she had no more liquid to give. 
 
    Maybe he was here to save her after all. 
 
    “Yes, yes, please.” 
 
    But the man didn’t unlock her collar. 
 
    Instead, he went to the toy box by the corner of the room and unlocked it.  
 
    Whimpering, Stacy closed her eyes; she was afraid to look. 
 
    But this didn’t last long. When she heard the sound of metal on metal, she opened her eyes again.  
 
    The man had retrieved something that looked like it could be used to jump-start a car. 
 
    Stacy screamed, but her throat was so sore that she could only manage a dry croak.  
 
    “How many times do you have to hear it to know that nothing you do will help?” The man said in a calm, even tone. “What do I have to do to convince you that tomorrow you’ll be dead?” 
 
    Stacy tried to push herself not against the wall this time, but into it.  
 
    The man chuckled and leaned in close, holding the cables right in front of her face for her to see.  
 
    “Besides, if you scream now, you won’t have anything left for when the real fun starts.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 63 
 
      
 
    The buzzing started the second Chase stepped inside the hospital room. Her first thought was that some of the equipment was malfunctioning, or functioning properly, but when she looked around, she realized that there was very little equipment in the room at all. 
 
    There was an IV bag, and a monitor connected to the dongle on her index finger, providing real-time updates of Bea’s vitals. 
 
    “Bea? Are you awake?” It seemed like a silly question, given that Chase could see that her eyes were open, but she knew from experience that this wasn’t always the case. 
 
    Who knew what the doctors had pumped into her veins?  
 
    “Yes,” the girl replied. As if to prove this point, she blinked. 
 
    Although clearly no longer dehydrated, Bea didn’t look that different from their last encounter: thin, with stringy dark hair.  
 
    While Chase had long since learned her lesson about jumping to conclusions, it was still hard for her to imagine this timid creature kidnapping, let alone murdering, twenty-eight other people. 
 
    What had Tom’s contact told him about what had happened to Florence? 
 
    That she’d been… burned and stretched?  
 
    A shudder traveled up Chase’s spine like a rickety subway car. 
 
    “Do you remember me?” she asked. 
 
    Bea nodded. 
 
    “Good. Do you mind if I ask a few questions?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Do you remember what you said when you were picked up by the police a couple of days ago?” 
 
    Another nod. 
 
    “You said that you killed them, that you killed them all,” Chase reminded her. “Who did you kill, Bea? Who were you referring to?” 
 
    A blank look crossed her face. 
 
    “Right… well, that’s one hell of a strange memory you got there. You remember that you killed them, but don’t remember who. Do you remember how? Do you remember how you killed them?” 
 
    Bea shrugged, and Chase tempered her frustration. 
 
    “Okay, let’s back this up. Where do you live, Bea?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I only know that my name is Bea Stigurl. That’s all I remember.” 
 
    Chase leaned in closer to the lying woman and started to remove one of her gloves. As she did, the buzzing sound grew louder.  
 
    It was more of a hum now, like a large, failing piece of electrical equipment. 
 
    She ground her teeth and tried to pop her ears, to get rid of the pressure that was building in her head.  
 
    It persisted.  
 
    “I want to help you, Bea. I really do. But I can’t help you if you don’t tell me anything.” 
 
    “I can’t remember.” 
 
    Chase moved forward again, this time pressing against the noise as if it were a physical barrier. 
 
    What the hell is that? 
 
    “When I was a young girl,” Chase began, trying to force memories of her actual childhood from her head. “My mom used to sing me this song. It was from a book… Love You Forever. Have you heard of it?” 
 
    Bea shook her head. 
 
    “It goes something like this: I love you forever, I like you always, as long as I’m living, my baby you’ll be,” Chase said in a soft voice.  
 
    “No,” Bea said in that same flat affect. “I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    Chase’s mother had never sung the song to her; that had been a lie. But it had been one of her favorite books growing up. The point of this story was to try to break a hole in Bea’s amnesia.  
 
    She was no expert, but she knew that this sort of memory loss—one that seemed to affect both short- and long-term memory was exceedingly rare. 
 
    Or fabricated entirely.  
 
    “Do you remember your mom singing any songs to you when you were little?” 
 
    Chase slowly started to move her hand closer to Bea’s wrist, the one that was handcuffed to the bed frame.  
 
    “I don’t remember anything about my mom,” Bea whispered. And then, for the first time since Chase entered the room, she turned her head away. 
 
    Chase didn’t know how to interpret this. 
 
    Is she lying about her mom? Or is she just upset because she can’t remember her?  
 
    The only way to find out, Chase decided, was to up the pressure the little bit.  
 
    “That’s okay,” she said softly. “That’s okay. What about Florence? Bea, do you remember Florence Pasquale?” 
 
    And then, after casting a wistful glance over her shoulder at Dr. Ryan who was standing with his arms crossed, Chase casually stroked the back of Bea’s hand.  
 
    The buzzing instantly overcame her, and Chase stumbled.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 64 
 
      
 
    Chase staggered away from the wide-eyed woman on the bed and had to use the wall for support as she made her way to the door. Her vision was blurred, and it took her a moment to realize that she couldn’t open the door because the doctor was standing in front of it.  
 
    “Agent Adams? You okay? What happened?” Dr. Ryan demanded. Normally, Chase would have shrugged off any attempts to help her, but nothing about this was normal. 
 
    She let the doctor help her into the hallway. 
 
    The buzzing… it was in her head, somehow brought on by the hospital room itself.  
 
    But why? 
 
    And then there was the vision… 
 
    The police officer in the hallway rose to his feet, a concerned look on his face. 
 
    The doctor shooed him away. 
 
    “You should sit,” he offered. 
 
    Chase looked at the now empty chair and suddenly felt overcome with revulsion.  
 
    She swallowed hard and shook her head. Bile burned the back of her throat.  
 
    “No, I’ll be—I’ll be fine,” she said, blinking rapidly. Her vision had started to recover, and the buzzing sound was nearly gone.  
 
    “I really think you should sit down—I’ll get you a glass of water. It’s hot in here, and you could be dehydrated.” 
 
    Chase frowned. 
 
    “I have to get out of here,” she said, gently easing the man’s hand off her back and standing up straight. “Can you… can you do that test you told me about? The TOMM? I can’t—we don’t have a week to wait for an expert.” 
 
    Dr. Ryan’s demeanor changed. 
 
    “I told you, Agent Adams, you need an expert—” 
 
    “No, I don’t care about being admissible or whatever. I just need to know… I need to know if she’s lying.” 
 
    Chase closed her eyes tightly and what she’d seen upon touching Bea came rushing back. 
 
    A chair… a worn chair with stirrups and wrist clamps… a blowtorch… some sort of taser, maybe? Is that what caused the buzzing in my head? 
 
    Chase wobbled on her feet, but when Dr. Ryan tried to steady her, she once again pushed him away. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said dryly. “Can you administer the test, or not?” 
 
    Dr. Ryan stared at her for several seconds before answering. 
 
    “I can do it.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Worried that if she stayed in the hospital any longer that she might be admitted, Chase turned away from the doctor and started down the hall, fighting the urge to use the wall for support. 
 
    “Hey!” Dr. Ryan hollered after her. “You should sit down, have a glass of water.” 
 
    Chase ignored the man and swallowed hard. It was only then that she tasted something odd in her mouth. 
 
    It was… rubber? 
 
    For some reason, Chase immediately thought of a mouth guard, even though she hadn’t seen anything remotely similar to one in her vision. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    Chase gagged but somehow managed to keep moving. 
 
    “Agent Adams, where are you going?” 
 
    To catch the bastard who did this to Bea. To catch the bastard who did those horrible things to all those girls. 
 
    With every step Chase took, her gait started to return to normal. By the time she reached the admissions area, she was standing tall, taking large, deliberate strides. 
 
    And I won’t stop until I do.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PART V – Be Still 
 
      
 
    TWO DAYS AGO 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 65 
 
      
 
    “Are you working, honey? ‘Cuz if you’re working, you gotta go talk to Griever.” 
 
    Chase offered a smile to the woman in the daisy dukes and black T-shirt. She had hair that swirled about her shoulders, and her lips were a shade of red that was far too bright for her complexion. 
 
    “Uh—working?” Chase asked, trying to sound naïve. 
 
    The woman placed a hand on her hip and gave her an up-down. 
 
    “Don’t be playing games with me, honey; I seen you walking up and down the street three or four times already. Either you’re looking to score or you’re working. And judging by how clean you is, I doubt you lookin’ for a lil’ smack.” 
 
    Chase’s smile faltered. 
 
    Clean… yeah, I’m clean. For now. 
 
    “I’m just… well, you know.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” The woman switched hands on her hip. “We all ‘know’. But you a pretty white girl, and it don’t even look like you got any miles on ya. If I was you, I wouldn’t even start with the ‘you knows’. I would just try to get a job.” 
 
    Chase averted her eyes, and she felt her face flush. 
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to do.” 
 
    “Look, girl, I ain’t gonna be the one to tell you what to do. Only thing I gonna tell you is that if you wanna be workin’ out here, on these streets, you gotta talk to Griever. That, and the fact that it ain’t safe out here these days.” 
 
    Chase’s eyes shot up.  
 
    She’d been raped and… stretched… by tools or something… 
 
    “I can look after myself,” she replied with a stern expression. 
 
    The woman pressed her bright red lips together. 
 
    “Ain’t nobody can protect themselves from the devil, hon.” 
 
    Chase just stared and eventually the woman sighed, and her posture relaxed. 
 
    “You ain’t up for this, hon. Just go home.” 
 
    “I thought you weren’t going to tell me what to do, huh? What if I am up for this? What if I want to meet this… Griever… then what?” 
 
    The woman pulled a pack of cigarettes out of her back pocket and lit one up. As she smoked, her eyes remained locked on Chase. She must have seen something in Chase’s eyes, a hardness that didn’t match her physical demeanor because eventually she just shrugged. 
 
    “Up to you.” The woman exhaled a thick cloud of smoke. “You don’t find Griever, honey, he finds you. Go inside the bar and grab a drink. If he likes you, he’ll let you know.” 
 
    Chase followed the woman’s gaze to the bar behind her—The Copper Sip. It was a surprisingly upscale looking pub, and not what she’d expected when first Chief Rodriguez and now this street worker told her that Rick Griever liked to hang out here. 
 
    Rick Griever in his oversized white T-shirt covered in stains, his eyes red, his shaggy blond hair a mess. 
 
    “A drink? I don’t—” 
 
    “I got you covered, hon,” the woman said, pulling a five-dollar bill from her back pocket, and holding it out. 
 
    Chase looked at the bill for a moment, and the woman nodded encouragingly. 
 
    “Go on, take it. But if I were you, I’d use it to get a bus ticket and get out of this place, rather than buy a drink. Like I said, it ain’t safe.”  
 
    Chase grabbed the bill. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said softly, before hurrying across the street. 
 
    “Be safe,” the woman hollered after her. “The Devil’s out there, hon, and he’s looking for blood.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 66 
 
      
 
    “That’s him,” Chief Rodriguez said, leaning forward, and aiming a finger at the monitor. “That’s Rick Griever.” 
 
    Floyd Montgomery squinted. They’d managed to set up a rudimentary surveillance system inside The Copper Sip, thanks to an eager proprietor who would much rather Rick Griever not frequent his bar, which mostly comprised of tapping into their existing CCTV system.  
 
    The quality, however, left something to be desired.  
 
    Floyd could see Chase sitting at the bar sipping what looked like a rum and coke that she’d bought with the money the hooker had given her. 
 
    They’d watched her, too, the prostitute with the red lipstick. After Chase had entered the bar, she’d immediately pulled out her cell phone and placed a call.  
 
    Less than five minutes later, Rick had appeared, exchanged a few words with red-lips, and then entered the bar. 
 
    Chief Rodriguez’s finger followed the man from the front entrance to the seat next to Chase. Then he pulled out his walkie-talkie. 
 
    “You getting this, Tom? That’s our guy—blond hair, long sleeve T-shirt. Next to Agent Adams.” 
 
    In the very periphery of the monitor, Floyd caught sight of Tom Cable as he tucked his chin into his collar. 
 
    “Got it,” the reply came from the Chief’s walkie. 
 
    Floyd scanned the entire image, trying to locate Agent Bellefontaine. He was in the bar somewhere but was hidden out of sight. 
 
    Floyd wasn’t sure if this was a good or a bad thing.  
 
    Even though he knew that Chase going undercover was their best chance of capturing Rick Griever, he shared Stitts’s apprehension. Part of him wished that she’d taken her partner’s advice. 
 
    In The Copper Sip, Chase was exposed. Sure, Tom was there, and he seemed more than capable, as was Agent Bellefontaine, but all it took was a few seconds for Rick to pull out a blade and stick Chase with it. 
 
    No, that’s not how the killer works, Floyd reminded himself. According to Stitts’s profile, their killer was a narcissist who was obsessed with control. He was more likely to abandon Chase as a target as he was to do something to her here. 
 
    For twelve years the man had evaded suspicion, let alone capture, and not even Chase would be able to get under his skin enough to get him to lash out in public… probably not, anyway.  
 
    “All eyes on the target,” Chief Rodriguez said softly. 
 
    “A-a-are we going to take him d-d-d-down now?” Floyd stammered. He bit his lip hard, trying to regain his focus and stop his stutter. 
 
    Floyd Montgomery, Floyd Montgomery, Floyd Montgomery.  
 
    He repeated his own name in his head, a trick his speech therapist had taught him to stem his stutter when he got anxious or nervous. 
 
    He was both now.  
 
    “If we grab him, he’ll clam up and we might never find out what happened to those girls. Let’s stick to the plan, let Chase talk to him. See if she can get him to run his mouth.” 
 
    Floyd grimaced. He was familiar with what had happened in Chicago, even though he hadn’t been there.  
 
    The Chief must have seen him fidgeting because he leaned in close and said, “We’ve got eyes on her, Floyd, nothing’s going to happen. Don’t worry.”  
 
    The man meant well, but he didn’t know Chase the way Floyd did. He didn’t know how, with her, things could go from fine to downright disastrous in a matter of moments. 
 
    “Y-y-yeah, I—” 
 
    Floyd stopped speaking when Rick Griever’s voice suddenly filled the back of the van they’d turned into a makeshift command center. 
 
    “Think I can buy you another drink?” 
 
    Chase looked bashful. 
 
    “No, I’ll be all right. I can buy my own.” 
 
    The man smiled and leaned in close. 
 
    “A little birdie told me that you might be running low on cash and that you were looking for a way to make more. C’mon, let me buy you a drink.” 
 
    Rick suddenly reached out and brushed at Chase’s hair, causing Floyd’s entire body to tense. 
 
    Chase shook him off, but in doing so the mic buried in her shirt erupted in static. 
 
    Floyd recoiled and covered his ears.  
 
    “Jesus, turn that down,” Chief Rodriguez ordered. 
 
    Floyd, still reeling, reached for the large volume dial, and turned it down a few notches.  
 
    On screen, Rick was calling for the bartender. After the man approached, he leaned over the counter and they exchanged a few words and a nod. Their voices were too low for Chase’s mic to pick up anything other than residual static.  
 
    “You catch that?” Chief Rodriguez asked. 
 
    Floyd shook his head.  
 
    Rick was speaking to Chase again, but this time they heard nothing from the speakers.  
 
    Floyd cautiously turned the volume back up, ready to stop the second static filled the back of the van. 
 
    But no matter how high he turned the knob, he still heard nothing.  
 
    “Floyd, what happened to the audio? Did you turn it back up?” 
 
    “I did—I did. I don’t know what happened—might’ve shorted out or something. I’m getting nothing, here.” 
 
    His anxiety increasing now, Floyd started to fiddle with all the knobs, trying to get something out of the speakers. But he could only manage a high-pitched hiss. 
 
    “I-I-I can’t g-g-g-get—” 
 
    The rear door to the van suddenly flew open, and Floyd and Chief Rodriguez whipped around, their hands instinctively going to the weapons on their hips.  
 
    “Where is she?” Stitts demanded in a slurred voice as he struggled to hoist himself inside. “Where the fuck is Chase?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 67 
 
      
 
    “Agent Stitts—she’s fine, your partner is fine,” Chief Rodriguez implored, stepping between the man and their equipment. 
 
    Stitts glared at the Chief, then turned his attention to Floyd. 
 
    “You let her go undercover? You let her go undercover, even knowing everything you do about Chase? You served her up to a pimp and murderer on a silver platter? A drug dealer?” 
 
    “I–I–I–I d-d-d-don’t—” 
 
    “You don’t what, Floyd? Where the hell is she?” 
 
    Stitts hadn’t bothered to close the van door behind him and now the sounds of the street were becoming louder, and people were starting to take notice of them.  
 
    But he didn’t give a shit.  
 
    Not after what Latoya had told him about el Diablo.  
 
    “Where the fuck is she, Floyd?”  
 
    Chief Rodriguez puffed his chest out. 
 
    “Agent Stitts, you need to calm down,” he instructed. 
 
    Stitts scowled. 
 
    “This is my case, Chief. You called the FBI in, begged for our help, so don’t think you can just take over now. Stay the fuck out of this.” 
 
    The Chief’s eyes narrowed, but he took a small step backward. Satisfied that the man wouldn’t do anything stupid, Stitts looked at Floyd again but did so a little too quickly and he momentarily lost his balance.  
 
    He braced himself on the back of Floyd’s chair and then leaned close to the monitor. 
 
    Alcohol made his breath heavy and was practically seeping from his pores, but Stitts didn’t care. After all, he was the one in charge here. 
 
    He was the senior agent.  
 
    “Where is she, Floyd?” he asked for what felt like the hundredth time  
 
    Floyd’s eyes flicked to the monitor.  
 
    “The bar,” he replied meekly. “She’s sitting at the bar across the street.” 
 
    Stitts leaned even closer to the monitor, trying to focus.  
 
    “Where? I don’t—”  
 
    His hand on the back of Floyd’s chair slipped and he nearly smashed his face on the desk.  
 
    “God damnit—I don’t see her!” 
 
    Floyd leaned around him. 
 
    “She’s—wh-what? She was right there!” 
 
    Panic suddenly welled inside Stitts. 
 
    He took the time to examine every person in the video feed, which took some doing as his head kept drooping. 
 
    Chase wasn’t there. 
 
    “Where is she?” he shouted. 
 
    Behind him, he heard Chief Rodriguez click the button on his walkie. 
 
    “Tom? You have eyes on Agent Adams?” 
 
    There was a second of crackle before the man replied. 
 
    “Negative.” 
 
    Stitts had heard enough. 
 
    He pushed back from the desk and then pulled his gun from his holster. 
 
    “Agent Stitts, maybe—” 
 
    Stitts bumped Chief Rodriguez with his shoulder, knocking the man out of the way. As he jumped from the van with gun in hand, several passersby pointed at him, while one couple actually screamed and jumped into a nearby bush. 
 
    That’s the world we live in now, Stitts thought incomprehensibly. In the past, people would have assumed that I’m a cop or some sort of authority figure; now, people see a gun and think of mass shootings.  
 
    “FBI,” he yelled. His words were so slurred that the acronym came out sounding like evvvvbyiy. “Out of the way!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 68 
 
      
 
    “I heard it’s dangerous out there,” Chase said. Even though she was playing it up, her head had started to spin a little. After just two drinks, it was clear that at least one of them had been dosed with something. Still, Chase wasn’t overly concerned. Both Tom Cable and Agent Bellefontaine were close by.  
 
    “It can be,” Rick replied. He leaned in close, sniffing her hair, her throat.  
 
    Chase wanted to reach out and touch him then, to see, but she was hesitant. If she spooked him, if he was tipped off, then the gig was up. Even if she was convinced that this was their man, it was going to be a tall task to convince a jury of her highly tuned subconscious. 
 
    She could imagine trying to get her visions admitted into evidence.  
 
    What Chase needed to do, was keep the man talking, to get Rick Griever to incriminate himself on tape.  
 
    “And you can protect me?” As she spoke, Chase leaned even closer, her arm slowly moving toward the man’s face. The whole sniffing thing was creeping her the hell out, but she suppressed her revulsion.  
 
    Rick Griever suddenly pulled back, his expression becoming serious. 
 
    “I run the streets, sweetheart. If you’re with me, nobody will fuck with you.” 
 
    “But the lady outside…” Chase let her sentence trail off. 
 
    “Yeah, what about her? She’s one of mine.” 
 
    Chase was beginning to think that it would be easier just to put this sleazebag into a headlock and make him talk.  
 
    “Well, she said that the streets were dangerous. That there’s a devil out there.” 
 
    Rick made a face. He was ugly to begin with—the man had greasy skin, smelled like BO and alcohol, and his teeth were caked with plaque—but this expression made him downright hideous.  
 
    Not only was he a dealer, a pimp, and a potential murder, but Chase had a sneaking suspicion that he was a crackhead to boot. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The Devil… she said that the devil is out there and if I’m not—” 
 
    Rick suddenly grabbed her shoulders and stared into her eyes. 
 
    “There ain’t no fuckin’ devil out there. That’s just some bullshit Mexican fairy-tale garbage. You see any guys out there fuckin’ wit’ her? Huh? You see any bruises on her?” 
 
    Chase winced. 
 
    “No, but—” 
 
    Rick tightened his grip. 
 
    “Then there ain’t no fuckin’ Devil.” 
 
    Chase averted her eyes. 
 
    “You’re hurting me,” she whispered. 
 
    Rick eased the pressure on her arms but didn’t let go completely. 
 
    “Yeah, you gonna work wit’ me.” 
 
    Chase, unsure of whether this was a question or a statement, looked up again.  
 
    “Can you really protect me?” she raised her hand, intending on gently caressing his cheek. “Can you—” 
 
    The bathroom door suddenly opened so aggressively that it banged loudly against the back wall. 
 
    Rick spun around, a difficult task given the tight confines of the stall in which they stood and started to open the door. 
 
    “Who the fuck—” 
 
    Chase reached for him then, knowing that this might be her last chance to touch the man. 
 
    “FBI!” a familiar voice shouted. 
 
    Rick suddenly extended his free arm and planted a palm directly in the center of Chase’s chest. 
 
    The thrust caught her off guard and whatever he had spiked her drink with was stronger than she expected. Instead of planting her feet, Chase stumbled backward, her back colliding painfully with the toilet. 
 
    “FBI!” Stitts shouted again. “You touch her, and I’ll kill you!”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 69 
 
      
 
    Stitts stepped into The Copper Sip with his gun lowered. There was soft music playing from invisible speakers and he had to shout over the noise to get people’s attention.  
 
    “Where is she?”  
 
    Most patrons who looked at him didn’t even notice the gun at first. 
 
    “The woman that was just seated at the bar… where is she?” 
 
    Stitts heard someone mumble something about how he had a gun, and eyes widened. Knowing that there would be a stampede to the door in a matter of seconds, he fumbled to withdraw his badge from his pocket. He nearly dropped the damn thing, which, given the way two beefy men with balled fists were slowly inching toward him, would have been a disaster for everyone. 
 
    “FBI,” he exclaimed, holding out his badge. Realizing that it was upside down, he flipped it over. “Tell me where she is.” 
 
    A hand came down on his shoulder and Stitts turned, raising the gun. 
 
    “Calm down,” Tom Cable instructed him.  
 
    Stitts shook free and shoved him backward. 
 
    “Don’t you fucking tell me what to do, rent-a-cop,” then, to the bar, which had since started to clear out, he asked again for Chase’s whereabouts. 
 
    The only person to reply was Tom. 
 
    “Take it easy, she’s here.” 
 
    Stitts glowered at him. 
 
    “Yeah? Where?” Behind Tom, he saw Agent Bellefontaine approaching. “You guys were supposed to be—” 
 
    “She’s in the boys’ bathroom,” a woman suddenly piped up. 
 
    Stitts stared at her for a moment, then quickly scanned the bar for the bathroom. At some point, the lights had clicked on, and he quickly found the iconic sign. 
 
    “Agent—” 
 
    “Fuck off,” Stitts snapped as he hurried toward the bathroom. Behind him, Stitts heard the door open and then Chief Rodriguez did his best to calm The Copper Sip’s few remaining patrons.  
 
    His focus was singular now: find Chase. 
 
    After slipping his FBI badge back into his pocket, he flung the door to the bathroom open so hard that it rebounded and struck him in the shoulder, effectively shoving him inside  
 
    “FBI!”  
 
    He could see two sets of feet below one of the stall doors and he walked directly toward it. 
 
    “FBI!” Stitts shouted as it started to open. “You touch her, and I’ll kill you!” 
 
    A grunt came from the stall, just as the door swung wide. 
 
    At first, Stitts wasn’t sure what he was seeing. A woman with smoky eyeshadow and bright red lips was slumped against the toilet and a homeless man stood in her path, a sneer on his greasy face. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” the man demanded. 
 
    Stitts looked past him and at the woman.  
 
    “Chase?” he asked, his voice faltering. “Are you—” 
 
    It was Chase, he realized, only he’d never seen her like this before. It wasn’t just what she was wearing—a tight skirt and skimpy top—but also the expression on her face: she looked positively shocked.  
 
    Stitts raised the gun and aimed it right between the man’s eyes. 
 
    “Get away from her,” he ordered. 
 
    Confusion spread across the man’s face like wildfire. 
 
    “Get the fuck away from her!” 
 
    Chase slid by the man with little effort. She exited the stall, her expression changing with every step. 
 
    Shock transitioned into fury.  
 
    “Stitts, what the hell are you doing? We almost—” 
 
    But Stitts was drunk and blind with rage now. His hand was also shaking, and their suspect, a man who craved control, looked as if he was about to burst into tears. 
 
    “Look, I dunno who the fuck—” 
 
    “You took her. You kidnapped her,” Stitts hissed from between clenched teeth. 
 
    At his side, Chase was calmly telling him to lower his weapon. 
 
    Stitts didn’t listen. 
 
    “I got no idea what you’re talking about. Just put the gun down, man.” 
 
    “You took her… you were going to kill her like all the others.” His finger tensed on the trigger and Rick Griever whimpered. 
 
    “You’re crazy… I… I…” he turned and pleaded with Chase. “Tell him! Tell him!” 
 
    Stitts was in the process of taking another step forward and adjusting his aim when an arm slid beneath his armpit. In one smooth motion, Chief Rodriguez had successfully pried the gun from his hand. 
 
    “Rick Griever, you’re under arrest,” the Chief said. 
 
    Given the profile that he’d generated, Stitts expected the man to obey. But he tensed anyway; he’d been wrong before, after all. 
 
    Part of Stitts wished that Rick protested, put up a fight, which would give him cause to escalate the situation. 
 
    As if it hadn’t gone far enough as it was. 
 
    But Rick Griever disappointed him by flinging his hands in the air.  
 
    “Yeah—yeah, sure, whatever, man. Just get this crazy fuck away from me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 70 
 
      
 
    “Someone get me a napkin,” Chase barked. “Get me a damn napkin.” 
 
    Floyd handed her one, and she aggressively wiped at first her lips, then started to work on her eyeshadow.  
 
    “What happened? What the hell happened? I was just about to get him to talk.” 
 
    Floyd shrugged. 
 
    “Agent Stitts came in, demanded to know where you were and then went straight for the bar.” 
 
    Chase looked skyward and swore loudly.  
 
    “W-w-we tried to stop him.” 
 
    There was a crowd building around their van, and the media couldn’t be far behind.  
 
    So much for an undercover operation.  
 
    “And where’s Stitts now?” 
 
    Floyd pointed at Chief Rodriguez, who was trying to convince Stitts to get into a police car—the passenger seat, she noted. 
 
    He should be getting in the back.  
 
    “And Rick Griever? Where’s he?” 
 
    Floyd moved his finger to another cop car, where she saw Agent Bellefontaine speaking to one of the officers. Rick was in the backseat, his head hung low, his hair dangling in front of his face. 
 
    “What are you going to do with them?” Floyd asked. 
 
    Them—not him, as in Rick, but them.  
 
    It was clear that even Floyd, he of the calm demeanor, the unwillingness to offend, to overstep his junior status, was fed up.  
 
    Stitts had gone too far this time. It was one thing to call her out in front of the team, it was another to barge into a public space with his gun drawn.  
 
    “I’m gonna take them to the station,” she said, before changing her mind. “Actually, I’ve got a better idea.” 
 
    Chase hustled across the street and signaled Chief Rodriguez. She tried best to keep her gait even, natural, but there was no denying that the drug that Rick had spiked her drink with was still present in her system. As she approached, Stitts tried to make eye contact with her, but she deliberately avoided his gaze. 
 
    “Chief, I’ll take it from here,” she said. The Chief raised an eyebrow, forcing Chase to reiterate the command.  
 
    She felt a pang of guilt for the man; sure, he’d asked for the FBI to come in, and he seemed to be one of only a handful of people who gave a shit about what happened to the missing girls, but he hadn’t asked for this. 
 
    The bickering, the blatant disregard for anything that came close to resembling procedure. 
 
    Eventually, Chief Rodriguez nodded and started to walk away, his shoulders slumped.  
 
    “Chase, I—” 
 
    Chase held up a finger, silencing her partner. She waited until the Chief was out of earshot, and then confronted Stitts. 
 
    “I was undercover, you asshole. I was gonna get him to admit to taking the girls. You ruined it.” 
 
    Stitts made a face and shook his head. 
 
    “No, no, I saved you. That guy, he grabbed you, and he was going to—” 
 
    Chase felt like striking him just then. Sure, over the years that they’d worked together, Stitts had annoyed her on more than one occasion. But until this moment, she’d never considered striking her partner. 
 
    She owed him a lot—her life, plus some—but he’d gone from being a nuisance to compromising the situation.  
 
    And her life was worth less than the lives of twenty-eight missing girls. 
 
    It was simple mathematics.  
 
    Chase took a deep breath and looked down at her gloved hands that were balled into fists. 
 
    She deliberately stretched her fingers straight. 
 
    “I had it under control. I was the one who led Rick to the bathroom, and I was going to get him to talk.” 
 
    Stitts balked. 
 
    “Are you high? I was—” 
 
    That was the final straw. 
 
    Without thinking, Chase lashed out, but not closed-fisted as she’d initially wanted to. Instead, she slapped Stitts across the face. Her glove softened the blow, but it was still forceful enough to send his head to the opposite side. 
 
    Like some sort of demon, he slowly ratcheted his face back to center, hatred in his eyes.  
 
    “After everything I’ve done for you, this is how you treat me?” 
 
    Chase stood her ground. 
 
    “Go back to the hotel, Stitts. No, better yet, go get your shit from the hotel, go to the airport, and go home.” 
 
    “What?” he gaped. “This is my case—my case. You don’t tell me what to do.” 
 
    Realizing that their spat had drawn most of the crowd’s attention by now, Chase considered what they must look like, with him drunk and her dressed up like a trashy prostitute.  
 
    She stepped forward and lowered her voice. 
 
    “This was never your case, Stitts. It was my case from the start. It was my case the day I walked into Director Hampton’s office, and you weren’t there. When you staggered in late, hungover. Now go home.” 
 
    “Oh really? Well, while you were with Rick, I met someone who knows about el Diablo, a hooker who slept with a police officer—” 
 
    Chase lowered her chin to her chest and leveled an icy stare at Stitts. If her eyes could shoot lasers, she would’ve incinerated her partner long ago. 
 
    “Go. Home.” 
 
    Maybe it was the look, or maybe it was something in her voice. But for some reason, Stitts suddenly turned and walked away. 
 
    Just like that. Not another word. 
 
    Chase watched him go, and when he was finally lost in the crowd, she turned her attention to those who had gathered outside The Copper Sip. 
 
    “Go home,” she repeated, raising her voice. “All of you, just go home.” 
 
    Unlike Stitts, nobody listened. 
 
    Frustrated, Chase searched for Chief Rodriguez. She found him standing beside Agent Bellefontaine and the police cruiser that held Rick Griever. Still a little wobbly, her determination was the only thing that spurred her movements. 
 
    “What the hell—” the man started, but Chase cut him off. 
 
    “Take Rick back to the station, put him in an interrogation room. But I don’t want a single person to talk to him,” Chase instructed. “Not a single person—not you, not a member of your team, not Agent Bellefontaine. You got that?” 
 
    Chief Rodriguez nodded and then immediately turned to the closest officer.  
 
    “Keys,” he ordered. The man looked confused, and the Chief held out his hand. “Keys. You can take my car, but I’m taking the suspect in.” 
 
    Satisfied that her demands would be met, Chase raised her gaze to the crowd. She was searching for Stitts, wanting to make sure that he hadn’t changed his mind and returned. 
 
    But her partner was gone. 
 
    She hoped, for his sake, for all their sakes, that Stitts had taken her seriously and would find himself on a flight back to Virginia before the sun rose in the morning. 
 
    If he didn’t, things were bound to get ugly. 
 
    Chase shook her head, trying to come to terms with how fucked up this entire day had been, starting with waiting for Stitts outside of Sevillita, to watching him walk away from The Copper Sip, his tail between his legs. 
 
    No, things wouldn’t get ugly if Stitts stayed in Albuquerque. They would get downright hideous.  
 
    Chase would make sure of it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 71 
 
      
 
    “You feeling all right?” Floyd asked when Chase finally made it back to the police station. “You look a little… off.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Chase replied, taking another gulp of hot coffee. 
 
    The truth was that she didn’t quite feel normal; not yet, anyway. Whatever Rick had slipped her was powerful stuff and if she—with her ‘experience’—was feeling the effects, then she was fairly certain that the other girls didn’t have a chance.  
 
    “Just tired.” 
 
    Chase raised her eyes and stared at Rick Griever through the two-way mirror. With Stitts’s gun no longer trained at his forehead, the man’s demeanor had reverted back to its former state: defiant, arrogant, self-important. 
 
    In a nutshell, he fit Stitts’s profile of the killer. But was he their man? 
 
    Chase wasn’t sure. And now that she didn’t trust her ‘voodoo’, touching the man would bring no more clarity to the issue. Instead, she had to resort to more traditional investigative means.   
 
    Chief Rodriguez was in the room with her, as were Floyd, Agent Bellefontaine, and Tom Cable. They were all awaiting her instructions, and all looked how Chase felt: exhausted. 
 
    But there was still work to be done today. If there was any shred of hope that just one of the missing girls was still alive, they needed to tread lightly with Rick Griever. They also needed to be tactful, subtle, and yet, they needed answers.  
 
    Chase sighed heavily and then addressed Chief Rodriguez. 
 
    “I’ve got an idea,” she began, “But it’s gonna take some cooperation—everybody’s cooperation.”  
 
    Chief Rodriguez rubbed his eyes.  
 
    “I’m at my wit’s end here, Agent Adams. Seriously. I can’t—” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’ll like this,” Chase continued. “But if it’s going to work, everyone has to play their part.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got a 10-58 out at Rockwell Mall,” Chief Rodriguez said as he stepped into the hallway. His voice was loud enough to command the attention of all officers within earshot. “Potential for a 10-65—highly volatile situation. Detectives Baines and Simple, I want you to ride with me. Every other available officer should be prepared to help evacuate, should it come to that.” 
 
    Chase slipped behind the Chief and brought her phone to her ear. 
 
    “Yeah, okay. Got it,” she said to dead air, and then lifted her eyes. “Floyd, you come with me. There’s been a development at the hospital—we need to go speak to Bea again.” 
 
    “What about me?” Agent Bellefontaine asked. 
 
    “The media has finally been cleared out of Sevillita. Head back there and look for Agent Workman’s vehicle.”  
 
    This was the only part of the charade that was actually real; Agent Workman had been missing going on twenty-plus hours now, and her partner’s concern was palpable. 
 
    Officer Price leaned out of his office to see what all the commotion was about. 
 
    “10-58 out at Rockwell,” Chief Rodriguez repeated. “Going to need some help making sure that everyone gets out okay.” 
 
    “What about Rick? You just going to leave him in there?” Price asked, lifting his chin toward the door to Interrogation Room 1.  
 
    The Chief looked to Chase, who shrugged. 
 
    “Let them stew, let him veg. He’s too hopped up right now to give us anything. When he crashes later tonight, we’ll bring him some food, see if he’ll open up then. Wanna keep an eye on him?” 
 
    Officer Price nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    “All right, I’m off to visit Bea again—had the doctor administer a test to see if she’s telling the truth about not being able to remember anything about what happened before she was picked up. I shouldn’t be more than an hour.”  
 
    Chase patted Office Price on the back, then exchanged a look with Chief Rodriguez, who proceeded to round up the detectives and several stray police officers. 
 
    Chase then gestured toward the front of the station, and Floyd led the way out. 
 
    “An hour,” she hollered over her shoulder. “I’ll be back in an hour. No one is to talk to Rick during that time, got it?” 
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    “Let me guess… we’re not going to the hospital, are we?” Floyd asked as he slid into the passenger seat of Chase’s rental. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Instead of elaborating, Chase just sat in silence. That was another thing that she liked about Floyd; the man could just sit quietly without the need to fill the air with chatter.  
 
    She waited until Chief Rodriguez and his men left the station, then just continued to sit there for another two minutes. The Chief returned, this time without the two detectives in his car. He parked beside Chase and they nodded at each other and then stepped out.  
 
    Together the three of them made their way back inside the station, this time going around the back. Remaining silent, the Chief led them to a private office just inside the rear entrance.  
 
    As Chief Rodriguez began fiddling with some audio equipment, Chase finally turned to Floyd and explained what they were doing. She told him about the hospital ploy, and about the ruse of leaving the station. 
 
    “But won’t he just turn off the audio equipment in Interrogation Room 1?” Floyd asked. “I mean, he can’t be that naive, can he?” 
 
    Chase grinned. 
 
    “Oh, I expect he will. But that’s why I stuck a mic to him, when I patted him on the back. We getting audio on that, Chief?” 
 
    Instead of answering, Chief Rodriguez flicked a button and a dull hiss suddenly came from one of the archaic-looking speakers. Chase listened closely and realized that she could hear the sound of someone breathing.  
 
    “Perfect,” she said, still smiling. Finally, something that she’d planned seemed to be working out. 
 
    “What do we do now, then?” Floyd asked.  
 
    “Now, we wait,” Chase replied. “Now, we wait.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    And wait they did. They waited for nearly half an hour, during which time the most interesting thing they overheard was humming of Lil Nas X’s Old Town Road, followed by what seemed to be an hour-long piss. 
 
    So far, the man made no attempt to speak to Rick Griever.  
 
    Chase was starting to become concerned, thinking that maybe she’d confused which hospital she’d given to whom, and turned to Chief Rodriguez. 
 
    The man’s lips were twisted in a frown, a clear indication that he was conflicted. The Chief had begrudgingly gone along with her plan, but he wasn’t happy about it.  
 
    While Chase didn’t blame him, personal feelings had no place here.  
 
    Stitts had remarked that their unsub was likely a man of uniform, and if someone in the Chief’s department was involved in the prostitutes’ disappearances, then this was the best way to suss them out.  
 
    “I said I’d be gone for an hour, right?” Chase asked absently. 
 
    Floyd nodded.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    After listening to the breathing from the speakers for another five minutes, Chief Rodriguez cleared his throat.  
 
    “You really think that someone in my department is involved with Rick? That together they kidnapped all those girls?”  
 
    Chase shrugged. 
 
    “Maybe,” she replied honestly. “You heard Agent Stitts; we’re looking for someone in a position of authority, and if there is a tandem of killers out there? One would be well established as the alpha, the other the beta.” 
 
    “Well, Rick would definitely be the alpha, here.” 
 
    Chase thought about being pressed close to the man in the bathroom stall, smelling his BO, his sour breath. 
 
    She shuddered. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “But he’s a good kid, one of my better men. I just… well, it’s hard to believe he could be involved, really.” 
 
    Chase understood the man’s apprehension; in truth, it was difficult to accept that anybody was capable of torture, of rape, of premeditated murder. But she also knew that most of the time, serial killers weren’t mentally deranged vagrants who go on a twenty-four-hour murder spree. They were calm and calculated. They were your next-door neighbor, your uncle, your cousin, someone you’d least expect. 
 
    That’s how they evaded detection for so long.  
 
    “You ever read The Tipping Point by Malcolm Gladwell?” Floyd suddenly asked. 
 
    Chase shook her head. 
 
    “Well, he talks a lot of a particular moment in time where the scales of balance suddenly tip. Maybe that’s the case with our killer. One day, they’re trucking along normally, the next—” 
 
    Floyd fell silent when they heard the sound of a door opening come through the speakers.  
 
    “Price, thank God, man; you gotta get me out of this shit. It’s fucked up.”  
 
    Chief Rodriguez gaped, and Chase felt his pain. She thought that having her suspicions vindicated would offer her some relief, but the opposite was true.  
 
    Chase felt worse knowing that the elaborate trap that she’d set had worked.  
 
    “I can’t,” Officer Price replied in a hushed tone. “This is some bad shit, Rick. Did you really… did you really have something to do with the girls who went missing?” 
 
    “What? No, man. I got nothin’ to do with that. All that el Diablo Devil’s Den crap is all bullshit. Those girls just done run off. You have to get me out of this.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Officer Price reiterated. “There’s nothing I can do. The goddamn FBI is here, and this one Agent… she’s a hound dog. She’s not going to give up. And this isn’t like before—this is serious. Those girls… they think they’re dead.” 
 
    “They’re not dead, they just run off. I told you. Goddamn aliens went back to their shithole of a country, that’s all.” 
 
    “How can you—” 
 
    “Just get me the fuck out of here, Price.” 
 
    “I told you—” 
 
    “Oh, you told me? All right, well, how ‘bout I tell your fuckin’ wetback boss about that hooker you nailed, huh? How ‘bout that? Maybe you’re the one who’s offing those girls… trying to cover up what you did.” 
 
    “Don’t even—” 
 
    “Well, you messed up, Price. Latoya still works for me, and if I tell her to come forward, she will—you bet your ass she will.” 
 
    “That was years ago, and I already helped you out, already paid you back.”  
 
    Chase’s brow furrowed. 
 
    This wasn’t how she expected the conversation to go. There was always the possibility that the two men were conversing in code, but having been in Rick’s presence before, Chase doubted it. 
 
    The man was just too dumb to come up with something this sophisticated.  
 
    And he was supposed to be the alpha. 
 
    If Stitts were here, he’d— 
 
    Chase suddenly froze. Thinking about Stitts had reminded her of the man’s final words before she’d banished him back to Virginia. Words that she hadn’t even considered until now. 
 
    …a hooker who slept with a police officer… 
 
    “Fuck,” Chase breathed. 
 
    Rick Griever wasn’t smart enough to speak in code, and he wasn’t smart enough to abduct twenty-eight women over a thirteen-year period and remain hidden in plain sight, either. 
 
    And Officer Price’s next words confirmed Chase’s theory.  
 
    “Look, I told your sister about the Sevillita search and which hospital they were keeping the girl. I’m done, man. One mistake years ago… I’m not doing anything else for you. You can blackmail me all you want, but I’m done.” 
 
    And there it was, the reason why Price was leaking information to the press. 
 
    In her mind, Chase pictured the blond-haired reporter that she’d met outside the police station upon arriving at the Northwest Area Command. If you scrubbed the grime off Rick Griever, fixed his teeth, his skin, and put a blonde wig on him? 
 
    Yeah, it was the man’s sister all right.  
 
    “Fuck,” Chase said more loudly this time. 
 
    Chief Rodriguez looked over at her. 
 
    “What? What is it?” 
 
    “They’re not our guys.”  
 
    When this information sank in, she repeated the claim. 
 
    “No, they’re not,” Floyd concurred.  
 
    Chase sighed and told Chief Rodriguez to switch off the audio. 
 
    “Don’t you want to wait a little longer?” he asked. 
 
    Chase shook her head. 
 
    “No. They don’t know anything. Turn it off.”  
 
    Sure, her sting operation had worked perfectly; the only problem was, they’d captured the wrong men. 
 
    Which meant that the killer or killers were still out there and there was a high probability that FBI Agent Stacy Workman was their latest victim.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 73 
 
      
 
    “What the—what the hell’s going on?” Officer Price stammered. He looked like a deer caught in the headlights.  
 
    “In the hallway, now,” Chief Rodriguez ordered. He helped the man out of the interrogation room with a shove.  
 
    “What about me?” Rick Griever demanded. 
 
    “You aren’t going anywhere,” Rodriguez shot back. 
 
    “You can’t keep me, I didn’t do nothin’—I didn’t do nothin’! I had nothing to do with those missing girls.” 
 
    This was the final straw for Chase. Instead of waiting in the hallway as she’d intended, she pushed by Officer Price and the Chief and forced herself into the room.  
 
    When Rick saw the expression on her face, his bravado seeped out of him like warm piss. 
 
    “You didn’t do anything? Really? You don’t sell drugs to Nicoletta Osuna? You don’t pimp out confused, desperate girls? You didn’t fucking spike my drink? An FBI Agent? Huh?” 
 
    It took Rick several moments to regain his composure. 
 
    “You—you tricked me.” 
 
    “Get used to it. You know, I hope you stashed some of those drugs in your asshole, stretched it out a little bit. Because in prison, they’re gonna turn your anus into cottage cheese and ketchup chips.” 
 
    Rick gasped and was about to protest, but Chase didn’t give him the opportunity. Instead, she slammed the door and stepped into the hallway.  
 
    “Gun,” Chief Rodriguez demanded. “Badge.” 
 
    “Chief, I can explain. It’s just—” 
 
    The Chief held out his palm expectantly.  
 
    “Oh, you’ll get your chance to explain, all right. But first, give me your gun and badge, then I’m going to get one of these officers to escort you into Interrogation Room 2.” 
 
    Officer Price looked on the verge of tears as he handed his gear off.  
 
    “Can we do this in private?” he whispered. 
 
    Chase, who was just coming down from her previous explosion, suddenly felt the pressure mount again.  
 
    “Private? Really? You made this thing public, Price. You made this public when you started giving out privileged information to the media. So, don’t you dare talk about keeping this private. You made this public.” 
 
    Officer Price’s lower lip began to tremble. 
 
    “I made a mistake and—” 
 
    “Take him into Room 2, now,” Rodriguez ordered. A shocked-looking junior officer grabbed for Price’s arm, but he shook free and made his way to the thick metal door on his own. 
 
    After Price was inside the room, the Chief turned to the officers who had since returned from the fake 10-58 call and were staring at him. 
 
    “Get back to work! All of you!” 
 
    As they dispersed, Chase’s phone rang. A quick glance showed that it was Screech, and she casually moved out of earshot before answering. 
 
    “Screech? Tell me you’ve got some good news.” 
 
    “Oh, hey, Chase, how’s it going?” 
 
    “Screech, I need to—”  
 
    “Me? Oh, I’m fine. Just got involved with a professional boxer accused of a double homicide, robbed the man who will probably become the next mayor of New York, and owe a huge debt to a renowned mobster. Oh, and my partner? Our mutual friend? Looks like I’m going to have to call in that favor sooner rather than later.” 
 
    Chase said nothing. 
 
    “Okay, okay, I get it; you first. Sure. But I gotta warn you, it’s pretty strange. So, if you aren’t sitting now, I—” 
 
    “Please, Screech, just tell me.” 
 
    “Fine—you know those missing reports? The ones that were erased? Well, you did that.” 
 
    Chase’s eyes bulged, and she moved even further away from Floyd and Chief Rodriguez.  
 
    “Me? What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “Well, not you personally, but one of your colleagues. The FBI deleted those police reports.” 
 
    It took Chase a few moments for this to register. 
 
    The FBI deleted the reports? 
 
    “Are you sure? The FBI?” 
 
    “I’m sure. Now, I don’t know what this means, but—” 
 
    “Informant,” Chase practically gasped. The only reason that she could think of for the FBI to erase local police records was because Rick Griever was an FBI informant. “Fuck me.” 
 
    “I’m guessing that was rhetorical?” 
 
    Chase’s throat was suddenly parched, and she felt a minor bout of nausea that reminded her of a low dose of heroin.  
 
    Heroin… 
 
    It had been a long time since she’d used, but that didn’t mean that the urge was gone. 
 
    In the moment, Chase. In the moment. 
 
    “Chase? You still there?” 
 
    Chase blinked forcibly.  
 
    “Yeah, still here.” 
 
    “I also managed to take care of that other thing you asked me about. You want me to email it, or what?” 
 
    It took Chase a couple of seconds to figure out what Screech was referring to.  
 
    Florence Pasquale…  
 
    She searched the hallway, and her eyes eventually fell on a giant printer nestled in the corner. 
 
    “One sec.” 
 
    As she’d suspected, it was one of those old-fashioned printer/fax combos. 
 
    “Fax,” Chase said. “Think you can fax it?” 
 
    “Like into the past? Just kidding; just give me the number.” 
 
    Chase read the number off the blue digital display. 
 
    “Thanks again for everything, Screech.” 
 
    “No prob. You look after yourself, now.” 
 
    Chase hung up the phone and then turned back to Chief Rodriguez who was still staring intently at her. Some of his anger had waned a little in the interim, and it had been replaced by concern. 
 
    “We’re not gonna be able to keep Rick, are we?” he said in an almost somber tone. 
 
    “No, we’re not. As soon as you put his name in the system, you’re gonna get a call from one of my bosses.” 
 
    Just saying the words out loud infuriated Chase.  
 
    How could Director Hampton send us here and not tell us about an FBI informant?  
 
    Chief Rodriguez sighed and was about to reply when the fax machine started to animate. 
 
    Chase waited for it to finish printing, and then grabbed the sheet before anyone else could see it. 
 
    Their search of Sevillita had uncovered nothing but rabbit bones. Bea Stigurl’s memories were unlikely to be recovered. Rick Griever was a bonafide scumbag, but not a murderer. Officer Price had made a mistake that he’d regret for a long time. Stitts had lost his fucking mind. 
 
    But they still had one horse in this race. It was a wounded horse, one that might have to be put down with a bullet in the brain before it crossed the finish line. 
 
    And then there was Chase. 
 
    Chase, who never gave up. 
 
    “My advice?” she said to Chief Rodriguez. “Hold off for as long as you can before putting Rick Griever in the system. Make him sweat.” 
 
    The Chief nodded.  
 
    “What’s that?” he asked, lifting his chin to the sheet of paper.  
 
    “Our last chance,” she replied. Then Chase looked at Tom and handed it over. “Pass this message along, would you? I doubt anything will come of it, but right now we’re out of options.” 
 
    Tom nodded and took the sheet from her hands. With that, Chase turned and started toward the exit. 
 
    She wasn’t sure if it was the drugs or the exhaustion, but her legs felt like cinder blocks.  
 
    “Agent Adams? Where are you going?” 
 
    “To get some rest, Floyd. To get some well-needed rest. You should probably do the same.” 
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    Somehow, despite everything, Chase actually made good on her promise and got nearly a full night’s sleep.  
 
    She woke up moderately refreshed, and her mind was cleared of the drugs that Rick had slipped her.  
 
    After a quick shower, she checked her phone and saw that she had several missed calls from Tom Cable. Part of her wanted to enjoy at least a cup of coffee before being given more bad news, but she decided to pull the band-aid off quickly. 
 
    “Tom? You called?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He sounded tired. “So, your little bargain seemed to work.” 
 
    Chase’s grip suddenly tightened on her phone. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Well, I made your proposal through my friend and Florence decided to take it. Information about the Devil’s Den in return for a green card for her sister.” 
 
    Chase could feel her heart rate quicken but tempered her excitement. Tom’s tone was guarded, suggesting that Florence hadn’t just told him the GPS coordinates of the Den off the cuff. 
 
    “What about proof? Did she mention any jewelry?” 
 
    “She said she had a necklace with a heart on it. It was inscribed with the letters MBP. Her dad—Miguel—had it engraved for her just before he was deported. Something about always keeping him in her heart.” 
 
    MBP… MBP… 
 
    It rang a bell, but Chase needed to be certain. She looked around the hotel room, which was in a state of disarray, searching for the folder with the pictures of the jewelry Bea had in her possession when she’d been picked up. 
 
    “Chase? You still there?” 
 
    “Hold on a sec.” 
 
    Where the hell is it? 
 
    Stitts had made printouts for everyone, including for her.  
 
    Did he take it? Did he somehow— 
 
    Chase spotted the folder and tore into it. Instead of trying to avoid the old coffee cups on the only table in the room, she spread the images out on the floor.  
 
    “Where is it?” she whispered. 
 
    There were necklaces and bracelets and rings of all different shapes and sizes.  
 
    “Got it,” she snapped. There was a necklace just like Florence had described: a heart with the initials MBP on it. “Fuck, she was there.” 
 
    “It’s a match?” 
 
    “Yeah—yeah, Tom, I’ve got an exact match here. I think she might be telling the truth.”  
 
    “Right, well…” 
 
    More apprehension. 
 
    “What did Florence say?” 
 
    “She doesn’t remember much.” 
 
    Great, more fucking amnesia.  
 
    “She was working the streets like usual, and a man picked her up in a truck. Something about it felt off, but she went anyway—needed the money to send back to Mexico. She doesn’t know what happened—might have been drugged or knocked out or something—but she woke up in a room chained to the wall. That’s when… that’s when the torture started.” 
 
    Stretched… the poor women was stretched and burned. Mutilated. 
 
    Chase shook the disturbing image from her mind.  
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “She said something about a recording, something that kept on playing—” 
 
    “What about the man who took her? Anything about him? What he looked like? His name? How about where she was taken?” Chase was convinced that whoever had kidnapped Florence was responsible for the other girls’ disappearances now, but so far, they were no closer to solving this damn mystery. 
 
    Tom sighed. 
 
    “Always wore a mask. The only name he gave was the devil.” 
 
    Chase shook her head in frustration and decided, impatient or not, to just listen to the rest of the story. 
 
    “Just tell me everything, Tom.” 
 
    “All right… well, Florence said she spent two days being tortured and just when she thought she was going to be killed, her captor rushed out of there. Seemed to be some sort of emergency. He forgot to lock up her neck clamp and after recovering a little, Florence managed to crawl to the door. It too was unlocked, and she started to sneak out. At that point, the captor must have returned because she said she grabbed something—something hard—and hit him on the head with it. Then she ran. The translation for the next part is a bit strange now, but if I’m understanding her right, Florence said she ran through a valley of bones and then under an archway. From there she hitched a ride all the way to Mexico. Ran from the Devil.” 
 
    “Archway? She was in Sevillita?” 
 
    “Maybe—probably. Florence was too disoriented and dehydrated to be sure.” 
 
    Chase exhaled and processed this new information. 
 
    A valley of bones… Sevillita… a neck clamp. 
 
    “Chase?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m here.” 
 
    “I think you were right about the girls being taken to Sevillita.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    But Chase had been positive about this before, and a search had yielded nothing of interest. 
 
    “Have you spoken to Chief Rodriguez yet this morning?” 
 
    “No, I just got up—you’re the first person I’ve spoken to.” 
 
    “Well, he called me; told me that he had to send the men back to their regular posts. If we want to search Sevillita again, we’re going to be thin on manpower.” 
 
    Chase scowled. This is what she’d feared would happen. They were getting closer, but they lacked the resources to do a really thorough search of the Refuge.  
 
    “Chase, can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Sure,” Chase replied absently. 
 
    “That green card? It wasn’t… real, was it?” 
 
    Chase hesitated before answering. 
 
    “You really want to know?” 
 
    “No, I guess not.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    An awkward silence ensued, and Chase thought about the time that they’d spent together. 
 
    She liked Tom Cable, liked him a lot, actually. But Chase had come to realize that in this job, you met a lot of people you liked and others you didn’t. But no matter what kind of relationships you formed, they were only fleeting. Once a case was closed or solved, you just moved onto the next. 
 
    It was sad, really, but it was one of the reasons that Chase was drawn to the job. No permanent relationships meant nobody could be taken away from her. 
 
    Except for Stitts, of course. 
 
    Fucking Stitts. 
 
    “What are you going to do next, Chase?” Tom asked, finally breaking the impasse. 
 
    “Head back to Quantico, I guess. Write up my report.” 
 
    Another pause. 
 
    “You aren’t going anywhere, are you?” 
 
    This time, Chase’s reply was immediate. 
 
    “Hell no.” 
 
    Tom chuckled dryly.  
 
    “I didn’t think so. Want me to join?” 
 
    “No, I need to do this on my own. Thanks for your help, Tom—with everything.” 
 
    They said their goodbyes and Chase hung up the phone. As she sat on the floor, surrounded by the photographs of jewelry, her eyes fell on a thick black case by the door.  
 
    Maybe we don’t need more manpower to search Sevillita. Maybe we just need to search smarter. 
 
    Chase made her way over to the drone case and picked it up. It was heavier than she remembered, which was good; it meant that Floyd had packed the goggles as well as the drone.  
 
    Case in hand, Chase opened the hotel door and then squinted heavily into the bright sun. She was about to step outside when she noticed a dark shadow by her feet. 
 
    Her first thought was that it was Stitts, that he was curled into a ball, drunk as a skunk, but when the offending shape barked, this clearly wasn’t the case. 
 
    “Piper? What the hell are you doing here?” 
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    Without all the press and cops everywhere, Sevillita National Wildlife Refuge was a charming, if a little rundown, section of untamed wilderness.  
 
    With the drone case in hand and Piper hustling along beside her, Chase walked beneath the archway and then up to the booth. There was nobody inside, which gave her pause.  
 
    Chief Rodriguez must have already addressed the media, dispelled myths, calmed nerves. Maybe some Instagram model posted a nip-slip or something and people had moved on. The Internet might be one of mankind’s greatest inventions, but it was also the ultimate desensitizer.  
 
    Chase pulled a twenty from her wallet and shoved it into the donations box. It was the least she could do. 
 
    As she started away from the unmanned booth, her eyes drifted upward and eventually came to rest on the camera affixed to the archway.  
 
    I wonder if Ian ever did fix the camera. If he did, maybe it caught Agent Workman— 
 
    “Agent Adams, thank you for the donation.” 
 
    Chase spun around and was greeted by a grinning Lance.  
 
    “Just here to take pictures.” 
 
    Lance looked down at Piper who was panting heavily. 
 
    “And take your dog for a walk, I see.” 
 
    Chase followed the man’s gaze. 
 
    “Not my dog.” 
 
    Piper barked, and she shrugged. 
 
    “But at least she’s dependable. Which is more—hey, wait!” 
 
    But Piper was off like a shot and all Chase could do was shake her head. 
 
    “Yeah, she’ll be back.” 
 
    Lance watched the dog go, before bringing his attention back to Chase. 
 
    “Well, if you’re here to take photos, I can get Ian to take you out on the golf cart. He’s pretty much useless at everything but taking photos—the man knows some great spots.” 
 
    Chase shook her head. 
 
    “Thanks, but I think I want to do this on my own. Need a break from all the… shit. That’s what it is—was. Shit.” 
 
    Lance chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah, it was shit, wasn’t it? Anyway, if you need anything, I’m your man. Just give me a holler.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    As Chase walked deeper into the park, sticking mostly to the hiking paths, the true solitude of the place came into focus. She’d heard stories about people wandering out into the Sahara, trying to get a better vantage point to watch the sunset, maybe, or find the perfect dune to surf. Only within less than a hundred yards, everything starts to look the same. Panic quickly sets in, dehydration follows. 
 
    Most never come out of the desert again.  
 
    In a way, Sevillita was like that. Not in the unchanging scenery sense—the Refuge was in fact incredibly varied in that regard—but with respect to the lack of landmarks. Once the archway faded out of view, nothing really stood out.  
 
    Bea and Florence only had the stars to guide them out. The others weren’t so lucky.  
 
    But maybe Agent Workman was. 
 
    By now, there was no doubt in Chase’s mind that the other girls were dead. After what Florence had told Tom about the torture, it wouldn’t make sense for their unsub to keep them alive. 
 
    What did he call what Florence ran through on her way out of the Devil’s Den? A valley of bones? 
 
    Chase didn’t know Agent Workman, didn’t know her habits, her vices, really didn’t know anything about her. But Agent Bellefontaine seemed convinced that she wouldn’t just up and leave.  
 
    If there was even the remote possibility that the unsub had taken her, then she might still be alive. 
 
    She might be able to follow the stars. 
 
    Chase found a little shade and rested the drone case on the sandy ground. Then she pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and fired off a quick text to Floyd. 
 
    Just taking some downtime, will meet up this afternoon at the station. Will discuss next steps then. Can you do me a favor and check if Ian fixed the camera by the archway? It might have picked up Agent Workman from the other night. 
 
    She was about to slip the phone in her pocket when she added: 
 
    Thanks for everything Floyd.  
 
    Chase. 
 
    Knowing that a reply would include questions she didn’t feel like answering, Chase turned her phone off and put it back in her pocket. 
 
    She was hot and sweaty and knew that she should start heading back soon. It hadn’t been her intention on walking this far, but now that she was here…  
 
    “Just a quick aerial survey of the area,” she told herself. “Then I’ll head back and grab a cold drink.” 
 
    It took Chase several minutes to get the drone out, and then a few more to remember how to operate the damn thing. But once she put the goggles on, it was old hat, like riding a bike or shooting heroin. 
 
    In seconds, Chase felt like she was flying.  
 
    Like she was finally free. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 76 
 
      
 
    Sevillita was even more beautiful from the air. Under different circumstances, Chase could have spent hours flying over the rock formations, the desert landscape, the Rio Grande. On several occasions, she had to force herself to concentrate, to look for a valley of bones instead of just admiring the Refuge’s natural beauty.  
 
    The weightlessness the drone provided was surreal, the freedom unmatched. 
 
    Chase stuck mostly to the area surrounding the hiking paths, convinced that that was the route that Bea and Florence must have taken. Eventually, she arrived at Lance’s trailer, the one that Ian had claimed to be mysteriously unlocked but untouched inside. The drone beeped, warning her that the battery was getting low, and Chase was about to turn it around when she spotted a dark shape behind the trailer.  
 
    She smiled. 
 
    It was Piper and the dog was back to digging up rabbit bones again. As the drone passed overhead, Piper lifted her eyes upward, barked, and then tried to leap at the drone. 
 
    Chase instinctively pulled back and rose higher, even though there was no chance that the dog would be able to jump that high. 
 
    As she did, her vantage point in the goggles changed. Instead of looking at the line of trees that demarcated the end of the Refuge, she saw over them.  
 
    And in the distance, Chase thought she made out another man-made structure.  
 
    She jammed the throttle and sent the drone over the trees. The structure appeared to be another trailer, one in far worse shape than Lance’s. 
 
    The controller beeped again and informed her that the return to home function had been activated.  
 
    Chase canceled it and kept flying, knowing that she could only do this one or two more times before the warning could no longer be overwritten. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” she mumbled. 
 
    Lowering the altitude to just a dozen feet or so, Chase pushed the drone harder.  
 
    The trailer or shack was only about two hundred yards away now.  
 
    That’s when she heard another sound. Only this time it wasn’t the beeping of the drone, but something more organic.  
 
    Her heart started to race, and Chase slowly eased the throttle. Then she flipped the goggles up.  
 
    It took a few seconds for her eyes to adjust and when they finally did, Chase’s breath caught in her throat.  
 
    Crouched by a small rock outcropping not more than fifty feet from her was a cougar. 
 
    It was a beautiful animal, with light caramel-colored fur and large brown eyes. 
 
    Okay, enough of this enamored bullshit, Chase, you need to get out of here. 
 
    As if reading her mind, the animal suddenly hissed and bared its teeth.  
 
    Not wanting to spook the cougar, she removed the goggles and slowly laid both them and the controller on the ground.  
 
    “Move along, boy,” Chase said softly. “Nothing to see here. Just move along.” 
 
    She was in the process of pulling out her cell phone when the damn drone controller beeped, telling her that it was going to return to home. 
 
    And that’s when the cougar started to rush toward her.  
 
    Chase screamed and immediately bolted for the tree line, running as fast as possible. 
 
    There was no way she would be able to outrun a cougar in the open, Chase knew, but maybe she could lose it in the trees. Or maybe this was just a warning, telling her to stay out of its territory, and it didn’t regard her as its next meal. 
 
    Wishful thinking, surely, but that was all she had right now. 
 
    Who knew all the running I did as junkie would come in handy?  
 
    Chase continued to sprint, weaving in and out of the trees, trying not to twist an ankle on a raised root or a stray rock.   
 
    She’d been running for a full two minutes, flat out, before she realized that the annoying thing banging against her hip with every stride was her gun. 
 
    It was unlikely that her Glock would do much to slow down the two-hundred-pound predator, but it might spook it.  
 
    Only, she couldn’t just stop and turn around for fear of the cougar lunging on top of her.  
 
    Fifty feet from her was the solution: a large tree that she could dart behind just long enough to pull her weapon free. 
 
    Forty feet now, and Chase was closing fast. Her legs were turning to Jell-O and threatening to buckle, but she pushed onward. 
 
    Thirty feet. Twenty. Ten. 
 
    Chase made it to the tree and nearly collapsed behind it. 
 
    While pulling her gun free, she finally gathered the courage to look back.  
 
    The cougar was still charging, its teeth glistening in the sunlight like sharpened piano keys. 
 
    Or Devil’s horns. 
 
    Chase swallowed hard and after a deep breath, started to whip around, when a hand came out of nowhere and slipped over her nose and mouth. 
 
    “Be still,” a male voice whispered in her ear. “Be still, girl.” 
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 Chapter 77 
 
      
 
    Tessa Greenfield’s heart was racing, but on the outside, she looked as calm as any of the other customers in the pawnshop. 
 
    This wasn’t her first time stealing, and if her mother had any say in it, it wouldn’t be her last, either. 
 
    Still, despite her experience, the fear of being caught was ever present.  
 
    Thankfully, the other patrons—six of them, to be exact—were enough to distract the burly shopkeeper. At present, the man behind the counter was busy showing a young couple a set of wedding rings. Tessa wondered what was going through their heads. Were they thinking about the people who used to own these rings? The people who sold them to pay off gambling debts or just to eliminate bad memories? Or were they just so lost in love that their only concern was creating their own future?  
 
    Focus, Tessa chided herself. You need to focus, or your future will involve a jail cell. 
 
    In her mind, she pictured her mother’s stern face, and the last words she’d uttered before Tessa had entered the pawn shop. 
 
    A necklace. I need a necklace to complete my collection. 
 
    Tessa swallowed hard and turned her attention to the necklaces. From all her experience robbing pawnshops over the years, she’d come to the conclusion that they had just two main types of customers: the first, a person coming in looking for a specific item to complete a task. For instance, a man who was looking for a circular saw that he might only use once or twice. The second was a person who was looking for an item with a particular cachet that they couldn’t possibly afford on the primary market; a Rolex, perhaps, or a necklace. 
 
    Tessa fell in the latter. She wanted a necklace—correction, her mother wanted a necklace—and it had to be of a certain quality.  
 
    It had to match her mother’s collection. 
 
    The only problem was, she realized, that all the nice necklaces were either in the same case as the wedding rings or hanging behind the counter. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    As Tessa was trying to figure out a way to get close to the necklaces, she noticed a blue bracelet lying on the counter, as if someone had asked to see it and the proprietor had forgotten to put it back afterward. It was made up of small squares, and she could see white streaks, like thin waves in the ocean, in some of them. 
 
    For some reason, Tessa reached for it and held it up to the light. 
 
    “Looking for anything in particular?” a male voice asked. 
 
    Tessa was so surprised by the closeness of the speaker that she instinctively palmed the bracelet and turned around.  
 
    A man in his mid-fifties, with a white beard and a space between his front teeth, was grinning and standing awkwardly close to her.  
 
    Her first thought was that he was one of those secret shoppers that she’d heard of, but when Tessa realized that the man was ever so subtly rubbing himself against her, she changed her mind.  
 
    Ew. 
 
    “No, just looking,” Tessa replied with a forced smile. 
 
    “Well, you find anything you like…” 
 
    As he spoke, the man thrust his hips against her, drawing Tessa’s eyes downward. The pervert was wearing a pair of soiled sweatpants, and there was an unsightly bulge in the crotch.  
 
    “No thanks,” Tessa mumbled, backing away. 
 
    “What about that bracelet in your hand?” the man said creepily, his smile growing.  
 
    “Get away from me,” she hissed. Tessa’s eyes darted around to see if anybody else was noticing these unwanted advances. 
 
    But the man didn’t move back; instead, he kept pushing forward.  
 
    “Get away,” Tessa repeated, louder this time. 
 
    The man kept coming, and the bulge kept on getting bigger. 
 
    “Get the fuck away from me,” Tessa snapped. 
 
    Now everyone turned, including the shopkeeper. The creepy old man suddenly stepped backward, twisting his hips to one side to hide his erection. Then he pointed at Tessa.  
 
    “She’s trying to steal a bracelet,” the man accused. “I seen her palm it.” 
 
    Tessa’s eyes flicked to the proprietor, who snatched the rings back from the lovebirds and slid them into the glass case.  
 
    “What’s going on here?” the big man asked as he started to come around the counter.  
 
    “This guy, he—he’s a perv, he just—” 
 
    The gig was up, and Tessa knew it. 
 
    Without finishing her sentence, she turned and ran, slipping the bracelet into her pocket without breaking stride.  
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    Nicoletta Osuna reared back and slapped her daughter across the face. 
 
    “I told you, I don’t need any more bracelets. I need a necklace. And now you come here with this… crap?” she said, holding the blue bracelet in her hand.  
 
    Tessa touched her face and wiped a tear from her eye.  
 
    “I’m sorry, but there was this creepy man who was rubbing against me. It was like when… it was like when—” 
 
    “Don’t make excuses, Tessa. You always have an excuse. I asked you to get me a necklace.” 
 
    With that, Nicoletta cocked her arm and tossed the bracelet into the alley.  
 
    “Ma!” Tessa shouted as he watched the blue streak fly through the air and then skip across the concrete. It came perilously close to slipping down a sewer grate. 
 
    “I don’t want that shit. I want a necklace.” 
 
    Nicoletta crossed her arms across her bony chest and Tessa glared at her for a moment, before eventually looking at her toes. 
 
    “Good. Don’t you talk back to me. Now go inside there and get me a necklace.” 
 
    Tessa looked up again, wide-eyed. 
 
    “I can’t go back in there, ma. They know I took the bracelet… I’m surprised the cops haven’t come yet.” 
 
    Nicoletta sneered. 
 
    “That’s your problem. I doubt the cops would come around for a shitty bracelet like that one, anyway. If you want to come home tonight, you need to get me a necklace.” 
 
    To add emphasis to her words, Nicoletta turned and started to walk away. Tessa watched her go, tears in her eyes. 
 
    I tried to get the necklace, I did! I tried!  
 
    Tessa wanted to run after her mom, but she knew the woman too well; when she got like this, there was nothing that could be done to change her mind.  
 
    Not when it had been a day or longer since her last fix. 
 
    After her mother was out of sight, Tessa started back toward the pawnshop. As she passed the bracelet, she reached down and picked it up. Then she stared at it, contemplating dropping it into the sewer grate and being done with it. It was garbage, just like her mother said. 
 
    Just like her. 
 
    A piece of garbage. 
 
    But instead of dropping it into the sewer, Tessa slipped it over her wrist. 
 
    Garbage on garbage, she thought. Garbage on garbage.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    No matter what her mother had said, Tessa just couldn’t bring herself to go back inside the pawnshop. 
 
    The moment she stepped into the store, the man behind the counter would press a button and the door would lock, trapping her inside. 
 
    While they waited for the police to arrive, he’d probably point a shotgun at her face.  
 
    Tessa had seen it in a movie once. 
 
    All pawnshop owners had guns.  
 
    It wasn’t like he wouldn’t recognize her, either, if they didn’t have security cameras, that is, which they probably did. A young girl like her, overweight, with greasy hair and two different-colored eyes? 
 
    In Albuquerque, New Mexico, Tessa Greenfield stood out like a sore thumb. 
 
    Tessa flipped the hood of her sweatshirt on and tucked the bracelet into the sleeve before taking a seat on a bench across from the pawnshop. 
 
    As the sun started to set, hunger pains set in, forcing her to make a decision. Tessa stood, walked toward the pawnshop, and then turned back when she caught a glimpse of the proprietor behind barred windows. 
 
    All she wanted to do was to go home, grab a bag of chips and a Mr. Noodles, and watch TV. 
 
    Normal stuff.  
 
    But if she went home empty-handed, she knew that her mother wouldn’t just be slapping across the face. She would get the belt out again. 
 
    With a heavy sigh, Tessa bowed her head and walked past the pawnshop. 
 
    She continued to walk for a good hour or so, thinking about all the things that she’d stolen over the years. The collections of earrings and necklaces and bracelets to support her mother’s habit and her dress-up sessions.  
 
    Before Tessa realized it, the sun had completely set, and she found herself on one of the sketchier streets after dark.  
 
    Paying attention now, she noticed the skirts worn by women wearing thick makeup getting shorter, their breasts pushed up higher.  
 
    Cars that passed slowed, others stopped completely, their drivers offering cigarettes to the ladies of the night.  
 
    Tessa kept her head down as she walked, and she would’ve kept going, maybe ending up at one of those 24-hour pawnshops across town in search of a necklace, when a car pulled up beside her. 
 
    The driver whistled, and Tessa looked up.  
 
    “Hey, you in the hoodie, you wanna smoke?” A bald man with an identical grin to the pervert’s in the pawnshop asked.  
 
    A shudder ran up her spine and Tessa quickened her pace.  
 
    “No thank you.” 
 
    Her refusal failed to deter the man; he just kept driving alongside her, keeping pace. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I could use a smoke,” a female voice from Tessa’s left replied. 
 
    Grateful for the distraction, Tessa slipped into the shadows. 
 
    “Stuck up bitch,” she heard the man in the car grumble. Then to the black woman in the white shirt, he said, “Come here, I’ve got plenty of smokes.” 
 
    Tessa knew that she should get out of there, head back home, but the scene intrigued her. She watched the woman lean into the car and accept a cigarette. There was an exchange that she didn’t pick up, then the man reached out and blatantly squeezed an over-sized breast.  
 
    Tessa made a face and was about to start walking again when something around the woman’s neck flashed in the streetlights.  
 
    It was a long, silver necklace.  
 
    No, you can’t. 
 
    But even as Tessa was thinking this, she was already approaching the woman from behind.  
 
    In her mind, she pictured her mother’s face, the sheer disappointment. The fury. 
 
    The hatred. 
 
    Without thinking, Tessa reached out and hooked her chubby fingers around the chain. She pulled hard, but it was thick and before snapping, the woman’s head was yanked backward. 
 
    “Hey!” the prostitute sputtered.  
 
    The chain broke, and Tessa gripped it tightly as she started to run. 
 
    “Hey, get back here!” 
 
    For a bigger girl, Tessa could really move when she wanted to. 
 
    And fear was the best motivator one could ask for. 
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    Nicoletta did a little spin, showing off her new necklace that matched her silver bracelet and earrings. 
 
    “This is a good one—you done good, girl,” she said as she turned. “I mean, I had to fix where you broke it, but still.” 
 
    Tessa nodded and looked down at her own bracelet. 
 
    Her mother’s expression soured. 
 
    “Ugh, I see you kept that garbage.” 
 
    Tessa stopped fiddling with the bracelet and pulled her sleeve down overtop of it. 
 
    “It’s garbage,” Nicoletta repeated. “But this necklace is nice. What do you think, Rick?” 
 
    Rick, who was busy trying to light the bulbous end of a glass pipe, didn’t even look up.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, it’s fine. Fucking lighter’s broke.” 
 
    Tessa decided that she was no longer interested in the conversation, or the fashion show, and concentrated on shoveling the Ramen noodles into her mouth as fast as possible. They tasted chalky and were a little hard, but at least they weren’t the spicy kind.  
 
    She hated the spicy kind. 
 
    This was already her second package, and she knew that after her mom passed out, she’d have a third. Only then would she maybe be able to get a few hours of sleep. Between forkfuls of noodles, she jammed her earphones into her ears and switched her iPod on. The chick that Tessa had stolen it from had only loaded three songs on it, and without a computer, she was destined to listen to them over and over again. 
 
    They weren’t even her favorite type of music—Pop instead of Rock—but it was better than listening to Rick and her mom.  
 
    Anything was better than that.  
 
    She was just slurping up the final few noodles when someone yanked the headphones out of her ears. 
 
    “Hey!” she cried, immediately rubbing the inside of her ears. “That hurt!”  
 
    “I was talking to you,” her mother said with a sneer.  
 
    Tessa grumbled an apology and then reached for her headphones, which had bounced off the table and dangled to the floor. 
 
    “No, don’t put that shit back in. I said I was talking to you.” 
 
    Tessa looked up again. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you.” 
 
    “Yeah, no shit; I need you to do something for me.” 
 
    Tessa waited for an explanation, but when none came, she looked over at Rick. 
 
    He was smiling.  
 
    “No, no way,” Tessa said, trying desperately to swallow the lump in her throat. “Please, don’t make me do it again.” 
 
    A strange expression crossed over her mother’s face. For a moment, Tessa thought she would order Rick to leave, maybe even call the cops, as she had the last time… even though she’d accepted him back into their home shortly after. 
 
    But this passed; after all, it had been a while since her mother’s last fix. And what mattered more than that? 
 
    If dad was still here, this would never happen, Tessa thought.  
 
    But her father wasn’t here—if Grant Greenfield really was her father, that is. The man had overdosed years ago, and her mother would soon follow, if she wasn’t careful. 
 
    “Oh, now you don’t want to, huh?” Nicoletta said with a sneer. “Now, when I want something, you’re gonna keep your legs closed? Is that how it’s going to be?”  
 
    Tessa felt tears welling in her eyes and shook her head.  
 
    “No, please, mom. That… that wasn’t my fault.” 
 
    But the woman had already made up her mind and Tessa knew that when Rick passed the meth pipe over to Nicoletta, there was no going back.  
 
    She’d been sold. A night with her, and she’d been sold for a hit of meth. 
 
    Garbage for garbage. 
 
    “I’ll be gentle, I promise,” Rick said as he started to stand. 
 
    Tessa bowed her head and stared at her bowl of noodles. Now she wished she hadn’t eaten so quickly. 
 
    “Can I finish first?” she whispered. 
 
    “Sure, take your time,” Rick said with a chuckle. “Because I will.” 
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    Tessa couldn’t sleep. Even after Rick had passed out beside her, she still couldn’t sleep.  
 
    She stared at the ceiling for a long time, trying to focus on nothing but her own breathing. At seventeen, she wasn’t a kid anymore. But what her mother had done, sold her for drugs, that still wasn’t right.  
 
    Things weren’t always this way. Tessa could remember a time long ago when she’d actually been happy. When her mom wasn’t obsessed with amassing a collection of shitty jewelry or getting her next fix. There’d been a time when her mother had been obsessed with her.  
 
    With raising her only daughter, making her happy. Making them happy. 
 
    But that had been before; before her mother’s boyfriend had crept into her room late at night, had hovered over her, had grinned the way the man in the pawnshop and Rick had grinned. 
 
    Tessa could still remember her mother’s words when she had told her about the encounter, teary-eyed, then still a kid. 
 
    You were probably asking for it, flaunting your body like that. 
 
    I… I didn’t do anything, mom. I was asleep. 
 
    I see the way you walk around him, showing off.  
 
    Mom, please. I didn’t— 
 
    I used to be young and beautiful once, did you know that? I bet you didn’t, always thinking about yourself. But that was before I had you… you took everything from me. Nobody wants me now; don’t you understand that?  
 
    I’m sorry… 
 
    Oh, don’t be sorry, Tessa, because you’re going to help me be beautiful again. 
 
    Tears spilled down her cheeks and she aggressively wiped them away. 
 
    It was shortly after that incident that her mother had met Rick, and things went downhill from there. 
 
    If I had never told her about that night, things might be different.  
 
    She looked over at Rick who was lying on his back, his narrow chest rising and falling.  
 
    But they weren’t different. This was the way things were going to be, for now, and forever. 
 
    Her mother had told her as much.  
 
    Rick grunted and Tessa went perfectly still, worried that he might wake. 
 
    She concentrated on the man’s pale face, the pulse in the side of his neck. 
 
    I hate you, she thought suddenly. I hate you. I hate you. I hate you. 
 
    Tessa’s eyes drifted to the small table by the window. Her mother would occasionally sit in front of the dirty mirror, examining her jewelry, demanding that Tessa tell her that she looked pretty.  
 
    In the drawer were some rudimentary tools that Tessa often used to repair a necklace or earring that her mother had bent or broken in a fit of rage. 
 
    If I’m quiet enough, I can get out of bed and grab the pliers without waking Rick. Then I can come back over here and jab them into his stupid neck. Then I can slip out into the night, get as far away from this place as possible. 
 
    Tessa knew that her mother would never wake up; she’d passed out on the couch, likely so that she didn’t have to hear Rick grunting and pumping.  
 
    This wasn’t the first time that she’d had these thoughts, but it was the first that she actually placed her soles on the cold floor and gotten to her feet. 
 
    If I’m going to do this, I need to be quick. Quick and quiet.  
 
    Tessa felt like she wasn’t in control of her actions anymore; it was as if her legs moved on their own. 
 
    Years back, when she’d actually attended school, she remembered her teacher telling her that some dinosaurs had been so big that the signals from their brain took too long to reach their limbs. As a result, they’d evolved a second brain, one in their hips, that controlled their legs without even having to think about it. 
 
    That’s what this felt like now. 
 
    Tessa was like a dinosaur, big and powerful, slipping into her jeans and hoodie without even needing to think about it. 
 
    She crept over to the table and pulled the drawer open. It squeaked loudly, and Tessa once again fell still, worried that Rick might wake up. After a few terrifying seconds, she cast a glance over her shoulder, half expecting to see the man’s grinning face looking back. 
 
    But Rick was still sleeping soundly.  
 
    The pliers were sitting in the drawer, just as Tessa had left them. After another hard swallow, she grabbed them and squeezed them tightly in her hand. They were small, only three, maybe three and a half inches long, but they could still take a person’s life. 
 
    You didn’t have to be a dinosaur to be powerful. 
 
    Tessa walked back to the bed and hovered over Rick’s sleeping body. At some point during her walk to the table, he’d turned his head to the other side, allowing her even greater access to his throat. 
 
    One jab might not be enough, she realized. Maybe if I stuck it in and twisted it or dragged it, that could work. 
 
    But Tessa was worried that she wasn’t strong enough. Sure, she had meat on her bones, plenty of it, but it was all fat. That’s what her mother told her, anyway. 
 
    She was weak and fat and stupid. 
 
    Tessa inhaled deeply, filling her chest with air. Then she reached forward, leading with the pliers. 
 
    She almost jabbed Rick in the neck then, but she just couldn’t bring herself to do it. 
 
    What if he doesn’t die? What if he takes the pliers and stabs me with them? What would mom say then? Would she say I deserved it, the way I deserved what her boyfriend did to me because I was flaunting my body around him?  
 
    For some reason, Tessa’s thoughts turned to the prostitute that she’d stolen the necklace from. 
 
    Now she had been flaunting her body.  
 
    And yet nothing happened to her—at least nothing she didn’t want, nothing she didn’t get paid for. How was that fair?  
 
    Maybe someone should make her pay the way that mom made me pay. Maybe someone— 
 
    Rick’s eyes started to open, but Tessa was too scared to run.  
 
    She was too frightened to do anything. 
 
    But eventually, his eyelids dropped, and then they closed again. 
 
    Tessa counted to twenty in her head before allowing herself the luxury of another breath. And once she did, a dull ache radiated up from her hand. Her fingers were curled into a tight fist and it took considerable effort to open them. 
 
    She’d been gripping the pliers so hard that there were deep grooves in her palm from where the metal handles had dug into her flesh. 
 
    Tessa took one final look at Rick’s pulsing throat and then squeezed the pliers again.  
 
    “I’m sorry, mom,” she said softly. “I’m sorry for everything.” 
 
    And then she stepped away from the bed and toward the half-open window. 
 
    In moments, Tessa Greenfield was one with the night.  
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    Tessa sneaking out in the middle of the night and wandering the streets of Albuquerque had become a fairly regular occurrence as of late.  
 
    The first time she’d crawled out of the window was the night after her mother’s boyfriend had abused her. Her intention then had been to run away, but she couldn’t build up the courage to do it.  
 
    Just leaving without her mother’s permission, her blessing, had taken everything she could muster.  
 
    Which, granted, wasn’t much.  
 
    When she’d returned home that time, her mother had whipped her with the belt, screamed at her, spit on her. 
 
    It was a whole two years before she left again, only this time she made sure to return before her mother had awoken.  
 
    With her head tucked into her hoodie, hiding her eyes, and her shoulders stooped, nobody took notice of Tessa as she walked until her feet were blistered and her legs sore.  
 
    Nobody noticed garbage unless it was to kick it onto the street. 
 
    Tessa saw an old man leaning up against the wall of a condemned building, a bottle of booze tenuously gripped in his long, thin fingers. 
 
    His eyes were closed, but his body swayed ever so slightly as if he was simply caught in the wind.  
 
    Tessa bumped into something, and she recoiled.  
 
    “Honey, you best watch where you’re going,” a female voice warned. 
 
    “Sorry,” Tessa grumbled, jamming her hands even deeper into the center pocket of her hoodie. She didn’t even bother looking up at the woman she’d walked into, she simply took a wide berth around her.  
 
    “Hey, wait a second.”  
 
    The woman’s arm reached for Tessa, but she avoided it and picked up the pace.  
 
    “I said I was sorry.” 
 
    “Hey, wait!” 
 
    Tessa finally looked at the woman, and her jaw immediately went slack.  
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    It was the woman that she’d stolen the necklace from.  
 
    Tessa, preparing to run, immediately started to pull her hands from her sweatshirt. 
 
    “You stole my fucking chain!” 
 
    The prostitute was large and top-heavy, with disproportionately large breasts, but so was Tessa. 
 
    And although Tessa liked to walk at night, she wasn’t much of a runner. 
 
    “You stole my fucking necklace, you bitch!”  
 
    Tessa bowed her head and bolted.  
 
    Arms pumping, she ran as fast as she could, no longer caring about getting her shoes wet, which would be a clear indication to her mother that she’d left in the middle of the night. 
 
    All Tessa cared about was getting away from this woman.  
 
    A hand suddenly grabbed the back of her hood which had slipped down, and her head was yanked backward. 
 
    Somehow, Tessa managed to break free and kept on running.  
 
    I have to get home… I have to get home… 
 
    She took a hard right down the first alley she came across, only to immediately regret her decision.  
 
    The alley ended in a brick wall only thirty feet from where she now stood. There was a small wooden bench resting up against it, which someone might be able to use to hoist themselves over.  
 
    But not Tessa. 
 
    Because Tessa was weak.  
 
    Tessa was garbage. 
 
    “I got you now,” the prostitute hissed. 
 
    Tessa spun around, the pliers gripped tightly in one hand, her chest heaving.  
 
    “I got you now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 82 
 
      
 
    Either the prostitute didn’t see the diminutive pair of pliers or didn’t care. She stepped forward and swung her arm in a wide arc. Tessa tried to intercept the blow, but she was too slow.  
 
    The prostitute’s fist hit her in the side of her head with such force that Tessa saw stars and stumbled. She barely managed to get her hands out to brace herself before colliding with the side of the building. 
 
    The pliers dug into her palm and she immediately dropped them. 
 
    “You bitch—my daughter gave me that necklace.” 
 
    Disoriented, Tessa shook her head to clear her vision and then looked at the enraged woman. She wasn’t sure what was more surprising, that this prostitute had a daughter, or that she obviously cared about her offspring. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Tessa whimpered. Blood was dripping from her palm and down her fingers now. “I’ll—I’ll get it back for you.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes went wide, before narrowing again.  
 
    “You don’t got it? You don’t got it on you?” 
 
    Tessa’s lips suddenly felt incredibly dry, and she ran her tongue across them. 
 
    “No, I—I don’t have it. I gave it…” Tessa let the sentence trail off. Was she really going to tell this woman that she gave it to her mom? Would she even care? 
 
    Another blow came, and even though Tessa saw this one coming, she was still too slow to block it. The openhanded slap hit her across the mouth, immediately filling her mouth with blood. 
 
    “I’ll get it back, I’ll get it back, I promise,” Tessa sobbed. “Ma, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Ma? Ma? Who the fuck you calling Ma? I ain’t your mother, girl.” 
 
    The woman stepped forward, and this time Tessa covered her face with her hands and arms.  
 
    Headlights suddenly filled the alley, illuminating the space between her arms.  
 
    “Hey, what’s going on down there?” 
 
    The prostitute turned, and Tessa lowered her hands to get a better look at the man who had since gotten out of his car and was approaching them. It was hard to make anything out with the bright headlights still trained on the alley.  
 
    Is he a police officer? Is he here to save me? What will mom do if she finds out I spoke to the police? 
 
    “Mind your fucking business and move along,” the woman hissed. 
 
    So, he’s not a police officer…  
 
    The man ignored the prostitute and peered over her shoulder. Tessa instinctively looked away and wiped the blood from her mouth with the back of her hand. 
 
    “You okay, girl?” he asked. 
 
    Tessa, not sure of what to say or how to react, just nodded. 
 
    “I told you to mind your fucking business.” 
 
    Once again, the woman’s threats were ignored.  
 
    “Why don’t you come over here, girl. Get away—” 
 
    The prostitute lashed out again, this time at the man. He easily sidestepped the punch and then started to chuckle. 
 
    “That was a mistake.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    Instead of trying to attack the man again, the prostitute suddenly turned around and shoved Tessa in the chest with both hands.  
 
    She cried out and fell hard on her ass.  
 
    “Leave her alone,” the man demanded.  
 
    Tessa, still trying to catch her breath, noticed something on the ground beside her that was shining in the bright headlights. Without thinking, she reached over and picked up the pair of pliers. 
 
    “She stole my goddamn necklace. And I want it back.” 
 
    The prostitute hovered over Tessa, her hands balled into fists. Behind the enraged woman, Tessa saw the man approaching, but she decided to finally take charge of the situation. 
 
    Just as the prostitute looked as if she was about to strike her again, Tessa swung the hand holding the pliers directly at her scowling face.  
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    “Is she… is she alive?” Tessa gasped. 
 
    At the last moment, the prostitute had turned her head and instead of striking her in the face, the pliers had lodged in her hairline, just above her temple. 
 
    Then she’d grunted and fallen to the ground. 
 
    When the man didn’t answer, Tessa peeled her eyes away from the woman and looked up at him. 
 
    He was staring down at her, a curious expression on his face. 
 
    “Is she alive?” Tessa practically begged this time.  
 
    Without saying a word, the man bent down and inspected the pliers sticking out of the side of the prostitute’s head. 
 
    Feeling like she might be sick, Tessa turned away. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” the man replied in an oddly calm voice. “I think so.”  
 
    Tessa suddenly broke down. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to—it was an accident. I—I—I…” 
 
    Her speech degenerated into the sobs, and Tessa buried her head in her hands. She stayed like this for several minutes, until she heard the sound of the man grunting. 
 
    Tessa sniffed and finally looked up. 
 
    To her surprise, the man had hoisted the prostitute onto one shoulder and was starting to walk toward his car.  
 
    “What—what are you doing?” 
 
    The man paused and looked over his shoulder at her. 
 
    “We can’t leave her here. Come on, give me a hand.” 
 
    It took considerable effort for Tessa to rise to her feet, but once standing, she made no effort to help. 
 
    “I can’t get her into the trunk by myself,” the man informed her. 
 
    “But where are—where are you taking her?” 
 
    Another pause.  
 
    “I know a place,” he said as he started toward his car again. “I know a place where we can keep her.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Everything seemed surreal to Tessa. Everything from the moment that she’d come home with the necklace to now: driving in a car with a stranger, the body of a possibly dead woman in the trunk, heading toward Sevillita National Wildlife Refuge.  
 
    It took roughly forty minutes to get to the Refuge, mostly, because the driver had taken a circuitous route in an attempt to cover their tracks. 
 
    And now, as they pulled up to a trailer that looked like it was something out of a horror film, the surreal nature of what Tessa had been through was only magnified. 
 
    “Is this your place?” she asked tentatively as they got out of the car. 
 
    The man chuckled. 
 
    “My place? Like where I live?” he laughed even harder. “Hell no. It’s just a place I found when I was a kid. There was this old bastard who used to live here, and every time my friends and I rode our bikes past him, he’d swear and run after us. One time a buddy dared me to peek in through the windows. The old man was in there, wearing a beater and a weird devil’s mask. Scared the shit out of me. After that, we started calling this the Devil’s Den.” 
 
    As they walked around to the trunk of the car, Tessa kept her eyes trained on the trailer that looked like it hadn’t been lived in for years. 
 
    “What happened to him?” 
 
    The man shrugged and reached for the trunk latch. 
 
    “No idea. One day, he was just gone. No one has lived here since.” 
 
    With that, the man reached down and unlocked the trunk. 
 
    “Jesus!” the man shouted, jumping backward. 
 
    A guttural cry erupted, and the prostitute attempted to lunge out at them. She was a mess. Her hair was completely soaked with blood and matted. A stream of the red liquid had leaked into one eye, giving her a ghastly, demonic expression, and Tessa could see the handles of the pliers still sticking out of the side of her head. 
 
    The prostitute was disoriented, and even though she’d taken them by surprise, she couldn’t quite manage to crawl out of the trunk.  
 
    It took the man about three seconds to recover, and then he lunged forward and slammed the trunk close. 
 
    Only it didn’t latch, because the woman’s arm was dangling out of it. There was a sickening, organic thump, and Tessa’s stomach revolted when she saw the arm bend in a way it was never designed to. 
 
    There was another visceral cry as the woman retracted fully into the trunk. But instead of closing it, the man turned to her. 
 
    “Get something! Get me something!” he shouted, holding the trunk at half-mast. 
 
    Tessa just stared, horrified. 
 
    Me? What does he want?  
 
    The man reached out with his free hand and shoved Tessa. 
 
    “Get me a rock, anything!” 
 
    Desperate now, Tessa searched the ground for something to… what? Quiet her?  
 
    Strange mewing noises were coming from the trunk, and although they were in the middle of nowhere, sounds had a way of traveling across flat plains, she knew.  
 
    As if to prove this point, in the distance, Tessa heard a wild animal growl. 
 
    Eventually, she found a palm-sized rock. 
 
    “Is this—” 
 
    She didn’t even finish the sentence before the man grabbed the rock from her. Then he lifted the trunk all the way up and thrust his hand inside, leading with the rock. 
 
    Tessa looked away when she heard a wet smack, followed by a grunt.  
 
    “Well?” the man asked, his voice brimming with anger now. “You going to give me a hand with her body, or what?” 
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    The Devil’s Den smelled musty, but thankfully not rancid. Whoever the man who used to live here was, Tessa got the impression that he was neat and tidy. 
 
    That is until they made their way into the back room; this is where the immaculate, if outdated, decor ended.  
 
    There were magazines strewn across the floor, the covers of which depicted various acts of bondage and S & M. Tessa also spotted a ball-gag and a paddle with spikes on it.  
 
    And then there was the chair. 
 
    The chair was perhaps the most frightening of all the disturbing items. Made of old, cracked leather, it had straps with buckles attached to both the arm and footrests. The man dropped the unconscious prostitute into the chair, and then fastened her in place. They taped her mouth for good measure, even though the woman hadn’t so much as moaned since she’d been struck with the rock. 
 
    Then the two of them just stood there in the partition leading from the front of the trailer to the back room, neither saying a word. 
 
    Eventually, Tessa looked away from her mangled face and spoke up. 
 
    “Do you think someone will come looking for her?” 
 
    Do you think mom will find out about this? 
 
    The man raspberried. 
 
    “Her? A prostitute who is more than likely an illegal? I think not. People like her go missing all the time.” 
 
    People like me. 
 
    Garbage who flaunted their bodies, who stole men from other women. Garbage who broke up families and homes.  
 
    Tessa swallowed hard. 
 
    “What are you gonna do with her?” 
 
    This time, the man didn’t answer her. He just clapped her on the back, and Tessa yelped. 
 
    “I’m going to go see if there’s any water I can use to clean this blood off my hands. Keep your eye on her. If she moves, tell her to be still.” 
 
    “Be still,” Tessa repeated with a nod. “Be still, girl.” 
 
    She didn’t want to be here anymore. Tessa wanted to be back home, in her bed, even if Rick Griever was lying beside her. 
 
    But she did as she was told because that was what she always did.  
 
    Tessa stood in the same place for so long that her legs started to get weak and tired, while behind her, she heard the sound of a tap gurgle and then sputter as it pumped out a thick fluid. 
 
    Eventually, she convinced herself that she could see the prostitute’s chest rise and fall with each shallow breath. Shortly after that, the woman’s eyelids started to flutter. 
 
    “She’s… she’s wakening,” Tessa said softly in a voice that didn’t sound like her own.  
 
    The man grunted, but it wasn’t clear whether this was in response to her comment or if he was just getting frustrated with the sink. Tessa wanted to look but couldn’t peel her eyes off the restrained woman.  
 
    As if in slow-motion, the woman’s eyes opened. 
 
    At first, they didn’t appear to focus; her hazel irises just swirled around frantically like oil on a hot skillet. What added to this dizzying effect was the fact that her right eye was lower than the left, as if that side of her face had melted.  
 
    After several seconds, her pupils focused on Tessa, and then the woman began huffing into the tape that covered her mouth.  
 
    She can’t breathe, Tessa thought incoherently. She can’t breathe and she’s gonna suffocate. 
 
    But that didn’t make sense; aside from a thin stream of blood, her nose was clear.  
 
    Still, Tessa moved forward and then, without thinking, she reached out and pulled the tape away from her mouth. 
 
    “You’re going to pay for this,” the prostitute slurred. 
 
    Tessa took a step back and blinked rapidly. 
 
    “No,” she moaned. 
 
    “You’re gonna pay… you’re gonna pay… you’re gonna pay…” 
 
    The woman kept on repeating those three words over and over again as if every other thought had been bashed out of her skull. 
 
    Tessa closed her eyes and started to hold her head as she rocked back and forth in place.  
 
    “Stop it,” she whispered. 
 
    But the woman didn’t stop. 
 
    “…you’re gonna pay…” 
 
    “Stop it! Stop it! Stop it!” 
 
    Grinding her teeth, Tessa’s eyes flew open.  
 
    The prostitute was no longer in the chair. Instead, the crooked face of her mother stared back.  
 
    “You’re gonna pay for what you did to me, Tessa,” Nicoletta Osuna said, blood coating her lips and chin. “You’re going to pay for sleeping with my boyfriend. You’re going to pay for ruining my life!”  
 
    Tessa couldn’t deal with this anymore. Tears spilling down her cheeks, she grabbed the woman’s matted hair. But before she could get a good grip, her fingers brushed up against something hard. 
 
    The pliers. 
 
    Before she knew what was happening, Tessa had pulled the pliers free. Her mother screamed, but this wasn’t a deterrent.  
 
    It was fuel.  
 
    Tessa drew the pliers back and then thrust them into Nicoletta’s chest. Warm blood bubbled onto her hands and wrists, but she didn’t even notice. 
 
    She just kept stabbing until her mother finally fell silent. Only then did she take a step backward. 
 
    The prostitute had returned, and everything from her collarbone to her belly button was ravaged and covered in blood. 
 
    Tessa dropped the pliers.  
 
    “Jesus, you really went to town on her, didn’t you,” the man said from behind her. 
 
    Tessa blinked and shook her head. Then she looked back at the man. She thought that he would be frowning, but he wasn’t.  
 
    He was grinning. 
 
    “I think I’m going to be sick,” she said. And then, with her stomach roiling, she hurried out of the trailer and vomited all over herself. 
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    The man was digging a hole behind the trailer, but Tessa couldn’t watch.  
 
    She’d puked so many times that her throat was raw and all she could bring up was a thin yellow gruel.  
 
    She couldn’t believe what she’d done.  
 
    Tessa had murdered her mother—the prostitute, it was the prostitute—with the very pliers that she’d used to fix her jewelry.  
 
    A necklace, which had started all of this.  
 
    “Deep enough, I think,” the man said. “It’s not like anyone comes out here, anyway. The animals will probably get to the body before anyone even thinks about looking for her.”  
 
    Tessa closed her eyes and retched once more. 
 
    The animals… 
 
    When Tessa finally gathered enough courage to open her eyes again, she discovered that she was looking at the blue bracelet on her wrist.  
 
    It was covered in blood.  
 
    “I have to go home—I have to get back to my mom,” she whimpered. “If she wakes up before I’m home, I’ll be in trouble.” 
 
    The man was suddenly at her side, his bare chest covered in dirt and gravel.  
 
    “Girl, you can’t go home. Not after what you’ve done. Nobody will come looking for the hooker, but they will be looking for you.” 
 
    In her mind, Tessa saw the prostitute’s flayed chest, chunks of skin hanging off her like bacon crudely carved by an unskilled butcher.  
 
    I don’t think I’ll ever eat again, she thought.  
 
    The man put his hand on her shoulder and spun her around so that she could look at their handiwork. 
 
    All in all, the man had done a pretty good job, especially considering the paltry tools he had to work with. Tessa could barely see a mound where the prostitute had been buried. 
 
    “What do I do? Where do I go?” 
 
    The man paused for a long time before answering. 
 
    “You can stay here,” he said. Only it wasn’t a reply to her question, but more like a command or a statement. 
 
    An order. 
 
    Despite everything that had happened, Tessa felt herself nodding.  
 
    You’re garbage, she thought. 
 
    “I don’t even know your name.” 
 
    This shouldn’t matter, but for some reason it did. 
 
    “Well,” the man said, gesturing toward the dilapidated trailer, “if this is the Devil’s Den, then I guess you can call me the Devil. Now get yourself together. If you’re going live here, then we’re going to have to do some renovations.” 
 
    And then he laughed. 
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 Chapter 86 
 
      
 
    Stitts had every intention of getting on a plane back to Virginia, just as Chase had ordered him to. He’d even bought a ticket for the next morning, and then he drank until he’d passed out.  
 
    By some minor miracle, Stitts had also made it to the airport on time, which afforded him the luxury of standing outside and smoking a cigarette.  
 
    He was still half-drunk when his phone rang, and his initial thought was that it was Chase calling to apologize. 
 
    But that was stupid; Chase didn’t apologize.  
 
    Stitts answered anyway. 
 
    “Yeah? 
 
    “Agent Stitts? It’s Floyd.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I—uhh—I just got a call from Chase—from Agent Adams? She wanted to know if the camera on the Sevillita archway was up and working?” 
 
    Stitts took a drag of his smoke. 
 
    “How the hell would I know?” 
 
    “I mean, I tried to call the guy… Ian what’s-his-name? Can’t get a hold of him or anyone else at Sevillita.” 
 
    Stitts sighed.  
 
    “Floyd, I’m about to board my flight,” he lied. “I think—” 
 
    “We still can’t find Agent Workman. The camera, if it’s working, might have recorded her as she entered the Refuge.” 
 
    Stitts felt a pang of guilt in the pit of his empty stomach.  
 
    I should have been there for her… she asked me to meet her, but I didn’t show up. 
 
    “Do you think you can head over there and take a look?” 
 
    The question took him by surprise. Floyd was by far the most junior agent here in Albuquerque, and yet he was asking Stitts, the senior agent, the one supposedly in charge, to perform such a menial task? 
 
    Maybe it’s not Floyd asking, Stitts thought. Maybe it’s Chase holding out an olive branch. Maybe she— 
 
    “Agent Stitts?” 
 
    “Get Chase to check the cameras,” he snapped. After a final drag, Stitts flicked the cigarette butt on the street and started to make his way inside the terminal. 
 
    “Well, that’s the thing,” Floyd began in a hesitant tone. “I can’t reach her.” 
 
    Stitts stopped. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, I mean that she was supposed to meet me this morning, but never did. I’m sure—” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Floyd? Where’s Chase?” 
 
    “I’m—I’m—I d-d-don’t mean to alarm you, Agent Stitts. I’m s-s-sure it’s nothing.” 
 
    This is Chase we’re talking about; it’s never nothing with Chase. 
 
    “Who’s the last person to speak with her?” 
 
    “T-t-t-t-t-t-t—” 
 
    Stitts frowned. 
 
    “Relax, Floyd; just relax.” 
 
    He heard the man take a deep breath on the other end of the line. 
 
    “Tom—Tom Cable. He said he thought she was going back out to Sevillita.” 
 
    Stitts’s eyes bulged. 
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    “Well, y-y-yeah.” 
 
    Stitts immediately turned around and hurried back outside. 
 
    “Floyd, keep trying to get her on the phone—Agent Workman, too.” 
 
    “Wh-what are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’m going to check to see if that goddamn camera was fixed. Then I’m going to find Chase…” 
 
    And save her from herself, Stitts thought, but didn’t say. As usual.  
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    Where the hell am I?  
 
    The last thing Chase remembered was being chased by a cougar and when she’d nearly gotten away…  
 
    Girl, be still. 
 
    Her eyes went wide. 
 
    Girl, be still… or, Bea Stigurl. 
 
    The accent, the glove slipping over her mouth. 
 
    The familiar sting of a needlepoint as it pierced her skin and then her world went black. 
 
    “No!” Chase tried to scream, but for the first time since coming to, she realized that there was a piece of tape across her mouth.  
 
    In an instant, she was back in the dirt-covered basement, locked in a cell with only a single window high above her, desperately trying to crawl her way out. 
 
    All of the crushing anxiety and fear that she’d felt as a little girl came roaring back. Chase immediately scrambled on all fours in the darkness, only to be yanked backward after only a few feet. 
 
    The tug was so violent, so unexpected, that she thought her head would be separated from her shoulders. 
 
    There was some sort of thick metal collar around her neck, the back of which was attached to a chain. She followed this blindly with her hands and found that it ended with a loop attached to what felt like a plank of wood on the wall. 
 
    Where am I? What the fuck is going on? 
 
    Chase tried to quell the panic inside her, to tell herself, over and over again, to stay in the moment, just as Dr. Matteo had instructed her during each and every one of their sessions, but it was a losing battle.  
 
    Someone had grabbed her, saved her from the cougar, only to imprison her here. 
 
    And Chase had a sneaking suspicion that this fate was far worse than anything that the wild animal could have done to her. 
 
    For this was the work of the Devil. 
 
    Realizing that her hands were free, she tore the tape from her mouth and then loosed a blood-curdling scream.  
 
    The visceral sound did more than release the tension from deep inside her; the immediate echo gave Chase some idea of the size of her surroundings. 
 
    It was a small room, without windows. 
 
    The trailer! Her mind screamed. The trailers I saw from the drone! 
 
    A stirring from her right caused her blood to slow to a crawl. 
 
    “Who’s there,” Chase whispered, her entire body quaking now. “Who’s there?” 
 
    She raised her hands defensively, preparing for a blind onslaught.  
 
    “I’ll kill you. I’ll kill you with my bare hands if you—” 
 
    “Please help me,” a hoarse voice replied. “Please… kill me.” 
 
    The words were so haunting, so utterly tragic, that Chase never even considered the possibility that this was some sort of trick.  
 
    “Please…” 
 
    Instinct took over, and she scrambled toward the voice, toward what had degenerated into a mixture of sobs and shallow breaths.  
 
    Leading with her hands, Chase eventually touched something that felt like a foot, and then a leg. But there was something wrong with it… it was wet and tacky and completely still. Even when she squeezed, there was no tactile response, no twitch, not even a hint of movement. 
 
    Her own breathing now just shallow bursts, Chase continued upward, until her fingers grazed a person’s face.  
 
    A bruised and swollen face, lips that were split, eyes that— 
 
    Chase gasped.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stitts… you’re supposed to be here with me! 
 
    Fear coursed through Stacy Workman now as she whipped the flashlight around in the darkness. The beam of light it produced was powerful but still seemed to get swallowed by the darkness. 
 
    The night was alive with sounds—the swirling of dirt, the occasional bat flapping its wings, the rustling of some unseen beast. 
 
    Where are you, Stitts? 
 
    Eventually, the light fell on what looked like a vehicle parked just off the hiking path. 
 
    Where did that come from? 
 
    She could have sworn that it hadn’t been there moments ago. The only thing other than herself and the stars out tonight was a small fox that— 
 
    Something struck her on the forearms, knocking both her gun and flashlight to the ground. 
 
    Stacy cried out but was immediately silenced by the gloved hand that slid across her mouth.  
 
    “Be still, girl.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Stacy!” Chase gasped. “Jesus Christ! Stacy!” 
 
    “Please…” 
 
    Even though it was completely dark in the trailer, Chase knew it was Agent Workman. The woman’s voice might be unrecognizable, but Chase had seen Stacy’s last few moments before she’d been taken. 
 
    Like all the other missing girls before her.  
 
    This is the Devil’s Den. 
 
    Chase swallowed hard. 
 
    “Stacy, you need to get up.” 
 
    As she spoke, Chase tried to ease the woman out of the chair, but she seemed stuck. Not only that, but the tackiness that she’d felt on Stacy Workman’s bare legs also seemed to reach her chest. 
 
    She was… she was covered in blood. 
 
    Now it was Chase’s turn to plead. 
 
    “Please, you need to sit up. Stacy, you have to—” 
 
    Chase heard an audible click and immediately fell silent. Her eyes searched blindly for the source of the sound, eventually drifting upwards.  
 
    “Who’s here? Who’s—” but once again, Chase stopped mid-sentence. 
 
    It was clear by the grainy texture of the voice that spoke next, that it was a recording. 
 
    This, however, made the words no less terrifying. 
 
    “Today is May thirteenth and tomorrow you’ll be dead. No matter how much you scream—” 
 
    A horrible sound that didn’t seem so much generated by Stacy Workman as simply to emerge from deep inside the woman suddenly filled the trailer. It was so guttural, so visceral, that it easily drowned out the tinny recording produced by the speaker embedded in the ceiling. 
 
    If Chase had put thought to it, she might have considered the sound something halfway between a yell and scream of a feral animal, but she didn’t. 
 
    All she could do was cover her ears and try not to cry. 
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    There were only a handful of cars in the Refuge parking lot, but Agent Jeremy Stitts didn’t think that any of them belonged to either Chase or Agent Workman.  
 
    He took a closer look after lighting up, before confirming his initial thought. 
 
    Squinting into the sun, Stitts made his way to the Sevillita arch, thankful for the modicum of shade it provided. 
 
    If we ever solve this damn case, and I get to keep my job, the next placement I’m going to ask for is somewhere cold. 
 
    He looked at the booth first, which was predictably empty. It reminded him of the parking booth that Saul Goodman had to pass through on his way to the courthouse in Breaking Bad. It was small, barely large enough for two people, and poorly lit with a yellow incandescent bulb. 
 
    No wonder they have a funding problem, he thought. How are they supposed to sell any trinkets or bumper stickers out of a place like this? 
 
    The inane thoughts were coming fast and furious now, which often happened when he was hungover. It was as if the alcohol from the night before had quieted his brain, and now it was playing catch-up. 
 
    Stitts shook his head and looked up at the camera next.  
 
    Is that… is that a red light? 
 
    Shielding his eyes with the blade of his hand, he realized that it was. 
 
    Huh, maybe the strange Ian kid managed to hook it up, after all. 
 
    Stitts had thought that Ian might have a problem tying his shoes, let alone hooking up a video camera, but maybe he was one of those savant types.  
 
    He took a step forward and tried to follow the cable leading from the back of the camera— 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    Stitts jumped and whipped around. 
 
    “Jesus, you fucking scared me!” 
 
    It was Ian, standing with his chin tucked to his chest, hands in his pockets. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    Stitts shook out the jitters. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it—I was actually just looking for you.” He pointed up at the arch. “This camera… did you ever get it set up?” 
 
    “Yeah, right after Lance told me to,” Ian replied, still not raising his eyes.  
 
    Stitts felt his hopes rise. 
 
    “So, it was recording last night and the night before?” 
 
    Ian finally looked at him, a strange expression on his pimply face. 
 
    “It only records when there’s motion.” 
 
    Stitts frowned. 
 
    “Right. And where does it record to?” 
 
    Ian used his thumb to point to the booth. 
 
    “All I had was an old laptop, so I hooked it up to that. We don’t got much funding—” 
 
    “Right, yeah, funding. Listen, Ian, I’m going to need to see that footage.” 
 
    “No problem,” he replied, reaching for a set of keys on his belt. 
 
    “Agent Stitts?” 
 
    Once again, Stitts turned around. Even though he was staring into the sun now, he recognized Tom Cable striding toward them.  
 
    Stitts felt a knot form in his stomach.  
 
    “Didn’t expect to see you here; I thought you were headed back to Quantico.” 
 
    “I bet that’s what you thought,” Stitts said under his breath. 
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    “I said, I bet you want me back in Quantico. I bet you told Chase away.” 
 
    Now that he was only a few feet away, Stitts could see Tom’s face twist into a frown.  
 
    “I don’t really know what you’re talking about, Agent Stitts. I just came here because Floyd sent me a message, said that there was a camera —” 
 
    “It records on a laptop in the booth,” Ian said, clearly trying to diffuse the situation. 
 
    But Stitts’s anger continued to mount, which was not lost on Tom. 
 
    “I get that you and Chase have some issues, but that’s between you two. I just came, because—” 
 
    “What do you know about our issues, huh? What do you even know about her?” Stitts shot back. “You think because you spent the night together, that you know her? Is that it?”  
 
    Tom just looked at him for a second, before his brow lifted. 
 
    “I really think you got the wrong idea, Agent Stitts. Your partner, Chase, she wasn’t interested—” 
 
    Stitts lost it. All of the pent-up anger and frustration and resentment he held toward Chase, suddenly manifested. 
 
    He lunged, leading with his fists. Stitts wasn’t much of a fighter and had limited experience in the domain, but he was capable and prior to the last six months or so, he’d taken care of himself.  
 
    Drinking and smoking had taken its toll, but Stitts figured that his fury would compensate for these effects.  
 
    He was wrong. 
 
    Tom easily sidestepped his advance and then, as Stitts’s momentum sent him stumbling past, he grabbed his trailing wrist and raised it up his back. 
 
    Tom continued to push, driving Stitts to the ground. Dust and dirt filled his nose and mouth, choking him. Not willing to concede, he tried to roll over, but Tom, still gripping his wrist, put a knee in the small of his back, pinning him.  
 
    “Calm down,” Tom ordered. 
 
    This only incensed Stitts further, and he bucked wildly, trying to shake free.  
 
    It was no use. With every movement, Tom just applied more pressure. 
 
    Stitts turned his head to one side and spit. 
 
    “Fuck you,” he muttered. “Fuck you all.” 
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    “Stacy,” Chase begged. “You have to stop screaming. Please.” 
 
    But the woman wouldn’t listen. Even though the recording, most of which Chase couldn’t make out, had since stopped, Stacy continued to make that horrible sound. Her vocal cords must have been blistered, but that didn’t seem to faze her.  
 
    Chase did the only thing she could think of: she slapped her. Her hand came back wet and sticky, but it seemed to work. 
 
    At long last, FBI Agent Stacy Workman went silent. 
 
    “Stacy, who did this to you?” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Chase searched blindly for the woman’s shoulders and shook her lightly. 
 
    “Stacy?” 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    Chase cursed and started down to the woman’s wrists. So far as she could tell, Stacy had been strapped to a leather chair. Her bindings were tight, but there was some sort of clasp on the underside of the armrest.  
 
    As she tried to work it free, Chase thought about her last communication with Floyd and Tom. 
 
    Will they come looking for me? 
 
    Chase wanted to think that they would, but she had her doubts. Stacy had gone missing a day and a half ago, and they’d barely batted an eye. 
 
    Everyone was too pre-occupied, too distracted with their own self-importance. 
 
    And it’s not like this would be the first time that Chase took off without telling anyone.  
 
    God damn it, why did I go out alone? Why didn’t I get Tom to come with me?  
 
    Although Chase was fairly certain where she was—the trailer just beyond the boundaries of the Refuge—she still didn’t know who had taken her. Clearly, this was the same person who was responsible for kidnapping Sarah and Florence and Tessa and all the other street workers, but Chase and Stacy were different. 
 
    They weren’t prostitutes; they were FBI Agents for fuck’s sake.  
 
    The killer’s MO had changed, and in her experience, Chase could only think of one reason for such a drastic deviation: they had been getting close.  
 
    If only Chief Rodriguez hadn’t sent his officers back to their posts, if only she hadn’t told Stitts to go home. 
 
    If only she wasn’t locked in a sweatbox, chained to a wall.  
 
    Chase stopped fiddling with Stacy’s bindings—in the dark, she was having a difficult time trying to figure how they worked—and instead, took a moment to probe her neck. 
 
    There was simply no way to pry the metal collar off. 
 
    “Stacy, I know you’re hurting, but you have to help. We need to get out—”  
 
    At first, Chase thought the sound she heard was the speaker clicking on again, but this was different.  
 
    It was a door being unlatched. Chase turned her head but only saw more darkness. 
 
    Tom? Stitts?  
 
    A door slid open and Chase immediately averted her eyes. The light coming from what she realized was another room in the trailer wasn’t particularly bright, but it was in such stark contrast to the darkness that she was accustomed to that it was nearly blinding. 
 
    “Who—who are you?” Chase gasped. 
 
    When there was no answer, she squinted heavily and slowly raised her head.  
 
    A hooded figure stood in the doorway, legs spread, arms at their sides.  
 
    “Me?” a male voice replied in a thick, Southern accent. “Why, I’m the Devil. And this is the Devil’s Den, Chase. Welcome.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 90 
 
      
 
    “You calm now?” Tom asked. 
 
    Stitts spat more dirt from his mouth. 
 
    “I’m fucking calm, now let me up.” 
 
    Tom waited for a good three count before pushing against Stitts to rise to his feet.  
 
    Stitts immediately rolled onto his back and peered up at the man who was standing in a cloud of swirling dust.  
 
    “Don’t you come at me again,” Tom warned, taking up a defensive posture. 
 
    Stitts grunted and got to one knee, then stood.  
 
    “You can have her for all I care.” 
 
    Tom stared, dumbfounded, and then understanding crossed his features. 
 
    “You—you were there, weren’t you?” 
 
    Stitts looked away. 
 
    “Yeah, you were there, shit, the night me and Chase went out you were there. I thought somebody was following us.” 
 
    Stitts still said nothing, but in his mind, he pictured the way the two of them were drinking together and laughing. 
 
    “Fuck, you got it all wrong, man. She turned me down. Chase… we didn’t do anything.” 
 
    There was something in Tom’s voice that suggested he was telling the truth. And when Stitts finally gathered enough courage to meet the man’s eyes, he realized that this was the case. 
 
    He should have been relieved, but Stitts felt one thing: shame.  
 
    What the hell am I doing? 
 
    Stitts shook his head and spat again. Then he reached into his pocket for his cigarettes, aware that both Tom and Ian were staring at him, but not caring. 
 
    The only person he really cared about now that his mother was gone, was the same person he’d pushed away. 
 
    Chase Adams. 
 
    His pack of smokes was empty, and he crumpled it and threw it to the ground. 
 
    “Figures.” 
 
    “You can’t litter,” Ian said, and Stitts shot him a look. The man-child immediately turned his attention to a spot of dirt a few inches in front of him. 
 
    “Stitts, I don’t know—” 
 
    “Save it,” Stitts replied, turning away from Tom. The man tried to call him back, but Stitts just kept on walking. 
 
    Chase may be missing, but she was better off without him.  
 
    Maybe everyone was. 
 
    He checked his watch and Stitts realized that if he hurried, he might still be able to catch his flight. If not, there was always the airport bar while he waited for the next plane out of this hell hole. 
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    “You’re not the devil,” Chase spat. “You’re just a sick fuck who likes to prey on women.” 
 
    The man in the mask chuckled, but he didn’t bite. Chase was trying her best to enrage him, to shift the balance of control. But this was a near impossible task given the fact that she was chained to the wall and the now moaning Stacy Workman was strapped to a chair.  
 
    “Kill me,” Stacy whispered. Despite not wanting to look away from their captor, Chase was drawn to the woman’s voice.  
 
    Stacy was indeed strapped to a leather recliner, her face swollen and covered in dark bruises. Her lower lip was split through, revealing several of her teeth all the way to the gumline.  
 
    While she was naked from the waist down, her t-shirt had been pulled over her crotch, covering her genitals. The fabric was sopping wet, clinging tightly to her skin beneath.  
 
    It was covered in blood.  
 
    Chase hoped that the red that trickled down the woman’s pale legs was from the shirt and not from beneath, but she knew better.  
 
    Florence had told her as much. 
 
    “You sick fuck,” Chase repeated, turning around on all fours. 
 
    She was surprised to see that her captor had since entered the room and was standing but a few feet from her. 
 
    Chase instinctively leaped at him, but he knew this room better than anyone. 
 
    The collar dug in just as her hands were inches from his throat, momentarily crushing her esophagus. 
 
    She slumped to the floor, wheezing and coughing. 
 
    “You are a spunky one,” the man said in a Southern drawl. “This goin’ be fun.” 
 
    Through tear-filled vision, she saw the man walk toward Stacy, who turned her face away and squeezed her eyes closed. But instead of striking her as both women expected, the man paused and simply observed.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Chase croaked, “can’t get it up? Can’t get it hard?” 
 
    Another chuckle. 
 
    Chase took a moment to size the man, to try to figure if she recognized his stature, his posture, perhaps his clothes. 
 
    But everything about him just seemed so ordinary…  
 
    Everything, except for his voice. 
 
    She recognized the voice but couldn’t place it. Her mind was just too muddled with trying to process everything that had happened since flying the drone. 
 
    If I could just touch him, touch his skin, then I’d know. 
 
    “Let me guess, your mama used to beat you when you were a kid, or maybe your sister picked on you. Is that it? Is this a sick fantasy of you getting back at your sister? Maybe she diddled you—” 
 
    The man suddenly whipped around and held a finger to the lower half of his face. 
 
    The mask he wore was terrifying. It was a woolly balaclava of sorts, with crudely cut out eye holes. It must have been sweltering beneath. 
 
    Chase opened her mouth to taunt him again, hopefully draw him close enough, so she could grab him, but their eyes met, and she lost her nerve.  
 
    This wasn’t like when Brian and Timothy Jalston had taken her, on either occasion. Those men, as deranged as they were, wanted to bring her into the family; to make Chase and her sister and all the other girls one of theirs. 
 
    They wanted, in their sick way, to love them. 
 
    The only thing this man wanted was to cause pain.  
 
    Pain and suffering on a level that no human should ever experience. 
 
    Eyes still locked on hers, the man’s finger went from the moist spot on his mask to the speaker in the ceiling. As if cued, it suddenly clicked on. 
 
    “Today is May thirteenth and tomorrow you’ll be dead. No matter how much you scream, no matter how much you plead, no matter what you do, tomorrow you’ll be dead.” 
 
    Chase ground her teeth.  
 
    Now she understood why Stacy had made that horrible noise. It wasn’t just what the man had done to her, but the expectation of more. 
 
    Of worse. 
 
    When the recording neared the end—all you have left now is suffering—the man animated and walked over to Stacy Workman.  
 
    But, once again, instead of lashing out, he was slow, methodical, even gentle. 
 
    He grabbed the hem of her shirt and lifted it up over her head. 
 
    Stacy didn’t even react. 
 
    At first, Chase was so confused by what she saw, that she didn’t really understand it.  
 
    But as comprehension slowly crept in, it was Chase who was the one screaming.  
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    “I’m sorry about that,” Tom said, turning back to face Ian. “Just a misunderstanding, is all.” 
 
    Ian nodded vigorously, but just stood there. 
 
    Tom didn’t blame the man; he himself was trying to wrap his mind around what had just happened. He’d figured that Chase and Stitts had a history based on their awkward interactions, but he hadn’t thought that it ran this deep. 
 
    It also explained why Chase had rejected him in the hotel room.  
 
    But none of that mattered now. Stitts was likely on his way back to Quantico, and the women, including Agent Workman, were still missing. 
 
    And the video recording might be their only chance to find them.  
 
    “You think I can see that video now?” 
 
    Ian nodded again and quickly unlocked the booth. He stepped inside, and Tom followed, squeezing into the small space. 
 
    It smelled like BO, or maybe that was just Ian.  
 
    “When did you set up the camera?” 
 
    “The day that Lance asked me to,” Ian replied, sounding a little defensive. 
 
    Tom made a face—he wasn’t sure, but he thought that was the night that Agent Workman went missing.  
 
    “Okay. Start at around eleven that night then and go from there.” 
 
    “As I was telling your… friend… it’s a motion-activated camera so unless—” 
 
    Tom could feel his frustration mounting, which was a strange experience for him.  
 
    “And? Did it record anything?” 
 
    “Yeah, twice.” 
 
    When the man didn’t immediately open any video files, Tom nudged him with his shoulder. 
 
    “Then show me.” 
 
    “Oh, oh, sure,” Ian said, pulling up the first video.  
 
    The time stamp read ten-fifteen and rolled for a good minute and a half without anything showing on screen. 
 
    “I thought you said it only records when there’s movement? I don’t see anything.” 
 
    “I did.” Ian jogged back the tape by fifteen seconds and then pressed play again. “You see that?”  
 
    Ian paused the tape and Tom leaned in close. In the lower left-hand corner, he saw something gray and blurry.  
 
    “I… I guess. Any idea what it is?” 
 
    “Coyote,” Ian replied with pride. “That’s a coyote’s tail. Probably a female.”  
 
    Great.  
 
    “What about the other video?” Tom snapped.  
 
    “I can tell that it’s a female because of the—” 
 
    “Show me the other goddamn video!” 
 
    Ian startled and nearly dropped the mouse on the floor. 
 
    “Sorry—but, please, I don’t have much time.” 
 
    The man’s Adam’s apple bulged and for a second, Tom thought that he was going to break out into tears. Thankfully, he managed to choke this back and then opened the second video.  
 
    Like the first, Tom saw nothing but dirt for the first ten seconds. 
 
    And then he saw her.  
 
    Agent Workman.  
 
    The woman was wearing what looked like jogging pants and a long t-shirt. She had a flashlight in one hand and her service pistol was on her hip. 
 
    “You see that?” Ian asked. 
 
    “Yeah, of course I see that; it’s Agent Workman.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Tom just shook his head.  
 
    “Never mind. Is this the only other video from that night?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s it. Nothing again until the next day, six a.m.-ish when Lance arrived.” 
 
    Tom suddenly slammed his hand down on the table, and this time the mouse rattled to the floor. 
 
    “Fuck,” he cursed. 
 
    “What?” a scared-looking Ian asked. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “What’s wrong? What’s wrong? Agent Workman came to the park that night.” 
 
    “Well, technically it was closed, but…” 
 
    “No, Ian, I’m not worried about her breaking the rules.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “Agent Workman came that night… but she never left. She’s still here. Workman’s still here… somewhere.” 
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    “Please excuse my trepidation. I’m not used to someone watching… well, not a person in chains, anyway,” the man in the mask said as he continued to flay Stacy’s chest.  
 
    Chase couldn’t bear to look at the FBI Agent; the scene was just too horrific.  
 
    And yet, in her periphery, she saw the man’s hands move with surgical precision, cutting here and there, stemming the blood flow to make sure that Stacy remained conscious. 
 
    Alive.  
 
    Malcolm Gladwell once said that ten thousand hours of any activity could make you an expert, and twenty-eight women over twelve years was a lot of practice.  
 
    Her captor’s chosen profession was torture. 
 
    As if to accentuate this thought, the man grazed a nerve with his knife and Stacy moaned low and slow. 
 
    “Be still girl, be still,” he instructed. 
 
    Stacy did as she was told, collapsing back into the chair. 
 
    “What, you don’t want to watch, Chase? Don’t want to ruin the surprise when it comes to your turn?” 
 
    It was suddenly so hot in the trailer, so nauseatingly humid, that Chase’s world started to spin. She slumped against the wall, which caused the chain around her neck to rattle loudly.  
 
    All the while, the man kept on torturing Stacy. 
 
    “You’re a tough one, aren’t you?” Yeah, that’s okay. No, that’s not okay, that’s good,” he corrected himself. “That’s really good.” 
 
    He wiped the blood off on her bare thigh and then took a step back to observe his handiwork. 
 
    “That’s really good,” he repeated. “Let’s see what other toys I have in the toybox, shall we?”  
 
    Chase covered her ears but kept her eyes open. Tears flowing down her cheeks, she eventually focused on Stacy’s face.  
 
    The woman’s eyes had rolled back in her head, and she was trembling slightly. At first, Chase thought that this tremble was the cause of her lips moving, but then she realized that Stacy was trying to say something.  
 
    Chase blinked the tears away and squinted.  
 
    “Please,” Stacy mouthed, “Please, make it stop.” 
 
    Chase looked away. She would have done anything at the moment to make it stop, even if it meant plunging the man’s knife directly into her heart, ending her agony.  
 
    But she couldn’t. 
 
    Chase couldn’t do anything. The helplessness was debilitating, soul-crushing. 
 
    And that, clearly, was the point.   
 
    “Ahh, this will work nicely,” the man said, pulling something out of the toy box. 
 
    Chase squeezed her eyes tightly, trying to fight the deluge of thoughts that came rushing forward. 
 
    Thoughts about what Florence had said this man had done to her in the Devil’s Den.  
 
    “Florence,” Chase muttered softly.  
 
    “What? What did you say?” the man’s tone had changed; it was abrupt, clipped. 
 
    Chase opened her eyes. 
 
    “I said, Florence—Florence Pasquale. What kind of Devil lets his victims escape?” 
 
    The man was staring at her, and Chase could see his eyebrows now; they were knitted and just visible at the top of the torn eye-holes. It was all she could do to resist the temptation to look at the implement of torture in his hand. 
 
    Keep him talking, get him angry. Get him to slip up. 
 
    “You think—” 
 
    “She got you, didn’t she? Florence… you got lazy, and she broke free. Knocked you out and escaped.” 
 
    The man just stared. 
 
    Yes—remember what Stitts said, he’s obsessed with control. Just keep— 
 
    And then the man started to laugh, and Chase’s hopes were crushed. 
 
    “Oh, Chase, you think that was me? Me? You think that that slut got—” 
 
    There was a click and the recording switched on again.  
 
    “Today is May thirteenth and tomorrow you’ll be dead…” 
 
    Chase started to sob. This man fed on their fear, she knew, but there was nothing she could do about it. 
 
    Like Stacy, Chase was tough. But there was only so much that a person could handle, and both of them had reached their breaking point. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 94 
 
      
 
    “What about yesterday afternoon? Like around four p.m.? Any footage from then?” Tom asked, speaking more quickly now.  
 
    Stacy is here and maybe Chase is, too. 
 
    Ian leaned forward and clicked a folder with yesterday’s date. Unlike two nights ago, the park was open yesterday, and there were nearly a dozen files within.  
 
    “Which one? There are six from three to four-thirty.” 
 
    “Start with the first one,” Tom instructed. 
 
    Ian played the video file with a 3:08 time stamp. It showed a couple walking beneath the arch, coming up to the booth, knocking, and then walking out of frame. 
 
    “Next.” 
 
    The second video showed a man in his mid-twenties with a scruffy beard. He was glancing around suspiciously, which caused Tom to straighten. 
 
    Who the hell is this guy? 
 
    The man walked up to the booth and then leaned close to the glass. Confident that nobody was inside, he then tried to lift the donation box right off the counter. 
 
    “He’s trying to steal the box!” Ian gasped. 
 
    “Next.” 
 
    “But—look! This guy’s trying—” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Tom barked more loudly than he intended. “Show me the next video!” 
 
    Ian made a face but eventually obliged. 
 
    Tom found what he was looking for in the fifth video. A tired-looking Chase appeared, clutching what looked like a crush-proof briefcase in one hand. She walked up to the booth and then put a twenty in the box. At her side was the cadaver dog, Piper.  
 
    That dog really has a thing for Chase, Tom thought absently.  
 
    As the video continued to run, Lance suddenly appeared on screen and the two appeared to chat amicably. 
 
    “Is there any audio?” 
 
    “No, only video. I couldn’t figure out if the camera is capable of recording audio, or if you just have to turn it on somehow.” 
 
    Tom frowned and tried to read their lips. Based on the angle that Chase and Lance were standing, it was impossible. 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    “Want to see the last one?” 
 
    Tom shook his head; he’d seen enough. Chase and Stacy were here. 
 
    “Call your boss; call Lance. Ask him if he’s seen Stacy or Chase in the park.” 
 
    Ian reached for his phone. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Me?” Tom spotted the keys to the golf cart on the desk and scooped them up. “I’m going for a ride.” 
 
    Ian immediately rose to his feet. 
 
    “No, wait! Company policy states that—” 
 
    But Tom was already at the door. 
 
    “Fuck policy. We’ve got two missing agents and twenty-eight missing girls. That’s my policy,” he said, as he left the booth. “You just sit tight and call your boss.”  
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    Agent Stitts didn’t even notice the woman take a seat beside him. In fact, he barely registered the fact that she was speaking to him for a good five minutes before he turned. 
 
    For a brief second, he thought it was Chase and his heart skipped a beat. 
 
    It wasn’t.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he grumbled. “Not in the mood to talk.” 
 
    His words were slurred, but he didn’t care. 
 
    He didn’t care about anything, really. 
 
    “Yeah, I understand,” the woman said. She was pretty, with big brown eyes and pale features. Stitts looked around the airport bar. There were plenty of empty seats, but she’d selected the one beside him to occupy. Which suggested that this was no accident. “But you’re looking for something, aren’t you?” 
 
    Stitts frowned and took another sip of his drink. 
 
    “For my soul,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe. Or maybe you’re looking for the devil.” 
 
    Stitts froze, his drink hovering in mid-air.  
 
    “What? What did you say?” 
 
    “I saw your friends on the news today.” 
 
    Stitts wasn’t sure if it was the alcohol or the heat or just his fucked-up state of mind, but he wasn’t understanding anything this woman was saying to him.  
 
    And he wasn’t in the mood for riddles. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, turning his attention back to his beverage.  
 
    “On the news—your friends said that they’re done looking. That they’d given up looking for the missing girls.” 
 
    It suddenly clicked. Chief Rodriguez must have given his press conference, updated the public on what they were doing at Sevillita, Stitts realized. 
 
    “Not my—” 
 
    The woman suddenly grabbed Stitts’s arm and squeezed hard. 
 
    He winced and turned to face her. 
 
    “You won’t give up, will you?” The words were somehow uttered like an accusation. “You don’t strike me as a man who gives up.” 
 
    Stitts opened his mouth, but no words came out. He had no idea who this woman was, and he knew he shouldn’t care what she said. 
 
    But for some reason, he did.  
 
    His father’s strange words came floating back to him. 
 
    If you really love somebody, don’t ever let them go. Not ever… 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    But, Dad, I already let her go. I pushed her away.  
 
    “Don’t give up, please,” the woman pleaded. “I know that these women… nobody cares about them, about us. But they—we’re still people.” 
 
    Stitts was taken aback by the woman’s candidness. She didn’t strike him as a street worker, but he knew from his experience with Chase that you couldn’t always tell a person’s past from the present. 
 
    “No, it’s not that… it’s just… it’s just…”  
 
    It’s just that I fucked up. I fucked up with my partner, with Chase. I was so overcome with guilt after my mother died, that I had no idea how to deal with it. She was a wreck, too, what with her father’s suicide. We let our emotions get the better of us, and we slept together. She got over it, I didn’t.  
 
    I placed all my pain and suffering on her, which wasn’t fair—it wasn’t even close to fair. And because of that, I ruined our friendship, our partnership, and anything else we might have had. 
 
    “It’s just what?”  
 
    Stitts cleared his throat.  
 
    “It’s just that you’re right,” he said, reaching for his wallet. He pulled out a twenty and placed it under his half-finished glass.  
 
    “Thank you,” he said. 
 
    “No, thank you, Agent Stitts,” the woman replied. “And I really do hope you find what you’re looking for.”  
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    Their captor left them.  
 
    Unbelievably, just at the height of their fear, he left. If it hadn’t been for Chase actually hearing the man’s phone buzz in the other room, she would have thought this a ploy, an additional element to heighten their terror. 
 
    Unfortunately, unlike with Florence, the man made sure that their bindings—the ones fastening Stacy to the chair and the one around Chase’s neck—were tight before first leaving the Devil’s Den and then the trailer altogether.  
 
    “Help me,” Stacy croaked. 
 
    “I’m trying,” Chase replied through gritted teeth. But the truth was, she really didn’t see a way out of this.  
 
    Unlike last time when she’d been held captive by a madman, there was no crudely made cell to crawl beneath. This time, there were solid locks and metal fasteners. 
 
    Her throat was already covered in scratches from trying to pry the collar off, but she was just wasting her time. 
 
    Eventually, the man would return, and Chase would be the one in the chair.  
 
    Crawling on all fours, Chase moved along the floor, searching the darkness with her hands for anything that she might use to pick a lock. 
 
    She found nothing. 
 
    Eventually, her fingers brushed against something hard, and it took her a moment before she realized that it was the toy box. 
 
    Chase pulled her hands back as if it was white hot and scalding, knowing that this was where the psychopath kept his tools. 
 
    In the moment, Chase. 
 
    To her surprise, even though the man had made sure that their chains were locked, the box was not. 
 
    She tentatively reached inside, only to prick her hand on something sharp. 
 
    “Please…” 
 
    Spurred by Stacy’s desperation, Chase dove back into the box, not caring about the myriad of scrapes that she endured.  
 
    She was instinctively searching for a key, but that was a fool’s errand. Forgetting to lock the box was one thing but leaving the key in an accessible place was another. 
 
    But Florence got out… 
 
    The man in the mask’s words came back to her. 
 
    You think that was me? Me? 
 
    Chase shook her head.  
 
    What did he mean by that? 
 
    Florence claimed to have knocked her captor out, but he didn’t appear to be suffering from any sort of head injury. Sure, he was wearing a mask— 
 
    A loud crackle suddenly erupted in Chase’s hands and she cried out.  
 
    After overcoming her surprise, she realized that the sound had been her doing, that the crackle and brief flash of light had come from the toy box. She collected herself and reached back inside. 
 
    Blindly searching with her hands, Chase felt a cylindrical object that was roughly eight inches long. Her fingers brushed against two sharp leads on one end, while the other side was smooth. She gently pressed the recessed bottom, but this time when the leads crackled to life, she didn’t jump back. 
 
    Instead, Chase smiled. 
 
    It was a cattle prod. She pressed the button again and while it sputtered briefly before igniting, with the epileptic light that it eventually produced, she spied a set of long scissors. Chase grabbed both items and then closed the box. 
 
    “Chase, help me,” Stacy moaned. 
 
    Knowing that the devil could be back at any moment, Chase scurried to the wall and pressed her back against it, pinning the cattle prod and the scissors behind her. 
 
    “I will,” Chase whispered. “I’ll get us out of here. I promise—” 
 
    She stifled a cry when another sound filled the trailer. Her first thought was that it was the man returning, but it wasn’t. 
 
    It was that fucking ominous recording, the one that promised only pain and suffering. 
 
    And death. 
 
    Only this time, when the man finally did come back, Chase vowed to be ready for him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 97 
 
      
 
    Tom wasn’t really sure what he was looking for as he tore through the Sevillita on the borrowed golf cart. 
 
    He was suddenly consumed with the idea that both Chase and Stacy were still here, even though he’d been told by Lance and Ian that there are many ways in and out of the park. 
 
    Tom stayed mostly on the hiking path but occasionally veered off course only to have to turn back because of a deep ravine or other impassable terrain.  
 
    “Where the fuck could you be?”  
 
    Sweat trickled down his back and he took his eyes off the path to search the cart for something to drink, even if it was only a half-empty water bottle. Just as he concluded that there was nothing but pencils and a random pad of paper, Tom heard an animal growl. The hair on the back of his neck stood up, and his hand immediately went to the gun on his hip. He turned slowly, half-expecting to see a cougar behind him, teeth bared. 
 
    But it wasn’t a cougar; it was a shaggy dog with its tongue lolling out of its mouth. 
 
    “Piper?” 
 
    As if in response to its name, the dog barked twice. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” Tom asked, reaching out of the cart and petting the animal. Piper was warm to the touch and judging by the intense panting, it was clear that she had been out here for some time. “Where’s Chase? Is she—” 
 
    Another sound drew his attention; this time it was the purr of an engine.  
 
    Tom straightened and squinted at the red pickup truck that was barrelling toward him.  
 
    The glare made it impossible to make out the driver, but he waved anyways. The truck slowed and pulled up beside him.  
 
    “Hey,” Tom said hesitantly, keeping his hand on his gun.  
 
    A man got out of the truck and waved dust from his face.  
 
    “Lance?” 
 
    It was indeed the Fishing and Wildlife officer, but Tom almost didn’t recognize him. His face was pale, and his blue uniform was soaked with sweat. Even when they’d been searching the Refuge in hundred-degree heat, the man had seemed put together. 
 
    But not now. 
 
    “I’m so glad I found you,” Lance said, sounding exasperated. “God, I’m glad.” 
 
    Tom let go of his gun and got out of the golf cart. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Did you find them? Did you find Chase? Agent Workman?” 
 
    “I didn’t find them,” Lance said, gesturing toward his truck. “But I found something—something I think you’re gonna wanna see.” 
 
    The hair on Tom’s neck stood up again. 
 
    “What? What is it?” 
 
    Lance replied with a single word that sent a chill up and down Tom’s spine. 
 
    “Bones,” he said, climbing back into his truck. “I found bones.” 
 
    That was all it took. Tom hurried around the other side of the truck and hoisted himself into the passenger seat.  
 
    As he did, Lance turned the engine over and it roared to life. They peeled out, leaving Piper barking into a cloud of dust. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 98 
 
      
 
    Stitts rubbed the sweat from his eyes as he struggled to keep his car on the road. He knew that he probably shouldn’t be driving, but he had to make it back to Sevillita. He had to apologize to Tom, and he had to look at those tapes. 
 
    That’s what Chase would have done, and that’s what he was going to do.  
 
    In the end, he made it to the Refuge in one piece, parking sideways across three spots. He was relieved to see that Tom’s car was still there, but as he scanned the parking lot, he was disappointed not to locate either Chase’s or Agent Workman’s rental. 
 
    She could still be here. Someone could have moved her car.  
 
    Fueled by this possibility, he hurried to the booth, trying to force himself sober. He was pulling out his FBI badge as he went, but when he saw Ian huddled behind a desk, he tucked it away.  
 
    “Ian, I need to see the tapes.” 
 
    Startled, Ian looked up.  
 
    “You’re, uhhh, you’re back,” the man stammered. 
 
    “I want to see the tapes,” Stitts repeated.  
 
    Ian, clearly still rattled by what had transpired an hour ago, turned his computer around so that Stitts could see.  
 
    “You want me to play the same videos I showed Tom?”  
 
    “Yeah, show me.”  
 
    Ian struggled to move the cursor with the computer facing away from him, and Stitts bit his tongue. 
 
    The man was doing the best he could in what must have been an unusual situation for him.  
 
    After a few moments, Stitts was shown a short video of Agent Workman entering the park.  
 
    I should have been here. I should never have let her come alone.   
 
    “Are there any others?” he asked, trying to keep an even tone. 
 
    “Yeah, one of Agent Adams.” 
 
    Stitts swallowed. 
 
    I should have been here for her, too. 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    The next video was of Chase looking solemn. She approached the booth, put money in the donation box, and then had a brief interaction with Lance. 
 
    “What’s in her hand?” Stitts asked. 
 
    Ian shrugged. 
 
    “No idea. Maybe a briefcase?” 
 
    “Roll it back a few seconds,” he instructed. “There—stop the video.” 
 
    In Chase’s right hand was a large, thick briefcase that he immediately recognized from their time in Washington. 
 
    It was the drone. 
 
    She came here to search, he realized. Even after Chief Rodriguez called his men in, Chase was still looking for the missing girls.  
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “No—wait. Where’s Tom?” 
 
    Ian put the computer on the desk and his pimply face twisted. 
 
    “You’re not going to tell my boss, are you?” 
 
    Stitts’s brow furrowed. 
 
    “What? No. What happened to Tom?” 
 
    “He, uhh, he took my golf cart. Went out into the Refuge.” 
 
    Stitts swore under his breath and wiped his brow. Then he looked around the archway, the booth, and finally the trailer behind it.  
 
    “You got another one?” 
 
    “Nuh-uh. Funding is kinda tight. We didn’t even have the camera up and running until a few days ago. Only got one.” 
 
    Stitts frowned. Tom had a good hour on him, maybe more. And he was in a modified golf cart. To search for the man on foot would take days.  
 
    And something in the back of his mind told him that he didn’t have that kind of time. 
 
    Neither did Chase.  
 
    “Thanks,” he said, backing away from the glass. 
 
    “I can call Lance and tell him you’re here,” Ian hollered after him. “I already told him that Tom was in the Refuge.” 
 
    “No, don’t bother. Just sit tight.” 
 
    Stitts hurried back to his car and got in. He just sat there for several moments, strumming his fingers on the steering wheel. He knew that he should place a few calls, let Chief Rodriguez know that he had confirmation that both Agent Workman and Chase were last seen at the Refuge, but decided against it. 
 
    That would just result in more red tape, more media coverage, more bullshit.  
 
    His upper lip curled, and Stitts made up his mind. 
 
    If you really love somebody, don’t ever let them go. Not ever… 
 
    He started his car and then jumped the curb and passed beneath the archway. It was a tight fit but, by some miracle, he made it through without a single scratch on his rental. 
 
    As soon as Ian saw what he was doing, the man practically jumped out of the booth. 
 
    “Hey! You can’t—” 
 
    Stitts swerved around the man and then gunned it without looking back. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 99 
 
      
 
    “Bones? What kind of bones? More rabbit bones?” Tom asked desperately as Lance sped across the barren landscape. 
 
    “It’s best if I just show you—I’m not really sure what kind of bones, but they don’t look like animals.” 
 
    Lance did his best to stick to the hiking trail, but it wasn’t designed for vehicles of this size. Still, he seemed to know exactly what route to take to avoid some of the larger stones or other obstacles. 
 
    “But where? We searched this area.” 
 
    Lance made a sharp right off the path and Tom was thrust into the center console. 
 
    “It wasn’t in the Refuge, not exactly, anyway,” Lance explained as he righted the vehicle. “I was chasing a cougar with the rifle, trying to keep it off the hiking path, and I went too far and passed the Refuge boundary. That’s when I found the bones.” 
 
    Tom cast a glance over his shoulder at the rifle in the truck bed, then he looked back at Lance. Something about this wasn’t right; the man knew the Refuge better than anyone, and he just accidentally crossed the boundary and happened upon… bones? 
 
    “Did you call the chief?” 
 
    Lance nodded as he made another sharp turn. 
 
    “Yeah, straightaway. I was actually heading to the front to meet him when I spotted you.” 
 
    Tom furrowed his brow. Ian hadn’t mentioned anything about this. 
 
    “How far is it?” 
 
    “Not far—just up here. See that small line of trees over there? That’s the border of the Refuge. The bones are just beyond that… that’s why the area wasn’t searched. Oh, God, I hope it’s not them.” 
 
    Tom’s adrenaline started to pump now, and he leaned forward and placed both hands on the dashboard. 
 
    I do too… God, I hope it’s not Chase or Stacy. 
 
    Lance pulled right up to the tree line—the truck was too wide to fit through—and hopped out.  
 
    “In case the cougar is still hanging around,” Lance said as he went to the bed and grabbed his rifle.  
 
    Tom got out of the truck and followed the man toward the trees, his hand on the butt of his gun. 
 
    It was clear that the sole purpose of the trees was to demarcate the Refuge boundaries, as they were only about four or five deep.  
 
    Once on the other side, Tom found himself in another barren wasteland. There was nothing but more dirt and rock. 
 
    And a trailer. 
 
    Not twenty feet from the edge of the trees stood a weathered trailer perched on cinder blocks. It looked like it had been out in the sun for decades.   
 
    “Over there, just behind the trailer,” Lance informed him. He started in that direction, but Tom indicated for him to fall in behind. The man obliged, and Tom drew his gun and tried the door. 
 
    It was locked. He turned this attention to the windows next, but they were completely blacked out. 
 
    “Anybody live here?” Tom asked over her shoulder in a hushed tone.  
 
    “Live here? No, not anymore,” Lance replied. “And I have a key. The bones… they’re around back.” 
 
    Tom nodded and strafed along the side of the trailer. His heart was racing, and his entire body was covered in sweat now. He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand holding the gun, then peeked around the corner, leading with his pistol.  
 
    At first, he saw nothing—nothing but more rock and ash-colored dirt.  
 
    He stepped forward. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Keep going.” 
 
    Tom slowly crept forward, eyes up in case the cougar returned.  
 
    “Right there, by your feet,” Lance said. 
 
    Tom tilted his head downward, which caused sweat to drip into his eyes. He cursed and blinked the stinging liquid away. When his vision cleared, and he still saw nothing, Tom squatted and brushed at the dirt with his bare hand.  
 
    “Where? I don’t—” 
 
    Tom froze as his hand struck something hard jutting out of the dirt. He was no expert, but he knew the femoral head of a thigh bone when he saw one. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” he whispered. The bone was almost completely buried in the dirt, and the exposed area was covered in dust, making it nearly indistinguishable from the unvaried terrain.  
 
    Tom pulled his hand back and straightened.  
 
    It was then that he realized that what he had initially thought were rocks jutting out of the dirt, weren’t rocks at all.  
 
    They were bones.  
 
    Tom could make out a scapula, as well as several humerus bones. There was also the rounded top of what he believed to be a human skull.  
 
    The bones were all around him, covering an area of at least ten feet across.  
 
    And that was just what he could see with his naked eye. 
 
    “There must be,” he breathed. “There must be… dozens of them.” 
 
    “No, not dozens,” Lance said, his voice suddenly clear of any emotion. “Twenty-eight. Soon to be twenty-nine, and then thirty and thirty-one.” 
 
    Tom made a face and started to turn, but then fell still when he heard a sound of the rifle being locked. 
 
    “Lance? What are you—” 
 
    He didn’t get to finish his sentence.  
 
    The sound of the rifle being fired interrupted him and skipped across the desert as the round tore into the meaty part of his back.  
 
    Tom cried out, but this too was cut short; the second shot entered the back of his skull and severed his brainstem.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 100 
 
      
 
    Chase wasn’t sure if she’d fallen asleep or if she just passed out, but either way, she was roused to consciousness by the sound of two distinct noises. Although it was impossible to tell what the two noises actually were, the fact that she heard them drove Chase into a frenzy. 
 
    Other than her chain rattling and the occasional gasp from Stacy, it was the first thing she’d heard in hours.  
 
    And the recording, of course.  
 
    “Help! Help!” she screamed. “Help!” 
 
    Chase took a deep breath and waited, listening closely for the noise again. 
 
    Whatever it was, it was gone.  
 
    When she fell silent again, Chase realized that there was no sound at all in the room. 
 
    “Stacy?” she asked softly. 
 
    She couldn’t even hear the woman breathing anymore.  
 
    With tears in her eyes, she repeated the woman’s name.  
 
    “Stacy?” 
 
    Chase started to move away from the wall, wanting—needing—to touch the woman’s leg, to feel her pulse, to make sure that she was still alive, when the door was suddenly unlocked and thrown open. She slammed her body back in place, wincing as the cattle prod and scissors pressed painfully into her spine. 
 
    Once again, she was blinded by the sudden assault of natural light. Chase did everything she could to keep her eyes open, but it was too painful. It took her close to a minute to force her lids open again and when she saw the figure in the doorway, she gasped.  
 
    It wasn’t their captor in the hideous mask, but a man in a sweat-stained blue uniform shirt.  
 
    Chase’s shoulders sagged.  
 
    “Thank God,” she sobbed. “Thank God you’re here, Lance. I think… I think Stacy’s dead… quick, you need to find the key and unchain me. I don’t know—I don’t know when he’ll be back.”  
 
    Without saying anything, the man strode into the room. Thinking that he was perhaps overcome by shock, Chase raised her voice. 
 
    “Lance? You gotta get me out here. And you need to call an ambulance. I don’t think Stacy’s breathing.” 
 
    The man still didn’t answer. Instead, he walked directly toward a switch on the far wall and flipped it up.  
 
    The overhead speakers came alive, uttering that same, terrifying refrain.  
 
    “Lance?” Chase shouted over the voice. “What are you—” 
 
    And then she saw his eyes; Lance’s dark, unforgiving eyes.  
 
    “No,” she moaned. “No.” 
 
    Lance’s face suddenly split into a grin. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied. “Yes.” 
 
    Lance walked over to Stacy and checked her pulse. 
 
    Then he shrugged.  
 
    “I thought that she would last longer,” he said nonchalantly. “The other girls… they were weak. But Stacy was strong. How disappointing.” 
 
    Despite her dehydration, tears were streaming down Chase’s cheeks now.  
 
    Stacy was dead.  
 
    Lance was the Devil. 
 
    Everything suddenly came into focus: the accent, the Be Still, Girl, the way he’d slipped himself into the investigation.  
 
    According to Stitts’s profile, they were looking for a narcissist with OCD.  
 
    She should have seen it the second she stepped into the man’s immaculate trailer, or even before when he’d ordered his lackey Ian around.  
 
    “No,” she moaned again, only this time the word came out in a wet, bubbling mess.  
 
    “The Devil’s Den has claimed another victim; two more, in fact, but there’s still more work to be done this day. The Devil’s work is never over.” 
 
    Chase whimpered and resisted the urge to reach behind her.  
 
    She had to wait.  
 
    She had to wait until she was unchained.  
 
    “Please,” she begged. “Why are you—”  
 
    Chase suddenly replayed what Lance had just said. 
 
    Two victims. Two. 
 
    One had obviously been Stacy Workman, while the two noises she’d heard were likely gunshots.  
 
    Lance’s grin grew. 
 
    “Ah, yes, your agent friend. He got a little too nosy, a little too close. I would have liked nothing more than for him to watch, but alas, this place, the Den, is suitable for females, not males. Maybe in time…” he paused. “Doesn’t matter—it’s almost over now.” 
 
    Stitts’s face suddenly flashed in her mind, and Chase felt her entire body melt. 
 
    “Please,” she begged again. Only this time, she wasn’t begging for herself, but for Stitts. 
 
    Please be alive. I’m sorry, Stitts; I’m so sorry. 
 
    Lance stopped untying Stacy’s limp wrists and turned to face her.  
 
    “It’s please, master,” he corrected. Then he pointed at the speaker embedded in the ceiling. “Haven’t you been listening? Begging will get you nowhere.” 
 
    Chase couldn’t bring herself to even look at the psychopath now.  
 
    “Ah, don’t be shy. Nobody should be shy in front of the Devil. Trust me, I’ve already seen everything.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 101 
 
      
 
    Stitts almost hit the damn dog. It seemed to materialize out of nowhere, leaping in front of his car, and skidding to a stop. Stitts barely yanked the wheel to one side in time to avoid hitting her. 
 
    “Shit!” he shouted, as he slammed on the brakes.  
 
    It was the dog that had been following Chase around, the cadaver dog that had taken a liking to his partner.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?”  
 
    The dog barked. 
 
    Stitts was debating what to do—to just keep on driving or take the dog with him—when it barked again and took off like a shot. The animal might be old, hot, and tired, but it was still a tracking dog. 
 
    And if it had Chase’s scent…  
 
    Stitts put the car into drive and followed. The animal seemed to know what he was doing and stuck to the path. After about twenty minutes of an all-out sprint, he spotted the golf cart. 
 
    The same cart that Ian had said Tom had commandeered.  
 
    It was empty. 
 
    Stitts parked and got out, scanning the horizon for any sign of Tom or Chase. 
 
    He saw neither.  
 
    A panting Piper appeared at his side, and Stitts reached down and scratched her behind the ears as he’d seen Chase do.  
 
    “Good girl. Good girl.”  
 
    The keys were still in the golf cart and just as he was about to get in, he spotted something lying on the ground beneath the shade of a small tree.  
 
    It was the drone and the goggles, both of which had been abandoned. Stitts’s heart immediately started to race. He knew how much his partner liked the toy and he also knew that she would never just leave it out here in the sun.  
 
    Not voluntarily, at least. 
 
    “Chase?” he shouted. “Chase?” 
 
    The only answer was his own voice as it skipped across the dirt and gravel. 
 
    Shielding his eyes, Stitts walked over to the goggles and picked them up. He’d never flown the drone, let alone worn the goggles, but for some reason, he felt compelled to put them on.  
 
    The moment he did, his entire world went dark. He fumbled with the touchpad on the side, hoping that the drone would come to life. 
 
    It didn’t.  
 
    Just as he was about to take the goggles off, he noticed a dim video icon in the lower left-hand corner. Somehow, Stitts managed to scroll to it and it brightened. After nearly a minute of trial and error, he managed to boot it up. 
 
    His field of view suddenly lit up and Stitts had to brace himself against the ensuing vertigo.  
 
    He was flying over the Refuge, cruising at twenty miles an hour. At first, the drone only showed the desert landscape, but then a structure came into view.  
 
    Next, he saw Piper digging behind the trailer where she’d found the rabbit bones, and the dog tried to jump up and grab the drone.  
 
    She missed, and the drone took off again, heading over top a small section of trees.  
 
    This wasn’t on the map, Stitts thought, finally getting comfortable with the first-person view from the drone. And neither was that. 
 
    Another trailer, this one far more decrepit than the first.  
 
    Just as the drone flew over the trailer, it suddenly lurched, stopped, and then came back the way it had come.  
 
    Having seen enough now, Stitts tore the goggles from his face and put them back where he’d found them. Then he hurried back to the golf cart and got in, grateful that the keys were still dangling in the ignition. The moment it started up, Piper hopped into the passenger seat and stared up at him with big, expectant eyes.  
 
    “Where’re we going?” he said as he moved the gearshift into drive. “We’re going to find Chase, that’s where.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 102 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good girl,” Lance said as he reached for the collar around Chase’s neck. He had a key in one hand, and a long, eight-inch blade in the other. “Remember, if you act out, el Diablo is going to cut you—cut you deep.” 
 
    Chase let her head sag, hoping that Lance would use his hand to lift her chin. He used the knife instead, pressing the flat of the blade to push her chin up.  
 
    A thin line of blood trickled down her throat.  
 
    “Good, good,” Lance said softly. Chase bade her time, which took all of her willpower; after what the man had done to Stitts and Stacy, she wanted nothing more than to drive the cattle prod into his eyes. But she had to wait for him to release her first. If there was a struggle and the key was knocked out of reach, she would be trapped here, slowly dying of dehydration.  
 
    “Remember what I said,” Lance reiterated. “There is no point in struggling, no point in begging.” 
 
    Chase heard the lock on her neck being released and then sighed as the pressure from the metal ring was finally relieved. 
 
    She didn’t allow herself to bask in this relief, however; instead, she lunged.   
 
    Her intention was to drive the scissors into Lance’s face but being chained up in the sweltering trailer for as long as she had had taken its toll.  
 
    Chase’s lunge ended up being more of a fall, and she missed Lance completely despite him only standing a few feet from her. If she hadn’t landed on top of Stacy’s corpse, she might have taken too long to get up. But as soon as she felt the soft cushion of her limp body, Chase screamed and rolled onto her side.  
 
    Then she popped back up again, steeling herself against a dizzy spell.  
 
    “You little fucking slut,” Lance growled. He jabbed at her with the knife, but she twisted out of the way.  
 
    Chase knew that she was in trouble now. Her muscles were cramping, and her breathing labored.  
 
    “I know you were a feisty one, knew it from the day you stepped foot on the Refuge,” Lance said with a smile.  
 
    Chase hated the fact that he was enjoying this. She knew that the only way to wipe the grin off Lance’s face was to drive the scissors through his heart.  
 
    She feinted, but Lance didn’t even flinch. 
 
    “You think—” 
 
    Chase jumped again, leading with the scissors. Lance wasn’t expecting an attack so soon after the feint, and she managed to lodge them in his shoulder. 
 
    He growled and realizing that she was now weaponless, Chase tried to pull them free. But Lance twisted his body away from her, while at the same time lashing out with the back of his hand. 
 
    His knuckles raked across her jaw, sending stars shooting across her vision.  
 
    Chase fell to all fours near where the collar and chain had been dropped. Blood trickled from both her chin and her lips, and she struggled to catch her breath.  
 
    “You’re going to pay for that,” Lance promised as he stalked her.  
 
    Chase moved from all fours to a seated position and scooted back as far as she could. Her back butted up against the wall, and she felt around the floor behind her for anything to protect herself.  
 
    Her fingers found the chain first, but that was no help—it was still attached to the plank of wood. She let go and continued to search, eventually grabbing something long and cylindrical. 
 
    The cattle prod!  
 
    Lance finally attacked, and Chase swung her hand around, driving the leads into his abdomen.  
 
    The man’s eyes bulged, and he looked down, his lips twisting in confusion.  
 
    “Take this, you sick fuck,” Chase spat.  
 
    And then she pressed the button on the bottom of the cattle prod. 
 
    It sputtered, then died. She pressed it again, but this time there wasn’t so much as a spark. 
 
    Chase continued to jam the button, but nothing happened. 
 
    Lance looked down at her and smiled.  
 
    “Forgot to charge the batteries, you stupid cunt,” he said. Then Lance smacked her across the face again, this time close-fisted, knocking her out cold.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 103 
 
      
 
    Stitts weaved between the trees, almost sending Piper shooting out of the front seat and tipping the cart on several occasions. His buzz was gone, but the sweat that seemed to pour from him made things equally as difficult. 
 
    As soon as he burst through the line of trees, he gunned it for the trailer, passing a red truck that he hadn’t seen in the drone footage. Stitts parked behind the truck, making sure to use it to block the view of the cart from the trailer.  
 
    The moment he stopped, Piper was off again, bolting out of sight. 
 
    Thankfully, she didn’t bark this time. 
 
    “Dog,” Stitts hissed between clenched teeth. For the life of him, he couldn’t remember her name. “Come back here.” 
 
    But as before, the dog had other intentions. 
 
    Stitts cursed under his breath and then drew his gun. Instead of heading to the trailer door, which hung ajar, he went around the back of the trailer. Hunkering low beneath the blacked-out windows, Stitts did his best to remain calm, to prepare himself for anything.  
 
    It was no use; as soon as he saw the dozens of bones jutting up from the dirt, his breathing became shallow. Somehow, despite his shock, Stitts managed to keep on moving, approaching the dog who was tugging at the corner of a blue tarp.  
 
    As he approached, the dog raised her head and barked twice.  
 
    Stitts cringed. 
 
    “Shh!” he implored. 
 
    The dog barked again, then growled. 
 
    Fucking mutt!  
 
    Stitts strode forward then and swatted the dog away. Then he grabbed the corner of the tarp and yanked it off. 
 
    Please don’t be Chase… please don’t be— 
 
    When his eyes fell on what lay beneath, he dropped his gun and doubled over, vomit spilling from his mouth.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 104 
 
      
 
    Chase groaned and opened her eyes. At first, she didn’t know where she was, only that her head felt twice its normal size. 
 
    She tried to roll onto her side, thinking that maybe she’d fallen into old habits and had injected a hot dose.  
 
    But she couldn’t move; her legs and arms were strapped down.  
 
    “Let me out of here,” she screamed. Her eyes scanned the bindings on her limbs, the chair, but when she saw the chain by the wall, everything came flooding back.  
 
    Chase uttered an ear-splitting shriek and Lance suddenly appeared before her, a hideous grin on his face.  
 
    The wound on his shoulder was still bleeding, and the sweat stains on the man’s shirt had darkened, but she was dismayed to see that it wasn’t even close to fatal. 
 
    “So, you like the cattle prod, do you?” Lance said. He pressed the button on the device in his hand and it crackled to life. Chase tried to squirm away from the prod, but the best she could do was turn her head to one side. “But unlike you, I charged it.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    “Because I want to,” Lance replied, and then, without further provocation, he drove the cattle prod into her chest. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You were never there,” Chase heard a voice she didn’t recognize say. “You ran away, Chase. They grabbed her sister, but you got away.” 
 
    Chase tasted rubber in her mouth and smelled something burning. She tried to open her eyes but couldn’t.  
 
    Who’s speaking? Who’s telling me this? 
 
    “The man in the van tried to reach you, but when they grabbed your sister, you ran. You did the right thing by running; you saved yourself, and now we can find your sister.” 
 
    My sister? Georgina? What is he talking about? 
 
    “You got away, Chase. You got away and then you found your mother. Now everyone in the whole town is looking for Georgina. And we are going to find her. You did the right thing.” 
 
    I… I got away?  
 
    She could still feel dirt wedged beneath her fingers, could still smell damp earth deep in her nostrils. But her legs were sore, an indication that she had been running. 
 
    “You ran, Chase.” 
 
    Her legs felt sore from running because what the man with the soothing voice was telling her was true. 
 
    The man in the van had tried to grab her, but she had gotten away. They’d only gotten her sister. 
 
    Tears squeezed from beneath clenched eyelids. 
 
    I’ll find you, Georgina. I’ll find you—I promise. 
 
    “They grabbed your sister, but not you, Chase. They didn’t get you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The whole-body tremor subsided, and Chase opened her eyes as Lance retracted the cattle prod.  
 
    He wasn’t just grinning now but salivating, and his eyes, which had previously been cold and flat, were now ablaze. 
 
    “I fucking love the cattle prod, Chase,” he said in a high-pitched voice. Spittle sprayed from his lips as he spoke. “And I’m going to keep jabbing you until blood gushes out of your mouth.” 
 
    Lance pulled the prod back, preparing to deliver another painful strike, but then he paused. 
 
    “Just do it, already. Just fucking—” 
 
    Chase heard something and fell silent. 
 
    A dog… it sounds like a dog barking.  
 
    Lance must have heard it too because he swore and clicked off the cattle prod.  
 
    “Don’t say a fucking word,” he warned as he walked toward the door. He switched the prod for a rifle—the rifle he’d claimed to use to keep the cougars at bay—but before leaving the room he reached back inside. “I’ll be back.”  
 
    He flipped a switch, and the speakers clicked on.  
 
    “Today is May thirteenth and tomorrow you’ll be dead…” 
 
    Chase started to weep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 105 
 
      
 
    Stitts, now flat on his ass, turned his head to the side and vomited again. 
 
    Lying half-exposed beneath the tarp was Tom Cable. He was on his stomach, and his hair was covered in blood and brain matter. 
 
    And it was Stitts’s fault. 
 
    He should’ve been there; if he hadn’t fought with the man, if he hadn’t contrived a story about a relationship between Tom and Chase, he wouldn’t have been here alone.  
 
    Stitts retched once more, but this time he only managed to spit up sour alcohol.  
 
    What have I done? What have I— 
 
    Stitts heard a door opening somewhere behind him, and immediately turned around and pushed himself onto all fours. He was in the process of trying to stand when he spied a man coming around the corner. His hair was a mess, and there was blood on his shoulder that had soaked through his shirt.  
 
    The man was clutching a rifle in one hand. 
 
    “Lance? What the hell happened? What happened to—” 
 
    “I was attacked. I was doing my rounds in the truck when I saw your partner, when I saw Agent Adams,” he said breathlessly. Just the mention of Chase’s name caused Stitts to stiffen. “She was flying her drone, and then she asked for help… and then I don’t know what happened. I just woke up here.” 
 
    Lance shook his head, causing sweat to fly off his damp hair.  
 
    What the fuck is going on? 
 
    “Where is she? Where’s Chase?” Stitts asked, momentarily forgetting about Tom. 
 
    “I… I don’t know.” 
 
    Stitts rose to his feet now and realized that he was still clutching his gun in his hand.  
 
    “What happened to you? To your shoulder?” 
 
    The man looked at the wound and appeared surprised by the fact that he was covered in blood. 
 
    “I… I don’t know.” 
 
    Stitts squinted at Lance. 
 
    “But you—you found her? You found Chase? And she asked for help?” 
 
    Lance nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, I called Chief Rodriguez… he should be here any minute.” 
 
    Clearly, the man was confused, but something that he said struck Stitts as off. 
 
    …I found Chase… she asked for help… 
 
    He knew Chase better than maybe anyone. And not once had she ever asked for help. Sure, she needed help—needed it more than most—but Chase wasn’t one to ask for it. 
 
    Stitts swallowed hard and gripped his gun even more tightly. 
 
    “Come closer, let me check your wounds.” 
 
    Lance took two steps forward, his chin to his chest as he tried to look at his shoulder. 
 
    “Must’ve been a knife or something.” 
 
    Stitts was focusing on the hole in Lance’s shirt, trying to ascertain if it had indeed been made by a knife when the man suddenly raised his rifle and aimed it at his chest.  
 
    “Drop the fucking gun,” Lance said flatly. 
 
    Stitts’s shoulders slumped.  
 
    “I said, drop it. Drop it and I’ll take you to your partner.” 
 
    Stitts lessened his grip on the pistol but just as it started to slip from his hand, a dark shape rushed Lance from behind.  
 
    Piper barked and gnashed at the man’s leg, but Lance was quick. In one fluid motion, he spun and fired a single shot. 
 
    The dog yelped and collapsed on the ground. 
 
    Even though this entire distraction took but a fraction of a second, it was all the time that Stitts needed.  
 
    He adjusted his grip on his gun and then raised it.  
 
    “Don’t even—” Lance began, but his words were cut off by muzzle fire. 
 
    The bullet tore through the top of the man’s thigh and he immediately dropped to the ground. Stitts ran to him kicking the rifle from his hand.  
 
    Clutching his leg, Lance stared up at him, his eyes pleading. 
 
    “Don’t—it was just a mistake. Your partner… she’s okay, she’s fine. Please.” 
 
    Stitts planted a foot on either side of Lance’s body and aimed the gun directly at his face.  
 
    He wanted to pull the trigger then. He wanted to put this man down like the dog he’d just shot. And Lance deserved it, too. 
 
    No one would blame him; there was no doubt in Stitts’s mind that Lance was the man they’d been looking for all along. Everything fit.  
 
    He was the devil.  
 
    And nobody persecuted the man who killed the devil.  
 
    But as Stitts gritted his teeth and applied a little more pressure to the trigger, two things happened at nearly the same time. One, a smile appeared on Lance’s face, a smile that told him that this was what he wanted. The man had terrorized street workers for more than twelve years, and he wanted the easy way out: a quick death, a bullet to the brain.  
 
    Two, was someone’s voice in Stitts’s head. His first thought was that it was his mother’s, but that wasn’t it. His second was that it was Chase’s. 
 
    But it wasn’t hers either. 
 
    It took Stitts a couple of seconds to figure out who was speaking to him. 
 
    It was the woman in the airport bar, the one who had probably in her earlier years sold her body to make ends meet.  
 
    The woman who had told him that she hoped Stitts found his soul.  
 
    There was no doubt that a little had been permanently lost the day his mother died, and more when he’d come across Tom’s body moments ago.  
 
    But if he pulled the trigger now, all of it would be gone the second the bullet tore through Lance’s brain. 
 
    “Fuck you,” he spat. 
 
    Instead of shooting Lance, Stitts flipped the gun over, grabbed the barrel, and then smashed it into the side of Lance’s jaw. There was a loud crack, the man’s eyes rolled back, and he went completely still.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 106 
 
      
 
    “Oh good, you’re awake,” a voice said.  
 
    Chase didn’t believe him. 
 
    She didn’t believe him, because her eyes were still closed, and she felt as if she were dreaming. 
 
    “How do you feel?” 
 
    Chase’s eyelids fluttered, and her eyes eventually opened. 
 
    Upon seeing that she was in some sort of chair, she instinctively brought her arms up, worried that they were strapped down.  
 
    They weren’t, and both hands clapped painfully against her forehead. Her abdomen clenched, and Chase winced. 
 
    “Just relax, Chase, relax. Your stomach might be a bit sore and you have got a couple of nasty lumps on your jaw, but I think you’ll be alright.” 
 
    Chase finally gathered the courage to look around. She half expected to be back in the Devil’s Den and the man speaking was Lance, but neither turned out to be the case. 
 
    She was in the hospital, and it was Dr. Ryan who was addressing her.  
 
    “I’m… I’m in the hospital?” 
 
    The last thing she remembered was Lance leaving her strapped to the chair. After that, she must have passed out.  
 
    Dr. Ryan was fiddling with something on the back of her hand, which drew her gaze. It was an IV line, and if her unusually calm demeanor given the ordeal was any indication, it was pumping more than just fluids into her system. 
 
    “Yeah, your partner brought you in. Do you remember what happened?” 
 
    Chase closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Images of Stacy’s flayed chest came to mind and she immediately opened them again.  
 
    “No,” she lied. “Wait—you said my partner brought me in? Do you mean Tom? Tom Cable?” 
 
    Dr. Ryan averted his eyes. He was hiding something. 
 
    “No, Agent Jeremy Stitts. He carried you in. And the man responsible for all those missing girls? He’s in custody—gunshot wound to the leg, but he’ll make it. But if there was ever a person…” the doctor let his sentence trail off, which was all the same to Chase because she’d stopped listening the moment the man had mentioned Stitts’s name. 
 
    Tears were streaming freely down her cheeks. 
 
    “Stitts… he’s alive?” 
 
    She heard phantom gunshots, muted by the thick walls of the Devil’s Den.  
 
    “Yes, he’s fine,” Dr. Ryan said curtly.  
 
    Chase started to sob.  
 
    He came back… Stitts came back for me.  
 
    But her relief was short-lived. 
 
    Two shots… I heard two shots. 
 
    “Wait—what about Tom? Tom Cable? What happened to him?” 
 
    Again, Dr. Ryan refused to meet her gaze. 
 
    “He’s dead, Chase. I’m sorry.” 
 
    It was as if Lance was still there, driving the cattle prod into her abdomen.  
 
    Dead… Stacy’s dead, Tom’s dead, all the missing girls are dead. 
 
    It took Chase nearly a full minute to compose herself. There would be time for grief, she told herself, but not now. 
 
    Not until this was finally over. And that meant finding out exactly what had happened, no matter how painful.  
 
    “How long have I been here?”  
 
    “Thirty-six hours, give or take. Your vitals look stable, but I won’t discharge you until the morning. You could use the rest and more fluids.” 
 
    Chase nodded. She was about to ask the man for more details when he opened his mouth to speak. 
 
    “Look, normally I wouldn’t allow guests, given what you’ve been through, but these people…” Dr. Ryan looked skyward. “They’re like you—persistent. Are you up for visitors?” 
 
    Chase looked to the door but didn’t see anybody outside. 
 
    “Is it… is it Stitts?” 
 
    The doctor shook his head and he pressed his lips together firmly. 
 
    “No, but he left you something.” 
 
    The man produced a folded letter from the pocket of his white lab coat and handed it to her.  
 
    Confused, Chase stared at her name written with Stitts’s hand on the page but didn’t open it.  
 
    Dr. Ryan nodded.  
 
    “I’ll give you a moment. If you want to see your visitors, press the call button. I’ll wait for ten and if it doesn’t ring, I’ll ask them to come back later.” 
 
    With that, the man left her alone in the room.  
 
    For a long time, Chase just stared at the letter, building up the courage to open it. She wished that Stitts was here, that he would hold her, tell her that everything was okay. 
 
    But that wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    She wiped the tears from her cheeks and opened the letter. 
 
    Chase, 
 
    I failed you. I don’t know how much you remember, but I hope, for your sake, that you don’t remember everything. I failed Agent Workman, who died at the hands of a psychopath. I failed Tom Cable, who Lance also murdered. I fucked up, Chase, and for that I’m sorry. I fucked up, because I lied to you, even after promising that I would never lie to you again. I think that’s what started it all: the lying.  
 
    I’m not gonna lie anymore, not to you and not to myself. I’ve gone back to Quantico to turn in my badge. I don’t know when—or if—you will read this, but when you do, I’ll probably no longer be an FBI agent. I just don’t deserve the honor. I also don’t deserve to be your partner. I just hope that one day, you can forgive me; forgive me for the way I acted, forgive me for the way I treated you, and forgive me for the lies. 
 
    I don’t know what your intuition is telling you about me now, but I want you to know that I love you. Not in the way that I loved you after what happened following your father’s funeral, but a deeper kind of love. I only want what’s best for you, Chase—that’s all I ever wanted from the moment I met you back when we were both kids, in New York, and then when I found you in the bunker in Franklin, Tennessee. 
 
    Whatever happens next, please find it in your heart to forgive me. 
 
    Love, 
 
    Jeremy 
 
    Tears splashed on the page, causing some of the ink to run. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Stitts—I’m the one who’s sorry.”  
 
    Sometimes it takes a tragedy for people to realize how much they care for each other, Chase realized.  
 
    She loved Stitts. They were both broken people, but that just meant that their shattered pieces fit together better, like one giant, straight-edged jigsaw puzzle. 
 
    That they were inseparable, part of a whole.  
 
    Chase went to place the letter on the table beside her bed when she noticed a folder lying on top. She swapped them and opened the latter.  
 
    It was some sort of medical report with her name on it, dated more than six months ago, with commentary by Dr. Beckett Campbell. She didn’t understand most of it—the MRI scans, the medical jargon—but she understood what Beckett had written.  
 
    About how the electroshock therapy she’d received as a child and her subsequent drug use had rewired her brain. How this was likely the cause of her attuned subconscious or her ‘voodoo’ as Stitts called it.  
 
    And this is why I had those visions of the mouthpiece, she thought. This is what Stitts was holding back, what he was lying about because he was trying to protect me.  
 
    The folder slipped from her hands. 
 
    She didn’t care about that. She didn’t give a shit about herself— that much she’d made clear years ago when she decided to abuse her body.  
 
    But she did care about Stitts. She cared about Stitts and she cared about her sister. 
 
    She loved them both, and both had abandoned her.  
 
    Chase closed her eyes and started to weep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 107 
 
      
 
    “Agent Adams?” 
 
    Chase opened her eyes and turned her head towards the door. She was surprised to see Floyd standing there, staring at his hands that were interlaced over his belt buckle.  
 
    “The doctor said that I couldn’t come in, but I snuck in anyway. I’ll leave if you want me to.” 
 
    Chase offered a wan smile. 
 
    “No, that’s okay, Floyd.” 
 
    “I just want to see that you are okay.” 
 
    Chase exhaled. 
 
    “I’ll make it—I’ve been through worse, after all.” 
 
    It was only then that Chase realized Floyd was crying. 
 
    “What’s wrong. Floyd, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “It’s just—it’s just that all the g-g-g-girls are d-dead—Lance ki-ki-killed them. I almost l-l-lost you, Chase.” 
 
    Chase recalled when she’d first met Floyd, how soft he’d been, how caring, how he’d treated her like royalty even though she was a junior FBI Agent. Shit, technically she wasn’t even FBI agent at the time. 
 
    “I’m fine, Floyd.” 
 
    “But you caught him, you and Stitts, you c-caught him. Now he’s going to go to j-j-jail. He’s gonna pay for what he’s d-d-d-done.” 
 
    The man suddenly rushed forward with such intensity that Chase leaned back, momentarily frightened. But then he reached out and embraced her tightly. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re okay,” he whispered in her ear. “If it weren’t for you… I might not even be here.” 
 
    More tears threatened to come, but Chase forced them away. 
 
    Dr. Matteo said I was only good at three things, but maybe… maybe he was wrong. Maybe I can help people, maybe— 
 
    The door to the hospital room suddenly opened and a flushed Dr. Ryan burst in. 
 
    “You can’t be in here. I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to leave.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Doc, I’m fine,” Chase insisted. But Dr. Ryan shook his head. 
 
    “Agent Montgomery, you’re going to have to go.” 
 
    Floyd squeezed her tightly and then backed away. 
 
    “Thanks for coming, Floyd.” 
 
    Floyd wiped his eyes and nodded. 
 
    When he was gone, she turned to the doctor. 
 
    “It’s all right, he means no harm. He was just—” 
 
    Dr. Ryan suddenly thrust a folder at her, and she fumbled to open it. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “It’s Bea’s TOMM results. Now, I’ll caution you, I’m no expert, but…” 
 
    Bea Stigurl… Be Still, Girl.  
 
    Chase’s expression hardened as she flipped to the final page and read the comments.  
 
    “Fuck, she was lying. She did remember,” she barely whispered. 
 
    Dr. Ryan nodded. 
 
    “Where the hell is she now?” 
 
    “That’s why I came in; she’s gone. Chief Rodriguez interrogated Lance for a while, but he claims to have acted alone so he let her go.” 
 
    Chase tried to wrap her mind around what Dr. Ryan was saying. Over time, she’d become more and more convinced that Bea was just another victim in all this, but these results suggested differently. 
 
    Florence said that she brained her captive on the way out of the Devil’s Den, but Lance seemed fine. What if… what if Lance and Bea were working together? 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    Was Lance protecting her? If so, why? 
 
    But it was a fool’s errand to try and interpret the actions of a madman. 
 
    She remembered what Bea had said when she was first brought in: I’ve killed them all.  
 
    What if they’d heard wrong, what if Bea hadn’t said ‘I’ve killed them all’, but ‘we’ve killed them all.’ 
 
    Chase’s throat was suddenly incredibly dry, almost too dry to speak. 
 
    Stitts had warned them that a team could be responsible for the missing girls, one alpha and one beta. Ever since Bea had been picked up, they’d thought that she was running from someone. But what if Bea had been brained and was confused, but she knew enough to run after someone. 
 
    Someone who had escaped. 
 
    Someone like Florence Pasquale. 
 
    “Doc?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Did Bea wear contact lenses?” 
 
    The man’s brow lowered. 
 
    “Strange that you ask because we found a pair of colored lenses on the table in her room after she’d been released.” 
 
    Now it really was impossible to swallow. 
 
    Without thinking, Chase pulled off all the leads on her body and yanked out the IV in the back of her hand.  
 
    “Whoa, calm down, Chase. You can’t—” 
 
    Chase glowered at Dr. Ryan. 
 
    “Where are my clothes?” 
 
    The man didn’t react to her query. 
 
    “I’d like to keep you for another twelve hours, just for observation. I think—”  
 
    Chase shook her head and stood. 
 
    “Naw, I’ve never been good at listening to doctors. Just get me my goddamn clothes so I can get the hell out of here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 108 
 
      
 
    “So? What do you think? Think I get some cash for this?” 
 
    As she spoke, Chase held the green bracelet in her hand. The man behind the counter appeared disinterested and he crossed his arms over his chest.  
 
    “It’s pure jade… I’ll give it up for a hundred bucks.”  
 
    Behind her, she heard the door chime and a small figure entered the pawn shop. Even though she had a hood pulled over her head, Chase could tell by the way she moved that it was a woman.  
 
    “A hundred bucks? You’re dreaming. I’ll give you thirty, max. Even that’s a stretch.” 
 
    Chase smiled. 
 
    “Yeah, sure. I sell it to you for thirty and the minute I leave you price it at a hundred.” 
 
    The man was unfazed by her boldness. 
 
    “Costs money to keep the lights on in this place. It doesn’t help that rent keeps going up, either.” 
 
    Chase turned the bracelet over, letting the incandescent shop lighting reflect off the specks embedded in the green squares. 
 
    “Well? Thirty bucks, take it or leave it.” 
 
    “I don’t know…” Chase said. She stepped to her left and held the bracelet out to the woman in the hoodie. “What do you think? Would you pay a hundred for this?” 
 
    At first, the woman didn’t realize that she was being spoken to and said nothing.  
 
    “Hey, a hundred bucks?” Chase said with a nudge. 
 
    The woman jumped, but her eyes eventually found her hand. 
 
    “I-I don’t know,” she said softly.  
 
    Chase laid the bracelet on the table and then reached into her pocket and pulled out a photograph.  
 
    “What about this one? What do you think this one’s worth?” 
 
    The woman’s eyes slowly drifted to the image of the blue bracelet. 
 
    “Like I said, I don’t—” 
 
    The woman froze completely when she saw the bracelet. And then she started to quake. 
 
    Slowly, she raised her eyes and stared at Chase. 
 
    She was wearing glasses, but it was easy to tell that she had one blue eye and one brown.  
 
    Heterochromia. 
 
    “Yeah, a hundred,” she said, then turned and started to run. 
 
    But Chase was ready. She reached out with her free hand and grabbed for her arm. The woman pulled back and instead of her, Chase clutched her bare hand. And the moment that their skin touched… 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    This was so shocking to Chase—she’d expected to be transported into the girl’s head, to share her visions and memories—that she actually let go. 
 
    Stunned, Chase took a step backward and looked down at her own hand in disbelief.  
 
    “She’s getting away! Hey, FBI lady, she’s getting away!” the large man behind the counter shouted.  
 
    Chase snapped to and ran for the door.  
 
    The woman was halfway out of the store when Chase grabbed the back of her hoodie and pulled. 
 
    Hard. 
 
    The girl was so slim that she was thrown to the floor. It took only a few seconds for Chase to slap the cuffs on her wrists and hoist her to her feet.  
 
    Then she spun the woman around and stared into her mismatched eyes. 
 
    “Bea Stigurl—or should I call you Tessa Greenfield—you’re under arrest. You’re under arrest for the murder of Stacy Workman, Tom Cable, and twenty-seven women.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 109 
 
      
 
    Chase sat in her car outside of Nicoletta Osuna’s house for a good ten minutes before heading up to the door, her eyes locked on her cell phone. 
 
    It had been more than thirty hours since her first frantic text to Stitts, and to say that she was getting worried was an understatement. 
 
    She was also dreading going to speak to Tessa’s mother. 
 
    Chase made one last ditch effort to locate Stitts but went by proxy this time. She dialed Louisa’s number and it rang out and the answering machine picked it up. 
 
    “Hi, you’ve reached Louisa. If I didn’t answer the phone, it’s because I don’t want to talk to you, or the battery is dead. Leave a message and I’ll call you back… or not.” 
 
    Chase waited for the beep. 
 
    “Louisa, it’s me—it’s Chase. I was wondering if you could do me a favor. You know our mutual friend, Jeremy Stitts? Think you can do a wellness check on him like last time? Just head over to his place and see if he’s alright. I should be back in town in a few days and we can meet up then. I owe you a drink… or two. Thanks again. Bye for now.” 
 
      
 
    She tapped the phone in her hand a few times as her eyes drifted up to the warped wooden door. 
 
    “Fuck it,” she said, and then left her car and walked up to Nicoletta’s house.  
 
    It took four knocks, spaced out in thirty-second intervals before the door opened. 
 
    An eye with a dilated pupil peered out. 
 
    “Nicoletta?” Chase said. 
 
    The door immediately slammed closed, but like before, the chain was removed and then it opened again. 
 
    Nicoletta was shuffling into the kitchen when Chase finally entered the house. She cast a glance over her shoulder at the police car on the other side of the road and gave the man inside a subtle nod. She didn’t know if he could see her, or if he was even awake, but that didn’t matter.  
 
    She could handle it from here. 
 
    “I don’t want to be here,” Chase began, deciding not to split hairs. “Trust me, I don’t. But I promised you that when I found your daughter, I would tell you myself.” 
 
    Nicoletta suddenly stopped and slowly turned. 
 
    Chase was surprised to see that her cheeks were moist.  
 
    But she didn’t buy it. 
 
    There had been a time when Chase had thought Nicoletta’s guilt was like hers, but it wasn’t. 
 
    Not even close. 
 
    Nicoletta was at least partly responsible for what had happened to those girls, to Tom, to Stacy. After all, she was a despicable creature who had abused her daughter, sold her, made her steal for her.  
 
    Drove Tessa to the edge of insanity. 
 
    Maybe even over it.  
 
    “She’s behind this, isn’t she? She’s behind what happened to those girls?” 
 
    “Your daughter’s very sick—she has extreme codependency issues. But I think you know that already.” 
 
    Despite what happened to Tessa all those years ago, she was still responsible for her own actions. She might have been the beta, Lance might have manipulated her, but she could have left. And if she had… maybe some of the others would still be alive.  
 
    Nicoletta was staring at her, and Chase realized that she hadn’t answered the woman’s question. 
 
    No point being gentle now.  
 
    “Yeah, she was—Tessa’s gonna be locked up for what she did. Maybe in a couple of months, you can visit her. If you want to, that is.” 
 
    Nicoletta Osuna wiped at her eyes and nodded. 
 
    “But before you do, I strongly—” Chase paused when her cell phone buzzed. She almost took it out of her pocket, but then decided against it.  
 
    Better to just get this over with, pull the Band-Aid off quick. Shit, Stitts made me wait for thirty hours before replying, I can make him wait for another five minutes. 
 
    “—suggest that you get help. You’re sick, Nicoletta. Very sick.” 
 
    Her phone buzzed again. 
 
    “Right now, you have two choices: either you go out the front way and get in the police car that’s waiting. The officer will take you to a rehab clinic where you can get the help you need; recovery from your drug addiction and penance for what you did to your daughter. Or, two, you can grab the meth off the counter and go out the back way. But, rest assured, there’s a cop stationed out there, too. But that cop? He won’t take you to a rehab clinic. He’ll take you to County. There, you’ll face charges related to drug possession. You should face worse, but the statute has run out on what you did to Tessa.”  
 
    Nicoletta’s eyes widened and immediately darted to the meth in the kitchen. 
 
    Chase scowled as she started toward the door. 
 
    “There’s a third choice, of course. The third choice,” Chase said as she pulled the door wide, “is to just smoke everything you have in the house. Smoke everything until all the pain goes away. Smoke everything until you don’t wake up. Hell, that might be the best option for you, to be honest.” 
 
    With that, Chase stepped out into the New Mexico sun and slipped on her shades.  
 
    As she got behind the wheel of her car, she finally took her cell phone out and checked her messages. 
 
    A frown crossed her lips when she saw that it wasn’t from Stitts, but Louisa.  
 
    Before opening the image file that her friend had sent, Chase looked at Nicoletta’s front door, wondering if it would open or not. 
 
    Could this have all been avoided? If Nicoletta hadn’t been such a horrible human being, would Tessa have turned out differently?  
 
    Chase had no idea, but if she were to bet, she put her money on not. She wasn’t much for religion—that had been her father’s bag when he’d been alive—and she didn’t believe in karma or any of that bullshit. 
 
    But she did have an inkling that at least some of the things people did were ingrained in their genetic code. 
 
    Some people were just destined to do heinous things, while others enjoyed helping people. Others still, like Chase, were on this planet to hunt down the bad guys. 
 
    And even though her voodoo or whatever it was was gone when she’d touched Tessa, Chase still knew without a doubt what the woman had done. 
 
    Even without her superpowers, Chase was damn good at chasing down the bad guys. 
 
    She shook her head and turned her attention to her phone. Almost immediately, she found herself squinting at the small screen. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    Her first thought was that it was some sort of joke, but when she saw the expression on both Louisa’s and Stitts’ faces in the photo, she knew that this was very real.  
 
    “No,” Chase whispered.  
 
    Her hand was shaking so badly that she could barely focus on the photo of her two best friends in the world: Louisa and Jeremy. 
 
    Both were duct-taped to chairs, both had red-rimmed eyes, and both had tape covering their mouths. 
 
    Accompanying the image was a single sentence: Chase, I missed you. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    PRESENT DAY 
 
      
 
    Dr. Mark Kruk tore the tape off Stitts’s mouth. 
 
    “I don’t have any money and nobody’s going to pay a ransom for me,” Stitts spat. “So, I don’t know who the fuck you just sent that picture to, but it’s not going to matter.” 
 
    The man just smiled and walked to the back of the room that was made entirely of plexiglass. He rapped a section of it gently with his knuckles.  
 
    A flurry of butterflies immediately swarmed where his hand was pressed flat. It was an awesome sight, and if the circumstances had been different, Stitts might’ve thought it beautiful. 
 
    But it was anything but.  
 
    It was disgusting. 
 
    He looked over at Louisa who was breathing so heavily that the tape over her mouth bulged.  
 
    She wouldn’t make it much longer, Stitts knew. The way her eyes rolled back…  
 
    But there was nothing he could do about it. And if she died, he’d be responsible. Just like with Stacy and Tom.  
 
    “Did you hear me, you fucking psycho?” he suddenly yelled. The words didn’t seem to faze Dr. Kruk who continued to wave his hand in front of the butterflies. They seemed to follow his every movement. “Nobody will pay anything for me!” 
 
    A figure stepped from the shadows.  
 
    “You think it’s money we want?” the woman asked calmly. 
 
    “I don’t know what the fuck you want,” Stitts shot back. 
 
    He stared at the woman for a moment, before it suddenly dawned on him that he thought he actually knew what they wanted. 
 
    “You sent that message to Chase, didn’t you?” 
 
    The woman smiled. 
 
    “Now you’re catching on.” 
 
    “Well, then you should know something: she’s going to come for you.  You might be her sister, but you don’t know Chase the way I know Chase. She’s going to come for you, and she won’t stop until she finds you.”  
 
    Something flickered across the woman’s eyes and then she dropped on her knees so that she was on Stitts’s level. 
 
    “Oh, I know,” Georgina Adams said calmly. “I know, Stitts. The thing you don’t realize is that’s what we’re counting on.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 END 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    I’m often asked where I get my inspiration for my stories and in particular for the villains in my books. Well, all of you who follow my Facebook page and are in the Insatiable Readers Group know that I’m a true crime junkie. And my favorite way to get my fix? Podcasts. This particular book—Devil’s Den—was inspired by the real-life Toy-Box Killer. If you are interested in more details about this story, then I highly recommend listening to Casefile: Case 96, a three-part series. This suggestion comes with a caveat, however; a warning. As is often the case, the true story is far more brutal and disturbing than what you just read in the 500+ preceding pages. So, if you are at all squeamish, take a hard pass on this one. 
 
    In some ways, writing these books is cathartic for me. It allows me to rewrite (fictional) history in a more favorable light, in which the good guys win… kind of. The truth, sadly, isn’t always so redeeming.  
 
    As for Chase and Stitts? Well, their relationship has been complicated for some time, but it finally came to a head in Devil’s Den, which was inevitable. Looking after someone or caring for someone with limited self-worth can be an all encompassing and exhausting task. Under such stressful situations, priorities can easily become muddled. You know that annoying caution they always give on airplanes? In case of an emergency, put your oxygen mask on first, before you help others? Well, I think there’s a hidden nugget of wisdom in this FAA mandated warning. Look after yourself, make sure you’re right, before helping others. This is something that Stitts neglected to do, and everyone around him paid the price.  
 
    The good news? You won’t have to wait long for Chase and Stitts to return and try to get their lives back on track. They’ll be back in just over a month in Painted Ladies, which is available for pre-order now. Just click here to make sure that you get it the moment it’s released. This will be quickly followed-up with Adverse Effects, Book 8 in the Chase Adams series. 
 
    Oh, one final note: if you’re at all confused about who this Dr. Mark Kruk character is…then I highly suggest you take a couple of hours and read Butterfly Kisses. I’ll just leave it at that—#nospoilers. 
 
    If you enjoyed this book, and the Chase Adams series in general, please help support it by leaving a positive review on Amazon. These reviews help me decide which series to focus my time on, so if you want to see more Chase…  
 
    You can also follow me on Instagram—@authorpatricklogan–and like my Facebook page https://www.facebook.com/groups/LogansInsatiableReaders/. Please help spread the word about my books—tell your friends, tweet about it, tag me in a post, send out some carrier pigeons. Everything helps to bring Chase to more readers. 
 
    As always,  
 
    You keep reading, and I’ll keep writing. 
 
    Pat 
 
    Montreal, 2019
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