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The Scent of Murder
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Patrick Logan

Prologue

The display was nearly ready. He’d already painted her face an alabaster white and had drawn small red circles on each of her cheeks. Using the same red lipstick, he traced a perfect heart on her mouth, extending the curved lines just a little higher than her actual lips.

Almost ready, he thought, taking a step backward and observing his handiwork. He was getting better at this. The first time, he’d been so disgusted that he was barely able to finish. And it showed. This time? This time, he viewed the corpse through a different lens.

This wasn’t a person.

It was a doll.

And it was perfect—almost perfect. There was something off about the seated doll. Something not quite right.

The man cocked his head to one side to acquire a new perspective.

The legs, he concluded after a short pause, they aren’t wide enough.

With a gloved hand, the man reached out and grabbed the doll’s left ankle. It was like a piece of dried timber in his palm and when he stretched it, the doll’s hips shifted. For one horrifying second, he thought it was going to topple.

In his mind, he pictured the doll falling away from the tree, landing face-first in the grass. That would be a disaster—if the makeup smudged, everything would be ruined.

He didn’t have time to apply more, to start all over again.

The man adjusted the doll’s waist, pressing it firmly against the massive Douglas Fir. Using both hands this time, he forced the doll’s legs apart, moving his hands slowly from her ankles to her knees to assure maximum spread.

That’s good, he thought. That’s better… but still not perfect.

He set to work on her arms next, placing the doll’s hands behind her head, elbows high. Rigor had begun to set in, making the doll pliable but also allowing it to hold its shape. A firm push on the upper part of her back, right between the shoulder blades, forced her breasts up and out.

The man bit his lower lip.

There was still something flawed about the scene that ruined the illusion. So startling was this realization that, for a moment, he stopped thinking of the corpse as a doll, and instead considered her a human being.

His stomach lurched and, to avoid vomiting, he averted his eyes, sending his gaze skyward to the canopy of leaves above. The moon that shone down on him, on his work, was bright and full, like a giant, unblinking eye.

That’s it, he thought, a grin forming on his lips. It’s the eyes.

He forced himself to look at the doll again. Its eyes were open, and the blue irises, growing paler by the minute, were fixed straight ahead. Even though they were lifeless eyes, they were still too… real for a doll.

The man tried to shut her lids with a gloved forefinger, but the thin skin of her eyelids resisted. He got the right lid to half-mast before becoming frustrated at the lack of dexterity afforded him by the thick wool gloves. He pulled a glove off and then used his thumb to forcibly close each of the doll’s lids.

That was it—it was perfect.

But instead of feeling elation, the man only felt guilt.

That, like the nausea, would also pass, he knew. But it would take time. Probably less than with the first, but it was impossible to know for certain.

The man put his glove back on and stared at his creation one last time.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered to the woods. The only reply came in the form of a deep throaty growl—probably a bear—somewhere in the distance. “I’m so, so sorry.”


PART I – Dolls

Chapter 1

“Are you really going to eat that?” Detective Veronica Shade asked, her eyes drifting to the heart attack in waiting on her partner’s plate. Pretty much every pork product imaginable floated in a puddle of rendered fat. There were some runny eggs in there somewhere, and perhaps some baked beans, but these were lost amongst the glistening juices.

“Well, I didn’t buy it just to look at it.” As if this point needed proving, Detective Fred Furlow speared a sausage and took a large bite. “You want some?”

Veronica looked down at her own plate. She’d ordered a three-egg omelet with ham and green peppers, and a side of rye toast. Hers was mostly gone on account of the kitchen needing extra time to finish cooking Freddie’s meal. And her partner, ever the gentleman, had insisted that she eat before it got cold.

“What if we swapped plates?” she asked.

Freddie groaned.

“Not this again… these damn what-ifs of yours.”

“No, I’m serious. What if we swapped everything we ate, just for one day? See how that goes?”

Freddie finished his sausage and then patted his massive belly.

“I know how that will go. I’ll starve to death.”

“You won’t die,” she countered with an eye roll. “But you might be able to run just a little faster.”

“I don’t run for anything,” Freddie said, moving on to a crispy slice of bacon. “Or anyone.”

Veronica caught the slightest whiff of gasoline as if the diner’s door had opened and a breeze carried the odor in her direction.

The door, of course, remained closed and the nearest gas station was a good three miles away.

Smiling now, Veronica drowned out the smell by taking a sip of coffee.

“What do you think about this Internal Affairs guy?” Freddie asked when he came up for air.

The smile vanished and Veronica sighed. This being her first case back from leave, she hadn’t spent much time with IA Officer Cole Batherson. During her recovery, she’d visited Freddie and the captain several times at the precinct and had been introduced to Cole. The man seemed nice enough, but she was guarded. IA wasn’t usually stationed with you to make friends. They were there to identify problems, to find weak spots in the chain of command, but in Veronica’s experience, they ended up causing more issues than they solved.

“What do I think of him? I don’t know yet. What do I think about having him around? Well, I think it’s been three months since Officer Ken Cameron was arrested. That’s a long time to have a man looking over your shoulder, correcting spelling errors in every police report you fill out.”

“Most expensive spellchecker the City of Greenham has ever hired,” Freddie remarked with a laugh. “At least with my spelling, he’s earning his salary.” The detective burst an egg yolk with the side of his fork, spreading more liquid onto his already wet plate. “How much do you think those IA guys make, anyway?”

Veronica had no idea how much Cole Batherson made, but if his fancy double-monk dress shoes he always wore, monogrammed, no less, were any indication, it was a hell of a lot more than a detective.

Veronica said as much.

“Maybe… maybe I’ll go into IA,” Freddie suggested as he continued to tackle his meal.

“Then who would finish my leftover bagels and doughnuts?”

Freddie smiled, but Veronica felt an unexpected pang of sadness. She recalled her dad’s friend and mentor, Grant Sutcliffe, lying in bed, connected to so many machines that he’d become part of the matrix.

“Fred, you know I love you, right?”

“Here it comes.”

“No, seriously. I’m worried about you.” Veronica hesitated, recalling her partner barreling through smoke and fire to save first her, then Sheriff Steve Burns. “I know you hate to run, but now that I know you can do it, have you ever thought about doing it a little more often? Like on a semi-regular basis, say?”

Freddie’s mouth was full—no accident—and he didn’t answer.

“I’m just worried about you, Freddie.”

Freddie swallowed.

“Running isn’t my thing. But I might consider taking up some sort of exercise.”

Veronica inhaled sharply and, this time, no amount of coffee would mask the sweet smell of gasoline.

It had been a while since she’d experienced such a visceral manifestation of her synesthesia. Her condition, a rare neurological mixing of the senses, caused Veronica to smell and hear things in response to specific visual cues and, conversely, experience visual hallucinations in response to certain odors.

Weekly sessions with a psychiatrist helped curb her visions and control her emotions in response to these projections, but until very recently, they’d failed to provide insight into their origins. Veronica had accepted that her condition was developmental in nature and not linked to trauma or PTSD.

And she’d held that belief until three months ago.

Until her brother, a sibling she hadn’t known existed, targeted her. Memories of a long-forgotten childhood surfaced, revealing a horrible secret and an even more disturbing tragedy.

The only good thing to come out of the reunion was that Veronica finally understood the origins of her synesthesia.

A human lie detector, her subconscious picked up visual cues and converted them into the smell of gasoline: the more confident she was of the lie, the stronger the smell.

The odor of sweat, and occasionally just the sight of it, caused a blue halo, like a watercolor aura, to waft from the source.

And finally, Veronica’s most Pavlovian reaction was the sight of bright bursts of flame-like colors in the presence of extreme violence, coupled with the sound of a child—her brother—singing a taunting lullaby.

Veronica had hoped that knowing the driving force behind her synesthesia would help her cope with her condition. But now, she was stuck wondering if she would have been better off not remembering what had happened to her and her family all those years ago.

And what she’d done.

Veronica found herself massaging the back of her right hand and forced herself to stop. The burns had healed completely, but she swore that she could still feel the heat of the fire.

This, she knew, had nothing to do with synesthesia.

“What’s wrong, Veronica?” Freddie asked.

Veronica shook her head.

“Nothing,” she said quickly. After nearly being burned alive by her brother, Veronica had been granted an indefinite leave from the City of Greenham PD. After two weeks, she’d gotten squirrelly and tried to come back. Her father had shot that idea down immediately. After a month and a half, and a full dozen psych sessions later, she’d once again attempted to return to duty.

This time, Freddie had intervened.

Veronica had finally settled on a three-month break. And even though the captain and her partner had agreed, they’d done so reluctantly, and she knew they were still apprehensive about her return.

“You’re just—you were making a face, that’s all.”

“What kind of face?” Veronica said more aggressively than she’d intended.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

“No—no, it’s fine, Freddie, I was just… thinking. What kind of face was it?”

Her partner raised an eyebrow as if asking, Do you really want to know?

“All right, well, sometimes you pinch your nose and get this look in your eyes. The first time it happened, when we became partners, I thought it was me. I kept checking if I had BO or something.”

Veronica smirked.

“You smell fine, Freddie.”

So long as you’re telling the truth.

Detective Fred Furlow was of the old guard. In his late fifties, he nearly had more police experience—twenty-two years—than Veronica had been alive—twenty-six glorious rotations around the sun. Being a rookie detective, the captain’s decision to team her up with a seasoned vet like Freddie was no accident. It also wasn’t a coincidence that Veronica’s father happened to be the police captain and Freddie was Peter Shade’s longtime friend.

But Veronica wasn’t bitter about what some might perceive as having a babysitter at work. Aside from being close to three-hundred pounds and not being able to run for almost anything, Freddie was a fantastic partner. He was a good cop, and an even better man.

“When do I make this sniffy face?”

Freddie chuckled, sending a ripple from his chin to his throat.

“It’s not a sniffy face, it’s just a look. As for when? It doesn’t happen often, but when it does, it’s almost always when someone’s lying to you—to us.”

Veronica was surprised by Freddie’s insight.

There was only one person who knew about her synesthesia—not her father, her partner, or her boyfriend—her psychiatrist, Dr. Jane Bernard, whom she’d been seeing for nearly two decades.

Veronica’s phone rang and, at a loss for what to say, she was grateful for the interruption.

“Detective Shade?”

She recognized the voice as belonging to a rookie beat cop, Angela Turpin.

“Officer Turpin, what can I do for you?”

“We’re over here at Wellesley and Maine.”

“And?”

“And there’s been another robbery—this time at Alfred’s Jewelry.”

Across from her, Freddie pushed his plate away and leaned forward in anticipation.

“And?” Veronica asked again. Sometimes rookie cops said too little, while others couldn’t shut up. Officer Turpin was clearly the former.

“And… I think you should come see this. This is third—”

“Say no more,” Veronica cut in. “We’ll be right there.”

Robberies, especially in the middle of the day on a Monday, typically weren’t the most exciting cases, but she’d been off for so long that anything was better than sitting on her ass watching Freddie eat.

She snapped her phone closed and started to stand.

“What is it?” Freddie asked. “Where we going?”

“Robbery at another jewelry store.”

Freddie nodded and started to remove his car keys from his pocket before laboriously pushing himself to his feet.

Veronica reached out and snatched the keys from his hand.

“What the—”

“It’s only four blocks from here, Freddie. Race you?”

And then she was off, not giving the man an opportunity to object.

Veronica knew that Freddie was hesitant to run, but he could walk. It wasn’t much, but it was something. And all joking aside, she was genuinely afraid that if Freddie didn’t do some sort of exercise and clean up his diet, she would be looking for a new partner before the year was out.


Chapter 2

Bear County was the largest county in Oregon, encompassing a large portion of land east of Portland and north of Canyon City. More than half of the county’s population resided in the City of Greenham, with the rest spread out among the three next largest cities: Matheson, Sullivan, and East Argham. A smattering of folk lived in the unincorporated areas and were almost exclusively cattle or corn farmers.

Yet, despite its name, neither Sheriff Steve Burns nor any of his one hundred and twelve deputies, had ever seen a bear in Bear County. Oregon had one of the largest populations of Black Bears in the United States, but they avoided Bear County like the plague.

Until now.

“Should we call in a Fish and Wildlife Warden?” Chief Deputy Marcus McVeigh asked.

The sheriff wiped the sweat off his brow and continued to stare at the edge of the Hilltona Forest. Then he looked back at the rural farmhouse behind him.

“For what?”

When his chief deputy didn’t immediately answer, Sheriff Burns turned his attention to the man. An ex-high school football player, Marcus had the same stocky build that he had back then, despite being more than four years removed from playing any sport. He had a round face, broad shoulders, and a considerable amount of muscle, albeit covered in a layer of fat from too many meals on the road and too many beers on the weekend. He was Sheriff Burns’ most reliable deputy, someone he knew he could count on not just for upholding the law, but for helping him with the finer points of the job, as well. After all, being the active sheriff of Bear County was a different animal than being a lieutenant in the State Police.

Steve was new to this ‘elected official’ business. As a State Trooper, all he had to do was catch the bad guys. As sheriff, he had to catch the bad guys and look good doing it.

McVeigh had been a godsend. Unlike Steve, the deputy was born and raised in Bear County and knew all the major players by name. He knew which cookouts the sheriff needed to attend, the stores he should be seen shopping in, and the people he was best to avoid. With his knowledge, Steve was surprised that McVeigh hadn’t thrown his hat in the ring for sheriff.

Maybe in the next election cycle.

But, for now, Steve was going to gain as much knowledge from the man as he possibly could.

“For the bear sightings,” McVeigh clarified. The man licked his lips and tapped the sidearm on his hip. “If we come across a five-hundred pounder, there’s—”

“Right now, all we have is one sighting. Until I see a bear with my own eyes, I’m not calling anyone in. Don’t want to incite panic.”

This was only partly true; while avoiding panic was always desirable, the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife didn’t have dedicated wardens. Instead, this fell under the purview of the State Police.

The very same State Police that Steve used to work for before packing his bags and hauling ass to Bear County.

“Right,” McVeigh said, but he didn’t sound convinced that the sheriff’s decision was ‘right’ at all.

Truthfully, neither did Steve. The Sheriff’s Department had received two calls, four hours apart, of a large black bear roaming Hilltona Forest. One of the calls had come from Daisy Bellinger, whose ranch sat directly behind where the sheriff and his deputy stood, and the second, by Susan Mountcastle. The former was concerned for their cattle, whereas the latter was concerned for their cats, dogs, and chickens.

Neither of them had the motivation to lie.

“I can always send a deputy—”

Deputy McVeigh was interrupted by the radio on his shoulder. The message was mostly static, and Steve cringed. The sound made his teeth hurt. He and McVeigh waited in silence, but nothing further came.

He pinched the radio.

“Sheriff Burns, over.”

The response was even more static-filled than the original message and Steve shook his head in disapproval.

“Damn radios.” He tried again. “Sheriff Burns, over.”

This time the static had a flavor to it, and he recognized Deputy Kent Lancaster’ characteristic southern drawl. The nature of the message remained a mystery, however.

“It works better if—”

The sheriff silenced McVeigh by waving his hand.

“Lancaster, I can’t understand a word you’re saying. Over.”

Steve hunched over and started to walk toward the forest with his deputy in tow. For some reason, Bear County Sheriff’s Department radios worked better the closer you got to the tree line. Something about signals being amplified or bouncing off trees… the sheriff wasn’t really sure how or why this was the case, only that it was.

“Lancaster? Did you see a bear? Over,” Steve said into his radio.

There was a burst of static and then, “No bear.”

Sheriff Burns allowed himself a small sigh of relief, grateful that he’d avoided what would have been, at the very best, an inevitably awkward encounter with a Statie. But Deputy Lancaster wasn’t done, and what he said next brought the tension back to his head and shoulders in spades.

“No bear, but we did find a body—what’s left of it, anyway. Sheriff, you’re gonna want to get over here and see this.”


Chapter 3

An EMT was treating the owner of Alfred’s Jewelry, a sixty-plus-year-old man named Matthew Cohen when Veronica flashed her badge to Officer Turpin standing by the front door.

“Oh, I know who you are,” the young officer said. The woman was petite, shorter than Veronica by a good three inches, but considerably thicker, especially around the middle.

“Right.”

The officer blushed.

“Do you—do you want to go inside?”

Freddie was still a block and a half behind, which gave her the opportunity to look around by herself. Standing on the sidewalk were the usual gawkers, people taking videos with their cellphones, thinking they were going to be the next Sarah Koenig. She spotted two other cops, in addition to Officer Turpin, as well as a second paramedic leaning into the back of an ambulance.

“Not yet.”

Visible to the naked eye were three video cameras: two outside the shop trained at the store entrance, and one inside. The storefront was made entirely of glass, giving Veronica a clear view of Alfred’s Jewelry’s interior. Two of the display units had been smashed—the interiors of the well-lit cases were full of shatterproof glass.

“Two men, both wearing masks, broke in. They smashed the two cases you see there. When Matthew tried to intervene, one of them hit him on the head. He’s not sure with what,” Officer Turpin offered without provocation.

Veronica did not value the interruption. Everything the officer told her would be in the report, which meant that Angela Turpin was just wasting her breath.

And distracting Detective Shade.

Freddie finally arrived, adding further noise to the scene. His face was a deep red and his massive chest heaved.

And this was just from a walk. Not a brisk walk, just a regular old stroll.

You have to start exercising, Veronica thought. Exercising and eating better.

She didn’t say this, however. Instead, she just nodded at her partner, and said, “You ready?”

Freddie held up a pudgy finger and took two long, deep breaths.

“Ready.”

Even though her partner was the one who was struggling to collect himself, it was Veronica who needed a moment to prepare.

For Detective Shade, stepping into a crime scene was anything but routine. When Freddie or Officer Turpin or any other cop stepped into Alfred’s Jewelry, they would utilize their five senses to interpret the environment.

Veronica would have to deal with at least eight… combinations. And none of them were benign.

During her leave of absence, one of the things that Dr. Bernard and Veronica had focused on during their many sessions, was trying to mute these synesthetic episodes. Not turn them off entirely—saying that the ability to ‘sniff’ out a lie was valuable for someone in her profession was a gross understatement—but to tone them down. They typically started off intense, but dampened with time, similar to the way you become accustomed to a fart in an elevator. It was that initial jerk that they were trying to control. And Veronica was surprised at how well the suggestions that Dr. Bernard had offered—deep, preparatory breathing, visualization of the space before entering, and generally being more aware of her surroundings—worked during her mundane, normal life.

Alfred’s Jewelry would put these techniques to the test, however, as crime scenes tended to ratchet her synesthesia up to eleven.

But as Veronica stepped through the front doors of the recently robbed jewelry store, she was struck by a sudden sense of… nothing.

This she hadn’t been prepared for and it caused her to hesitate. Freddie almost rammed into her from behind and was able to avoid her only by making a surprisingly agile maneuver. Veronica pretended to be soaking in the environment, mentally calculating distances and angles and anything else that might be of value when interpreting the crime scene.

But what she was really doing was sniffing the air and seeking the colorful flame-like projections she expected from the recently hostile environment. There was a small aura of blue paint coming from Matthew Cohen, mostly his armpits and forehead, but these were more wispy tendrils than watercolor splashes. The man was sweating, but a quick glance at her breathless partner revealed that Freddie was exuding more blue hues than the victim.

Confused, but not wanting to delay any longer, which Freddie might misinterpret as her not being ready to return to work, Veronica walked up to the paramedic who was treating Matthew.

“Detectives Shade and Furlow,” she announced. The paramedic didn’t bother to introduce himself.

“We’ve got a contusion to the forehead and possibly a low-grade concussion. I’ve cleaned the wound and put a little dot of glue in there to keep it closed. Stitches aren’t necessary.”

Veronica thanked the paramedic and then turned her attention to the dazed proprietor who sat with his back against one of the cases that were still intact.

“Matthew, my name is Veronica. I’ll be working your case with my partner Detective Furlow. Can you tell me what happened?”

The man, who was holding gauze to his forehead, looked up at her. He had blue eyes, a large but unoffensive nose, and a narrow jaw. His thin dark hair was combed over in an attempt to hide a bald spot, but this wasn’t just a losing battle, the war had been over for at least a decade already.

“What do you want to know? Two men came in, smashed the glass, stole stuff. I tried to grab one of them, but he turned and hit me with… something.” Matthew dabbed his head, then looked at the small stain of blood on the gauze.

“You’re not sure what they hit you with?” Veronica inquired.

Matthew considered this for a moment.

“I don’t know. It was something from the case. Maybe a watch?”

Veronica raised an eyebrow at this and cast a glance at Freddie.

“The men, were they wearing masks?”

“Ski masks with the eyes cut out. They were both black—the men and the masks.”

“Did they say anything?”

“No—not a word to me or to each other.”

Matthew attempted to rise, and Veronica helped him to his feet. He leaned against the case while he surveyed the damage toward the front of the store.

“They got the good stuff,” he said, his lip curling. “The good stuff.”

Veronica was by no means a jewelry expert—quite the contrary; she didn’t wear any. On the rare occasion she went out after work, she might throw in some stud earrings, but that was about it. To her, however, there were several cases, cases closer to the door, which appeared to contain expensive-looking jewelry: necklaces, rings, and some broaches.

“What did they take?”

“Watches,” Matthew said with a sigh. “Rolex, Tag Heuer, Omega.”

“Ah.”

This made sense. High-end watches, Rolexes in particular, not only held their value but often increased over time. It was also one of the most efficient methods of moving ‘money’ across borders. Cash had to be declared, watches not so much.

These people, whoever they were, knew what they were doing.

“What about security footage?”

“We have three cameras, two outside the door, one inside. Plus two in the back.”

Veronica looked toward the rear of the store. There was a thick, reinforced door behind which she assumed Matthew kept the cash and the really expensive items.

“Did they try to get back there?” she asked, flicking her chin toward the door.

“No.”

Further proof that these weren’t amateurs. Not only would getting into the back room take time, but the items therein would probably be easier to trace.

“You insured?”

“Of course.”

“Okay, I need you to wait for the cops to fingerprint everything and then do an inventory to find what exactly was stolen. With high-end watches, you have the serial numbers?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, report those as stolen.”

Matthew looked at the broken cases.

“They were wearing gloves.”

Veronica figured as much.

“Due diligence, but if I’m being honest, I didn’t expect to find anything usable.”

Matthew dabbed his forehead again.

“Third week in a row. Noah was hit just last week and the week before that? Gregor.”

Veronica, still getting nothing from Matthew other than a faint blue trace of sweat, waited for him to expound. She was aware of the other robberies, in general, at least, but she wanted to hear what he had to say about them.

Unfortunately, Officer Turpin appeared next to Freddie and decided to answer for Matthew Cohen.

“Noah and Gregor are two other jewelers who were robbed. Same MO as here: two masked men, smash and grab.”

“Right,” Veronica said, annoyed at the distraction and interruption. “Mr. Cohen, can you please provide Detective Furlow with your store security footage? If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather take it with us and analyze it back at the precinct. And I think you should probably take a trip to the hospital, just to be sure.”

Matthew Cohen frowned.

“I need to talk to insurance and—”

“There’ll be time for that later. Make sure you’re okay, first.”

He looked like he was going to complain again but then offered a slow nod. The man was scared, and his blue aura was growing. Veronica put a comforting hand on his shoulder.

“It’ll be okay. The main thing is that you’re not seriously injured. And we’re gonna find the people who did this.”

But as she watched Matthew lead Freddie to the back room to retrieve the security tapes, Veronica couldn’t help but think that this was going to be a difficult task. Without her synesthesia, she was just a rookie detective with a chip on her shoulder.

And now? After putting Officer Ken Cameron behind bars, she had a reputation, as well. Angela Turpin might look at her with reverence, but she knew the other officers, especially the males, glared at her with scorn.


Chapter 4

Deputy Lancaster was standing with his hands on his hips, and he didn’t move until Sheriff Burns was right next to him.

Even then, he didn’t say anything—he didn’t have to.

The scene was at least mostly self-explanatory.

And it was horrific.

The first thing that Sheriff Burns noticed was the torn fabric, probably from a shirt, followed by what appeared to be a section of a plaid skirt. Both were strewn across an open area between two large Douglas Firs. The clothes themselves were strangely devoid of blood.

Steve’s eyes naturally took in the scene and eventually his gaze fell on the body.

What was left of it, anyway.

It was a woman, that much was clear. Most of her torso remained intact, as was everything from her waist to about mid-thigh. The rest… not so much. Her scalp hung down, covering her face in matted brown hair. There was some dried blood on the woman’s bare chest, but not much.

Predators had done a number on her arms, reducing them to stumps, but showed an obvious preference for her legs, which were but ragged strips of flesh.

Steve moved closer to the body, and Deputy Lancaster, with his long, lean legs, kept pace. Squatting to get a better look, the sheriff identified a distinct pattern of claw marks, more than an inch deep and perhaps seven inches long, running across the corpse’s pale belly. The glaring lack of blood was a clear indication that the victim was dead before being attacked.

The sheriff asked his deputy for a latex glove and then used it to lift the woman’s peeled scalp.

Her face was strangely painted: her cheeks were alabaster white, even paler than what was to be expected from a corpse, and there were round red dots about the size of a thumbprint in the center of each. Dark blue eye shadow extended beyond her upper lids and her lips were painted the same red as her cheeks. The makeup reminded Steve of a Harlequin jester.

The sheriff stood, stretched his back, and looked skyward. It had been more than three months since he’d discovered Maggie Cernak hanging in his barn. After the events that ensued, things had been relatively quiet in Bear County. Steve spent most of his time talking to investors, mainly the Kleinmans, and trying to revitalize East Argham. There was still a significant drug problem in Bear County, and with this came the occasional overdose, but Steve hadn’t witnessed this level of violence since the suicides.

“Think we should call in Fishing and Wildlife, now?” Deputy Lancaster asked. He cast a glance at Deputy McVeigh who had since joined them in the clearing. “I’m no expert, but those sure as hell look like bear claw marks to me.”

Sheriff Burns scratched the back of his head and he squinted at the corpse.

“Yeah, I guess we should. But first, let’s see if we can find out who killed this girl.”

Deputy Lancaster once again looked to McVeigh, which was starting to annoy the sheriff, before saying, “Wait—you don’t think a bear killed her?”

Steve sighed loudly and reached for the radio on his shoulder.

“Not unless this bear grew opposable thumbs and learned how to strangle someone with a cable. Call the ME—call Kristin Newberry, tell her to get here as quickly as possible.”

***

Like Sheriff Steve Burns, Bear County coroner Kristin Newberry was an elected official. A lawyer by trade, the woman had no formal medical training. But the sixty-year-old had a wealth of experience and was smart as a whip.

The real problem was the lack of CSU technicians. After what had happened with Holland Toller, Veronica Shade’s estranged brother, the number of applicants had predictably dwindled. The department, which the sheriff oversaw, had been thin before Holland’s suicide, and now, with a rash of people either quitting or on leave citing ‘psychological stress’, was pretty much decimated.

Still, Kristin didn’t come alone. She brought with her a man whom she introduced as CSU tech Paulie… who looked all of thirteen years old. Immediately, however, the young man took charge, donning a head-to-toe vinyl outfit and setting up a much larger perimeter than Deputy Lancaster had.

Everyone, including the deputies, was pushed outside the yellow crime scene tape, leaving only Kristin and Sheriff Burns to examine the body.

“You’re right, the bear wounds were inflicted postmortem. That’s why there’s so little blood,” the coroner confirmed.

“And that red line across her throat? Looks like a ligature of some sort. Was that the cause of death?”

Kristin folded back the girl’s hair and scalp and then lifted her right eyelid.

“Petechial hemorrhaging.” She nodded. “Definitely strangulated, likely by a wire of some sort—broken hyoid bone in her throat. Need to get her back to the morgue to confirm.”

“Thanks.”

Steve decided to give Kristin space. There was something strange about this scene, something that he wasn’t seeing.

Someone had strangled this poor woman and left her body here. A bear—which, according to Deputy McVeigh, hadn’t been seen in Bear County in more than two decades—happened by and decided to violently investigate the corpse.

Why was the body dumped in an open section where it was almost guaranteed to be found by a hiker or hunter?

And then there was the strange makeup to consider, the odd clothing. It was difficult to tell exactly how old the girl was, and Steve knew that style wasn’t just an age thing, but it appeared to him as if the victim had been dressed up to look a certain way—younger, perhaps.

But that wasn’t quite right. It was more—

His head suddenly shot up, and he stared at the first person he saw: Deputy Marcus McVeigh.

“A doll,” the sheriff said with conviction. “The bastard killed this woman and then dressed her up to look like a doll.”


Chapter 5

What the City of Greenham PD lost in toxic masculinity following Ken Cameron’s arrest and subsequent plea deal, they gained in anxiety due to the presence of Internal Affairs Officer Cole Batherson. The man was far from abrasive, but having someone constantly watching over your shoulder hoping to God that you did make a mistake was enough to render anyone uncomfortable.

But this was the only way that Captain Peter Shade could keep his job. It hadn’t been his fault—the only person responsible for Ken Cameron’s actions was the man himself. But whenever an underling did something insane, like orchestrating the kidnapping of a city counselor’s daughter, everyone looked up the chain of command to place blame.

Their only saving grace was that Veronica had gotten Betty Dolan back unharmed. Still, the rumors that Peter Shade’s time as captain of the City of Greenham’s Police Department was numbered came as no surprise.

“It’s just like he said,” Freddie Furlow exclaimed. He pointed at his computer monitor. “Two men in masks come in, they smash the glass, Matthew tries to intervene, and they bonk him on the head and leave.”

Aware that Cole was observing them, Veronica moved closer to the screen and spoke in a hushed tone.

“What did they hit him with?”

“Looks to me like an Oyster Perpetual.”

Veronica screwed up her face.

“A what?”

“Rolex,” Freddie clarified. “They brained him with one of his own watches.”

This case was serious, but Veronica started to grin nonetheless, the expression inspired by the irony of the situation. Then she felt Cole’s eyes boring into her back and immediately frowned.

She cleared her throat.

“Can you play that back for me?”

“Sure.”

The incident was as Matthew had described, right up to when his large forehead had been split open by the impromptu weapon.

But something wasn’t quite right.

“Go back to when the perps first come into the jewelry store.”

Freddie rewound the tape.

On-screen, the door to Alfred’s Jewelry opens and two masked men come in, their hands at their sides.

“Their hands are empty,” Veronica stated.

“Yeah… you’re right,” Freddie agreed. “Who robs a jewelry store with their bare hands?”

“Someone who knows the proprietor won’t fight back.”

“Hmm.”

Freddie moved so close to the screen that his eyes were nearly touching it.

“That one—the bigger one—he pulls a bag out of his back pocket. That’s the bulge. I can’t see a gun or even a suspicious lump in the waistband of the other guy. Can you?”

“Nope.”

Freddie rewound the tape several more times.

He was right: neither man appeared to have a weapon. No bat, no gun, Taser, nothing.

The men wore matching outfits—all black tracksuits with ski masks—and yet, they weren’t overly intimidating figures. One appeared to be on the pudgy side and the other the epitome of average.

“What if Matthew had a security guard? Don’t some of these jewelry stores have security guards?” Freddie wondered aloud.

“Some, but clearly not Alfred’s Jewelry.”

“Okay, what if Matthew had a gun?” Freddie continued along this line of thinking. “Does he have a gun?”

“Good question—but let me ask you something: if you owned a jewelry store in Greenham and you didn’t have a security guard, would you have a gun?”

“Does anybody in Oregon not have a gun?”

The question was rhetorical, of course.

If Matthew Cohen had a gun, he made no move to grab it. Instead, he tried to attack the men with his bare hands. The two robbers weren’t intimidating, but compared to Matthew Cohen, who was short, squat, had beady eyes, and while not quite bald, his thin gray hair was on the way out, they were goddamn sasquatches.

Veronica knew firsthand that people did strange things when under high stress. There was the fight or flight or freeze reactions, of course, so perhaps Matthew experienced an unprecedented adrenaline dump. As a result, his brain forgot to remind him to get his gun before the sixty-something-year-old man attacked two much younger men in masks.

This theory was plausible, but Veronica had seen people after the fight response took hold: they were exhausted, almost drowsy. Sometimes delirious. But Matthew Cohen, even after suffering a minor head injury, seemed lucid and, if anything, the opposite of sleepy.

She sighed and shook her head.

“Did you manage to pull up the reports from the other robberies? Matthew said something about a Noah and someone… I don’t remember his name.”

Freddie peeled his face away from the monitor and picked up a stack of files from his desk.

“Yeah, was just about to review them. They’re Officer Vasquez’s cases.”

“So, why are we stuck with it then?”

Freddie didn’t justify this with an answer, probably because it was obvious: they wanted to ease Veronica back into action.

As Freddie quickly skimmed the police reports from the other robberies, Veronica asked, “Why didn’t we hear about this sooner? I mean, why weren’t we called in after the second robbery? One is an isolated incident, but two? And now—”

“There are a hundred officers in the City of Gresham Police Department, but only twelve detectives,” a voice answered from behind them. Veronica turned and looked at Cole Batherson. Squinting accusingly at the man hadn’t been intentional, but he took it personally, holding up his hands and raising both dark eyebrows. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop.”

“No, that’s fine. But now that there’ve been three of these well-orchestrated heists, can we spare two of twelve precious detectives before they rob the US Treasury?”

Cole immediately went from defensive to embarrassed, and it dawned on Veronica that perhaps the man wanted to be here as little as they appreciated his company. She wasn’t completely up to speed on exactly what IA Officers did—she thought their role was mostly HR stuff, investigating harassment claims or whatnot—but he was here, and if that meant that her dad got to keep his job, then she was going to put up with him.

“Sorry,” Veronica grumbled.

“That’s alright. Look, I think we got off on the wrong foot here.” Subconsciously, Cole shifted his weight from his right foot to his left foot. Veronica looked at his feet, and the man’s face turned an even darker shade of red. Cole was in his late fifties, but like Sheriff Burns, when he was embarrassed, he looked incredibly childlike. It was endearing. “I don’t want to intrude on your investigations. I just have to make sure that something like Ken Cameron doesn’t happen again.”

Veronica was tempted to ask how the man intended to do that by looking over their shoulders but decided, for once, not to be antagonistic.

“Okay,” she said, and then felt embarrassed herself.

Okay?

Thankfully, Freddie saved her from further discomfort.

“Looks like it’s the same guys. Two men, black masks. Both described as African-American in appearance.” Freddie flipped through the pages. “No mention of weapons and neither Noah nor Gregor were attacked.”

“Any video of those robberies?”

“You bet.”

Veronica waited while Freddie navigated to the digitized case file and pulled up the security footage from the two other jewelry store heists. They were uncannily similar. Two men matching the physical characteristics of those who robbed Alfred’s Jewelry entered the store. They smashed the watch case, grabbed some fancy timepieces, and ran. No weapons, no violence.

Once they realized what was going on, Noah and Gregor ran to the back and locked themselves in apparent safe rooms.

Veronica stretched and then nudged Freddie.

“You coming?”

“Where?”

“To chat with Noah and the other guy. You coming?”

“Sure, wait up.”

But Veronica had no intention of waiting. She wanted to walk as quickly as possible and make Freddie chase her. But then she felt Cole’s eyes on her again.

“Is it okay to make my partner run? Might be down to eleven detectives.”

The man covered his eyes, then his ears and mouth in succession, and Veronica laughed.

Maybe this Cole Batherson guy wasn’t so bad, after all.

But wasn’t that what people thought of Officer Ken Cameron?


Chapter 6

There were two main reasons why Sheriff Steve Burns was dragging his feet when it came to calling in the State Police, which were the acting wardens of the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife: 1) the officer would undoubtedly know who he was, and 2) the officer’s presence would incite a media frenzy.

Both facts would negatively affect the investigation.

Steve sighed and wiped sweat from his brow. Despite his perspiration, July was unusually mild, which might be one of the reasons that the bear had come this far east. Typically, Bear County was too dry and arid for black bears—they preferred the more temperate environment west of Portland.

But here they were, and here it was… somewhere.

Of the hundred and twelve deputies that served Bear County, roughly half were stationed at the County Jail. Budget constraints limited the remaining sixty to shift rotations, meaning that at any given time, only about forty or forty-five deputies were on duty.

At present, Sheriff Burns had called in thirty-six sets of eyes to comb the southern end of the Hilltona Forest, where the body had been found. He’d even borrowed three K-9 units from neighboring Nowak County to help with the search.

So far, they’d come up with a whole lot of nothing. No sign of the bear, of the perpetrator, or anything else related to the victim.

“No cameras out here,” a voice said from behind him. The sheriff turned and stared at Deputy McVeigh. “At Mr. Bellinger’s ranch, I mean. The next house, belonging to a Mr. Marshall-Moore or something like that, is about ten miles down the road.” McVeigh hesitated as his eyes drifted from the sheriff to the forest.

“What is it?”

“I was thinking… are there wildlife cameras out there? In Hilltona, I mean? The ODFW sometimes puts cameras to track migrating deer and what not.”

Steve shrugged.

“I doubt it—we would have found them already. I have almost every deputy out there searching. Plus, the dogs.”

“I dunno, they hide those things pretty good, not wanting to disrupt migratory patterns or whatever. The Staties will know. Hell, maybe they have a tracker in the bear that attacked our victim.”

Steve frowned.

Bringing in another department would further complicate things, add a bureaucratic layer of red tape to the investigation.

And it was the fucking State Police.

“You used to be Statie, right? Before becoming sheriff?”

Sheriff Burns closed his eyes for a moment. As usual, images of his past life flashed in his mind.

Uncomfortable images, images of things he’d done everything he could to try and forget.

“Yeah,” he relented at last. “All right, give them a call.”

Despite his apprehension, Steve had a job to do. And, dead or not, the poor girl who had been strangled and then posed was more important than his discomfort.

As Deputy McVeigh placed the call, Steve tried to take in the scene one last time while it remained relatively calm and unmolested.

Somebody had staged the victim in the woods across from Mr. Bellinger’s cattle ranch, maybe eighty meters in from the road. Not exactly in the open, but whoever did this wanted the girl to be found—hence the staging. And yet, Steve could think of a dozen places that offered more seclusion during the night but had much more foot traffic during the day, guaranteeing that the body would be discovered. Anything by the west edge of Hilltona, which was framed by the Casnet River, would fit the bill. If a bear sighting hadn’t taken place just a few miles from here, who knows when the body would have been found?

This insight inspired more questions than answers.

Did this location hold significance to the killer?

Steve pictured the girl’s thin torso and her small, smooth hands. The victim, whoever she was, was no farm girl, that’s for sure. And this was no opportunity killing—nobody wandered around here. You came here to farm, or to head to Idaho. That was it.

No, this was deliberate. This was planned.

His eyes fell to his feet. The road was heavily compacted from years of tractor use. It was so hard that the idea of getting a tire tread casing was laughable. But if the victim had driven here, where the hell is her car?

Sheriff Burns scratched the back of his neck and let his gaze naturally drift to the Bellinger ranch on the other side of the road. There was nothing unique about it and, if you continued east on the dirt road, you’d come across one just like it every five or ten miles. Eventually, the road would widen and meet up with Highway Four, and before long, you’d find yourself in Idaho.

The closest town west of Hilltona Forest was East Argham, but that was small and undeveloped. EA was rife with crime, but these incidents were almost exclusively drug related.

So, why here?

He shook his head.

Sheriff Burns wasn’t familiar with the most recent census, but he overheard one of his deputies griping about how there were more than thirty cattle ranches, and twice as many corn farms, between here and the Idaho border.

That was a lot of ground to cover—ten or maybe fifteen thousand acres of land. And that didn’t count the actual forest where the body had been discovered.

Corn and cows… the latter could listen, they had ears after all, but so far as he knew, cattle couldn’t talk.

Maybe they did need State help on this one. Maybe—

Steve’s train of thought was cut off by the sight of a man coming toward him. He was thin, with a cigarette dangling from his hard mouth, and he was wearing a red checkered vest over top of a long sleeve T-shirt.

But it wasn’t his appearance that had Sheriff Steve Burns reaching for his gun.

It was the rifle that the man with the icy blue eyes held in both hands that made him do that.


Chapter 7

“Watches,” Noah Seidel stated. “They stole all the good watches. Rolex, Tag, you name it, they took it.”

Detective Veronica Shade looked over the man’s shoulder and into his shop. It was slightly larger and more well-lit than Alfred’s Jewelry, but it looked as if it carried the same quality of items.

“And the men who robbed you, they had no weapons?”

Unlike Matthew Cohen, Noah Seidel was a large man. He had a long orange beard and hard eyes. Even though she’d just met him, Veronica got the impression that Noah was an untrusting and bitter man.

“That’s what’s in the report. Why are you even back here? Unless, of course, you found my watches.”

Case and point.

“We haven’t,” Freddie admitted, drawing the man’s eyes.

“And you don’t think that’s strange?” Veronica said quickly, unwilling to let her partner diffuse the mounting tension.

“Do I think what is strange? That you haven’t found the watches?”

Veronica ignored the barb.

“You look like an able-bodied man, Mr. Seidel. I’m just wondering why two men thought that you were such an easy target that they could break in here and walk off with thousands of dollars’ worth of watches without a weapon.”

Noah crossed his arms over his chest. His biceps were thick and when he puffed up his chest, as he was doing now, he looked like a formidable opponent.

“Tens of thousands,” he corrected.

“Right. Tens of thousands of dollars, sure. Even better. So, why do you think—”

“Let me ask you something, detective—”

“Shade.”

“Let me ask you something, detective: why would I risk my life protecting jewelry that’s insured?”

“They didn’t have weapons, so—”

“How was I supposed to know that they didn’t have any weapons? They could have had guns tucked into the belts. Tasers in their pockets. I dunno.”

But they didn’t, Veronica thought. They came empty-handed and left without incident.

She took a breath. They weren’t here to arrest or harass the man. They were here to figure out who was behind these robberies.

Still…

“Did you know them, Mr. Seidel?”

The man’s beard twitched as his frown deepened. His eyes had been hard before, but now they transitioned to ice.

“The guys who broke in here? Did I know them?” Freddie tensed beside her. “Of course, I didn’t fucking know them.”

Veronica inhaled sharply, superstitiously searching for the characteristic whiff of gasoline, an indication that Noah was lying.

All she smelled was the man’s sweat—which she also saw in the form of pale blue tendrils extending from his head and neck.

Veronica waved her hand apologetically.

“No, Mr. Seidel. I’m sorry—I meant the two other jewelers: Matthew Cohen at Alfred’s Jewelry and Gregor Kastinov at GEMS.”

And there it was, the familiar scent. But this had nothing to do with the disgruntled jeweler.

This was induced by her own lie.

“Yeah, I know them. Matthew Cohen is a piece of shit. I heard they whacked him upside the head?”

“Mr. Cohen sustained a minor contusion during the robbery,” Freddie confirmed.

Noah’s face remained pinched.

“Too bad it was just minor.”

“You guys aren’t on good terms?” Veronica probed.

“Good terms?” Noah scoffed. “We haven’t been on good terms since—”he paused. “You know what? Forget it. I don’t know why I’m talking to you guys. You should be out there looking for my watches.”

“You seem to be very concerned over watches that are insured,” Veronica remarked.

Noah came just short of rolling his eyes.

“You ever try arguing with an insurance company? They want to give me the cost of purchase, not the cost to reacquire. Those watches are worth ten, maybe eleven percent more than they were even two weeks ago. And when insurance finally pays me? What’ll they be worth then?”

“And they didn’t take anything else?”

And now the man did roll his eyes.

“It’s all in the report—just the fucking watches.”

Veronica nodded, thinking that this was all she could get out of the man. She did offer her card, however, and suggested that if Noah thought of anything else, he should call her.

She suspected the card ended up in the trash even before she was out the door.

Freddie waited until they were both in his car before addressing her.

“Well, what do you think?”

What do I think? I think I’m bored with this already.

She looked at her hands that were folded in her lap. The burn scars had all healed better than she could’ve hoped, and she knew that the heat she felt was purely psychological.

Still, that didn’t change the fact that her fingers felt like they were on fire.

Veronica sighed and forced her palms open.

“I think we have one more person to see today.”

“Let me guess, another curmudgeonly jewelry dealer who got robbed of his fancy Rolex watches?”

Veronica grinned.

“Come on, Freddie, take me to see Gregor Kastinov. And park a block away so we can get a walk in, would you?”

***

Gregor Kastinov shared Noah’s animosity toward Matthew Cohen but was equally as guarded when pressed for details. The only similarity was that he exuded blue watercolors. Veronica didn’t know how to interpret this, however, as in her limited experience, all jewelers were sweaty bastards.

Or maybe it was just the jewelers who had been recently robbed.

After another unsuccessful interview, they were back in Freddie’s car. Somewhere along the line, her partner had procured a grilled ham and cheese sandwich and wasted no time wolfing it down.

Veronica gave him a pass. After all, it was the healthiest thing Freddie had eaten all day.

“I guess it’s back to the office we go,” the man said between chews.

Veronica groaned.

“Can’t we get someone else to search Facebook marketplace or wherever for the stolen watches?”

“With IA looking over our shoulder? You heard what the guy said. It’s our case.”

Veronica looked skyward.

She didn’t want to go back to the office. It wasn’t just Cole Batherson’s presence that made her apprehensive. It was the time: two-thirty in the afternoon, which was typically when her father returned from his lunch meetings.

“Actually, Freddie, I’m a bit tired,” Veronica lied. The stench of gasoline in the confined space was palpable. “Think I can search for stolen watches from home?”

Freddie finished his sandwich then balled the foil wrapper up and placed it in the empty cup holder between the seats.

“Yeah, sure. I think… I’ll come up with something to tell IA. It is your first case back, after all.”

They drove in silence for a few minutes.

“It’s gotta be insurance, right?” Freddie said. “Insurance fraud?”

That was what Veronica had first thought, as well. No real violence, no weapons. But Noah’s disdain, and to a lesser degree Gregor’s, toward Matthew Cohen had been genuine. She couldn’t imagine them all working together.

“I dunno.”

Freddie grunted.

“In all three robberies, the men entered and went right to the watch cases. They didn’t bother with anything else.”

“Yeah, but the watches were all at the front.”

“True, true,” Freddie conceded. “But they didn’t even look around. They just went straight to the watch cases and broke them open.”

Veronica considered this for a few moments.

“The security footage that Officer Vasquez got from the two other robberies… how long does it go back?”

“I don’t know. What are you thinking?”

“I’m wondering how our robbers knew where the watches were.”

“If this was all staged, then the jewelers told them,” Freddie said.

“And if it wasn’t?”

Freddie grinned.

“Then they staked the place out.”

Veronica felt her lips turning upward in a smile.

“Exactly.”

“You’re pretty good at this detective stuff, you know that?”

“So I’ve been told.”

Freddie scoffed.

“Humble, too. So, you look into Rolexes that just came up for sale, and I’ll rewind the security tapes, see if I see any suspicious people in the stores prior to the robberies.”

“Deal.”

But when they made it back to the station and swapped cars, Veronica didn’t go home. She felt bad lying to Freddie considering everything he’d done for her, but she couldn’t open up to the man.

She couldn’t open up to anyone, not Steve, not her dad, not her partner.

There was only one person Veronica felt truly comfortable around, someone that she could express her real feelings with. Which was pretty sad, considering that Veronica had to pay this person to listen.


Chapter 8

“Woah, woah, Mr. Bellinger—it’s Mr. Bellinger, right?”

The angry man in the red checkered vest holding the rifle grunted.

“Yeah, Kurt Bellinger. This is my cattle ranch.”

“Yes, I know—Sheriff Steve Burns. We spoke to your wife earlier when you were out. Can you please lower the gun?”

Kurt did as he was asked but looked none too pleased about it.

“Sheriff, I can’t have a bear jeopardizing my cattle.” With every word, the gun slowly started to rise. It was subconscious… and unnerving. “I understand that it attacked a little girl, and I’m sorry that—”

Sheriff Burns scowled.

“Lower the gun, Mr. Bellinger.” Whether it was the hard expression or the change in tone, the man finally let the gun hang at his side in one hand. “Good. Now, I don’t know where you heard anything about a girl being attacked by a bear, but this is a crime scene. You’re not going into that forest. If you do, I won’t hesitate—I’ll arrest you for obstruction.” Steve paused, allowing time for his words to sink in. When Mr. Bellinger didn’t protest, he continued, waving a hand towards the man’s ranch and beyond, where he could see several dozen heads of cattle. “I understand the concern for your livestock. I’ll post two deputies on your property until we find this bear. Nothing is going to happen to your cows.”

This seemed to appease Mr. Bellinger, as evidenced by the further slackening of his hand on the barrel of his rifle.

“You can continue to operate your business, and we’re going to do our best to stay out of your way. But you need to stay on your property. It’s fine to use the road if you have to, but please, do not go near the forest. Understood?”

The man reluctantly nodded and tried to save face by saying, “As long as my cattle are protected.”

“They will be.”

The sound of tires whipping up dirt and dust drew the sheriff’s gaze away from Kurt Bellinger. The car approaching from the west was dark blue and had ‘STATE TROOPER’ written across the doors.

Sheriff Burns covered his face with his arm to deflect some of the airborne dirt as he walked to the vehicle. When the dust cleared, a large man in a blue shirt, dark blue tie, and matching hat stood before him.

“Crouch?” Steve said, incredulously.

The trooper had short red hair, freckles that spattered the bridge of his nose, and bright green eyes. When he grinned, the man’s upper lip disappeared entirely.

“Burnsy,” the trooper said, drawing out the nickname. He held out his hand and as much as he loathed to touch the other man, Steve shook it.

The man’s massive palm swallowed his fingers to the second knuckle.

“Trouble with the local yokels?” the trooper asked, hooking a chin at Mr. Bellinger who had since started to retreat to his house. Obviously, he held more respect and was perhaps more fearful of the State Trooper than the Local Sheriff.

“Something like that,” Steve muttered under his breath.

“Sheriff?”

All eyes were on Deputy McVeigh now, who emerged from the forest and made his way toward them.

“This is Sergeant Philip Crouch, Oregon State Police. Phil, this is—”

“Lieutenant,” Phil corrected.

The sheriff cocked his head.

“Okay, lieutenant—good for you. So, this is Lieutenant Philip Crouch. And this is Chief Deputy Marcus McVeigh.”

The two men shook hands and Steve couldn’t help but notice that not only did Phil not squeeze as hard, but the two men had comparable-sized mitts.

“I didn’t know you switched to the fish and wildlife division,” Steve said. Then to McVeigh, he added, “Keep an eye on Mr. Bellinger, would you?”

“Yes, sir.”

When McVeigh walked off, the sheriff gestured for Phil to follow him up the road.

“I didn’t—who the fuck would want to do that shit all day? Hand out licenses, chasing down poachers, fuckers eating squirrels or whatever. Fuck that. No, I heard the call come in—something about bear tracks in Bear County, I dunno—and I thought Bear County? Isn’t that where that cocksucker Steve Burns became Sheriff?” Phil stopped walking and held out his meaty palms. “And here you are!”

“Here I am,” Sheriff Burns said dryly.

And this was why he was hesitant to call in the State Police. He left for a reason, a good reason, and would have been content going to his grave without seeing any of his old colleagues again.

Especially Phil Crouch.

“Well, thanks for coming. But we’re not talking bear tracks here. We found a corpse, mutilated by what I believe to be a black bear. We haven’t had a black bear sighting in more than fifteen years.”

“Look at you, just an absolute townie, huh? Town historian and whatnot?”

“Right. Anyways, we wanted to know if there were any—”

“No bears in Bear County, huh?” Phil cut in. “That’s like the opposite of the Lou Gehrig’s thing.”

The sheriff sighed and wiped more sweat from his brow.

“Lou Gehrig?” He knew better than to take the bait, but Phil Crouch wouldn’t stop until he explained his bizarre rationale and line of thinking.

“Yeah, Lou Gehrig. I mean, what are the odds that a guy named Lou Gehrig actually gets Lou Gehrig’s disease? One in a billion, am I right?”

Sheriff Burns just blinked and Phil slapped him on the back with a chuckle.

“Strange coincidence. Look, I just wanted to confirm that the marks were caused by a black bear and—”

“Relax, Burnsy, I took a course a couple months back. I’ll be able to tell you it was a black bear, brown bear, cougar, whatever.”

Steve was skeptical but nodded.

“We also want to know if maybe fish and wildlife has any cameras near the southern edge of Hilltona. One of them might have picked up our bear or our victim.”

“Ah, right, that’s what Tim said on the phone.”

Don’t take the bait, Steve, don’t do it.

But this time he couldn’t resist and grabbed it, hook, line, and sinker.

“Tim?”

“Yeah,” Phil said with another one of his patented chuckles. “Your deputy there, Tim—Timothy McVeigh. Ha.”

Fuck.

“Naw, that’s his brother. So, any luck with the cameras?”

“Heh—looked into that, Burnsy. Nothin’. We ain’t got no cameras this far south. There are a few closer to East Argham, but not here. And that camera? The only animals we ever catch on that is the beast with two backs.”

Steve stared blankly at the trooper.

“You know? Hookers and shit? They go there, do their thang, get a little dope…”

Steve completely tuned the man out as he rambled.

Of course, there was no camera nearby. Why would there be?

If I didn’t have bad luck, I’d have no luck at all.

“So, where’s this corpse at?”

Steve returned to his body.

“I’m sorry to make you drive all the way out here, but the coroner already took it back to the morgue.”

“Shit.” Phil followed the curse with perhaps one of the most exasperated and dramatic sighs that Steve had ever heard. “Where’s the morgue? Little Bo Peep’s house?”

“Matheson.”

“Fucking Matheson. All right, hop in with me, I’ll drive us over there.”

Phil indicated his car that was now a good forty paces behind them. The last thing Sheriff Burns wanted was to be stuck in a car for more than half an hour with Lieutenant Phil Crouch.

“Come on, Burnsy, we can catch up on the drive.”

Sheriff Burns racked his brain for a way out of this scenario, any excuse that would—

“Sheriff Burns?” McVeigh was standing by the wooden fence that delineated Mr. Bellinger’s property line. He was holding a cell phone in his hand. “Dick Kleinman’s on the line for you.”

“Dick Kleinman?” Phil asked.

“Yeah,” McVeigh confirmed. “Wanted to talk to you about the East Argham town hall project.”

EA’s town hall? EA didn’t have a town hall, nor did it have a town hall project. They needed to figure out where to put the meth heads who slept in the streets before they even considered spending money on a town hall.

“The town hall,” McVeigh repeated, and then it clicked.

“Oh, shit, you’re right. I’m sorry, Phil, I gotta take this. Elected official ‘n all. Listen, I’ll meet you in Matheson—the morgue is in the basement of the medical building off Steeles Avenue. Can’t miss it.”

This was a lie. It wasn’t obvious at all, but hell, if Phil couldn’t find it, that was on him.

He gave the lieutenant a quick condescending pat on the shoulder, a conciliatory smile, and then hurried over to his deputy. He continued the charade by holding the phone to his ear and looking off into the distance.

“Sheriff Burns.”

There was no one on the line, of course, but Steve offered a substantial number of uh-huhs and yeps, until Phil Crouch sped off like a whirling dervish chased by a cloud of dust.

If there had been any chance of getting tire pattern casings from the packed road, it was gone now.

“Thank you for that,” Steve said, handing McVeigh his phone back.

“No problem. Just looked like you needed a break from your friend.”

“Friend? He’s not my friend. Never had been, never will be.”


Chapter 9

“You know, you can actually schedule an appointment,” Dr. Jane Bernard suggested. But even as she spoke, the woman with short brown hair and glasses was gesturing for Veronica to enter her office.

“Sure, but where would the fun in that be?”

Jane waited for Veronica to select one of the two chairs to sit in before she plopped down in the other. Neither woman spoke for several moments—Jane was waiting for Veronica to open up while the detective took her time collecting her thoughts.

The room was as neutral as a room could be. The wood floors were neither dark nor light and the walls were eggshell in color. The chairs on which they sat were a medium brown, comfortable but not so plush that one might be tempted to fall asleep in them or to sit for more than an hour or two at a time.

There were paintings on the wall, but most of these were generic and nondescript.

“This on purpose?” Veronica asked absently.

“Is what on purpose?”

“The plain walls, keeping everything in the room so… bland,” Veronica explained, gesturing vaguely with her hand.

“People see what they want to see.”

Veronica made a face and brought her gaze front and center.

“Really? I’ve been coming here for more than two decades, Jane, and now you decide to try that mumbo jumbo on me?”

Dr. Bernard smiled. She wasn’t pretty, not really—her nose was too pointy, and her hairstyle looked like it belonged in the previous decade—but she had nice lips and when she smiled they became the focal point of her face.

“No, I’m being serious, Veronica. I personally like the art and decor in this room—picked most of the stuff out myself. I’ll admit, there are no garish images or inspirational quotes on the wall, but where you see bland, I see natural. Other people might see something else entirely.”

Veronica squinted at Jane.

“You’re trying to read me, aren’t you?” Jane asked. “Trying to tell if I’m lying?”

Veronica couldn’t help the urge to sniff.

No gasoline.

She shouldn’t be surprised. After all, the room’s styling matched Jane’s personality.

“Maybe.”

Jane continued to smile as she leaned forward.

“I get the impression that you didn’t come here to offer my office a makeover. What do you want to talk about, Veronica?”

Veronica chewed the inside of her lip as she contemplated the question.

The truth was, she had no one else to talk to. Veronica had thought that after becoming aware of her history, of her past, of the inciting incident that had rearranged her brain and caused her synesthesia, things would be different. Especially because Freddie and Steve knew about what happened to her birth family.

But no. Somehow, things had become worse. She felt more isolated, more introverted.

“You still feel the burns?” Jane asked.

Veronica’s eyes shot up and she saw that the doctor was looking at her hands. She hadn’t realized that she was rubbing them together again and forced herself to stop.

“Sometimes. I try not to think about what happened. But… but here’s the thing: I’m working my first job since coming back. A string of jewelry store robberies. There are some things about the case that don’t really make sense to me. But… when I went to the scene… I didn’t…” Veronica sighed. For some reason, even speaking to Jane was becoming difficult. “We were at the scene, right? At a jewelry shop and the owner was just a victim of an armed robbery.” She cocked her head. “Just a robbery, I guess—anyway, these guys come in and steal the man’s watches and hit him on the head. But I don’t see anything. I don’t see orange—I mean, I see a little bit of sweat on him, see the blue watercolor coming off his skin like an aura, but I don’t smell anything at all. No gas, no singing, nothing. Granted, this wasn’t an elaborate bank heist, and they didn’t even have weapons, but nothing? I don’t see a little red or orange like I normally would when a violent crime was committed? What’s wrong with me?”

Jane adjusted her glasses before speaking.

“You mentioned that this is your first job back after the fire?”

Veronica felt her hands coming together again, but she deliberately spread her fingers and placed her palms on the thighs of her jeans.

“Yeah. Technically, I’ve been back in the office for about a month now, but they were using baby gloves, and had me delegated to paperwork duty. But even that—even the paperwork? They have this internal affairs guy stationed in the office with us. He’s there because of Ken Cameron, because of what happened to Chloe Dolan, but still. He’s a nice guy, I guess, just doing his job or whatever, but yeah, every time he looks at me… it’s like… it’s like… I dunno.”

“You’re rambling, Veronica.”

Another heavy sigh.

“What are you really worried about?”

“That he’ll find out,” Veronica admitted at last. “That the IA guy will find out about my past. My father worked so hard to keep everything a secret, to protect me. Both back when I was a child and more recently. I also worry that—”

“Can we talk about that for a moment?”

“About what?”

“About keeping what happened to you a secret. Veronica, what you’ve been through is—well, I’m tempted to use the term traumatizing, but it’s clearly much more than that. I don’t want to diminish how you’re feeling by using inadequate terms. But clearly, what happened to you back then and more recently, has fundamentally affected who you are. And even though you don’t remember much about your early childhood that, too, had a powerful impact on the woman you’ve become. Has your father ever talked about your birth parents?”

Veronica hesitated.

She’d always known that she’d been adopted. That had never been a secret. But her father, while he was a lot of things, wasn’t the most open of individuals. It was his job—Captain of the City of Greenham Police Department—or maybe it was the way he was brought up. When Veronica had been younger, she’d been curious and asked a lot of question, but her father was a master deflector. Nothing had changed now that she was older.

“No. Not really.”

“And did you guys talk after the most recent fire? About what happened to your brother?”

The fire…

There was one thing that nobody spoke of—one thing that Veronica wouldn’t mention even to Jane.

Her choice.

The choice she’d made as a child to live and for her parents and brother to die.

And that was the real reason she was worried about IA Cole Batherson. Because if he found out about that, it was all over. Steve had been there when Benny had mentioned her choice, about EENIE, MEENIE, MINEY, MO, but he’d been dazed. If the sheriff remembered, he never brought it up.

“We talked.”

This wasn’t exactly a lie—after her brother’s suicide, her father had expressed his desire to keep as much of Veronica’s past buried as they could.

She’d agreed.

But that was the extent of their conversation.

Jane waited patiently for her to expound. The psychiatrist might not have Veronica’s lie-detecting synesthesia, but she knew her patient well. She also knew not to push when Veronica refused to say more.

“How are things with your dad?” Jane asked, changing the focus, but not veering too far from the current topic.

Veronica thought back at her apprehension of returning to the office with Freddie.

“He—he sacrificed so much for me. Peter gave up countless promotions because he kept moving around, trying to keep me safe, trying to keep my past hidden. And now… I just don’t want to disappoint him. I want to be the best detective I can, make his sacrifices mean something, you know?”

It felt good to finally get this out of her system. Speaking openly was cathartic, there was no doubt about that.

“And you think that without your synesthesia, you can’t be a good cop?”

“No chance. Without it, I doubt I’d even graduate from the Academy.”

Jane stared at her, the woman’s way of making Veronica reconsider her words.

But Veronica refused to back down. How many times had she solved a case because she smelled gas and knew that the suspect was lying? How many times had she arrested a suspect because she saw flashes of orange and red?

The answer was simple: every time.

“If I don’t have my synesthesia, I won’t cut it as a cop,” she said flatly.

“Veronica, you are more than your condition. You’re smart, intuitive, decisive, and an excellent critical thinker.”

“Hmm.”

Veronica wasn’t buying it. An Olympic sprinter who has their legs amputated could no longer compete. A professional basketball player who has their fingers shredded in a lawn mower is no longer an asset to their team.

It was just common sense.

“Veronica,” Dr. Bernard continued, “even though we now have more insight into the origins of your synesthesia, we still don’t know all that much about the condition in general. For most people, their synesthesia is with them for life. But everyone’s different. Especially you, with the rarest type: multi-modal synesthesia. Also, given the clear link to childhood trauma… it is possible that this revelation has cleared things up.”

Veronica made a face.

“Cleared things up?”

“I’m sorry,” Dr. Bernard apologized. “Poor terminology. I just want you to be aware of the possibility of life without synesthesia.”

Veronica felt her heart rate increase and she went back to massaging her hands., trying to quell the imagined heat.

“But I saw the blue—when they were sweating, I saw the blue aura.”

She was on the verge of whining but couldn’t help it.

“I’m not saying it’s gone; I’m just saying that there are reports of synesthesia waning, becoming less intense over time, and maybe disappearing entirely.”

Veronica’s heart was racing now, and she rocketed to her feet.

“I have to go.”

“Veronica, I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“No, it’s not that. It’s just—I-I have an appointment. I’m sorry.”

“Veronica?”

But she was already out of Jane’s office and heading towards her car, chased by the fading odor of her own lie.

It’s not gone, Veronica told herself. It can’t be gone.

It can’t.


Chapter 10

The corpse looked considerably less doll-like on the autopsy table than she had in the woods. Outside, leaning up against the massive Douglas Fir, the victim’s skin had taken on the hue of the sun high above. Here, on the cold gurney, her flesh appeared blue, even gray in places.

Which is why what Bear County coroner Kristin Newberry said next came as a surprise to Sheriff Steve Burns.

“Based on liver temp, this poor girl has been dead anywhere between three days and a week. The makeup and bear mauling masked some of the decomposition. Still waiting on the autopsy to be any more precise than that.”

“A week?” Lieutenant Phil Crouch looked over at Steve, his eyebrows so high on his forehead that he looked like a cartoon character. “She was out there for a whole week?”

Implied by this comment was that this was somehow a failure on Steve’s part. He knew better than to acknowledge the man, but Phil just had a way of pushing the right—wrong—buttons.

“Not too many people get out that way. There are just the two cattle ranches south of Hilltona—the Bellinger ranch and—”

“I’m surprised dogs didn’t get to her before the bear. And what do you mean you’re waiting on the autopsy?”

Kristin was unfazed by the lieutenant’s caustic approach.

“I’m just a coroner, a lawyer by trade. For autopsies, we have to put in the request with the district attorney and then they pass the message down the pipeline. By law, autopsies have to be performed by a board-certified pathologist. We don’t have one in Matheson, but there are two in the City of Greenham. The DA informed me that Dr. Bella Thorpe will be here in the morning. I’ve worked with her before—she’s excellent.”

Steve wasn’t sure what bothered Lieutenant Phil Crouch more: the fact that they had to wait for the autopsy or the fact that the pathologist who had been assigned to their case was a woman.

“Looks like I’m just gonna have to get a hotel room then. I hate hotels… you do have them in Matheson, though, right?”

“There’s a nice B&B—”

Steve cut Kristin off.

“Honestly? We just need confirmation on the bear… breed, size, etc. You don’t have to stick around.”

Phil made a face.

“Man, if I didn’t know you better, Burnsy, I’d think yous tryin’ to get rid of me.” He slapped Steve on the back. Hard. “Naw, I think I’ll stick around until that bear’s captured. That Mr. Bettinger or whatever his name—”

“Bellinger.”

“Yeah, whatever, he didn’t seem none too happy about having his livestock at risk. Last thing you want to do as the new sheriff in town is piss off the local yokels, ya know? Especially since Mr. Bettinger has a hundred and fifty head of cattle. He’s a playa.”

It took Steve a second to realize that he hadn’t told Phil any of this. In fact, he didn’t even know how many cows Kurt Bellinger had. This meant that the lieutenant’s claims that he’d just overheard McVeigh’s request for an ODFW warden and drove right over must be a lie.

The question was, why?

Regardless of the man’s motives, Phil’s sudden interest didn’t bode well for Steve. The faster he could get Phil out of Bear County, the better.

“About the bear,” Kristin said, indicating the corpse on the gurney, “it appears as if he took a bite out of her thigh but that’s about it. The leg and the scalp wounds are claw marks, believe it or not.”

“Lemme have a look.” Phil grabbed a ruler off an adjacent table and performed a series of rudimentary measurements of the claw marks. For such a brute of a man, he was surprisingly careful not to contaminate any potential evidence. When he was done, he whistled again. “I’ll be the first to admit it, I’m no expert but I know a big bear when I see one. And this here bear? He did some damage.” Phil took a few more measurements, this time asking Kristin to spread the wounds a little so he could gauge their depth. “I’m gonna have to do some calculations, but I’d say we’re looking at an animal that is easily two, two-hundred and fifty pounds.”

Steve suppressed a whistle.

Two-fifty was a large bear. Maybe Mr. Bellinger had been right in wanting to protect his cattle. This thought reminded Steve to call Deputy McVeigh to make sure that two of their men were stationed outside the man’s ranch as promised.

“Did you find anything else? Anything unique about the makeup?”

“It’s not like regular makeup. I think it’s some sort of paint—acrylic? I sent my secretary out to the craft store to pick up some samples for a comparison later.”

This was getting stranger by the minute.

Why would someone use paint on the victim’s face?

“Cause of death?” Phil piped up.

Kristin used a gloved hand to turn the girl’s head and then lift her chin. The bruising around was even more pronounced now than it had been in the woods: a thin red ligature mark flanked by a half inch of bruised tissue ran the circumference of her throat.

“Strangulation, some sort of cable or wire.”

“What about drugs or alcohol in her system?” Phil asked.

“Samples have been collected and sent out for toxicology.”

Steve stepped back from the body, cocked his head, and took in the view of the corpse one final time.

Someone strangled you, then put you in the woods, painted your face to look like a doll, and left you there for the animals to devour.

The idea almost made him sick to his stomach, a visceral reaction that he was forced to suppress. Sometimes being a good law enforcement officer meant becoming as inhuman as the perpetrators you chased.

“Kristin, did you put her fingerprints into—”

The coroner grinned.

“Yeah, that was the first thing I did. Ran her prints through CODIS. Unfortunately, no hits. But I did find this.”

Kristin gently rolled the girl over, revealing a section of hip that had been spared by the bear. She pointed at a black butterfly tattoo that was roughly three inches tall and four inches wide.

“Fairly new, maybe a couple of weeks—still healing.”

Steve took his cell phone out and snapped a picture.

“Good. Anything else?”

“One more thing…”

Kristin moved away from the body and addressed a second table, this one covered with several sections of clothing.

“She was wearing this here white blouse and checkered skirt.”

She hesitated and Phil immediately spoke up.

“And?”

“And nothing else.”

“What do you mean—oh, nothing else, huh? Like no panties or bra?”

Kristin shook her head slowly.

“No undergarments at all. Now, it’s entirely possible that the bear tore them up and they’re still out there, but—”

“My deputies have been out there for hours, if the bear shredded them and left a trail, they would’ve found it.”

Phil chuckled and Steve shot daggers at him.

“What?”

“I was just thinking that this just made our job a whole lot easier.”

Once again, Sheriff Burns came along for the ride.

“How’s that?”

“Well,” Phil plumped up imaginary breasts and swiveled his hips, “how many black bears you know that like kinky lingerie?”

This was vulgar and disgusting under normal circumstances but in front of the corpse? It was repulsive. He could tell that Kristin was as appalled by this act as he was, so Steve attempted to diffuse the situation.

“Don’t mind my friend here, he doesn’t get out much.”

“Oh, I get out plenty,” Phil countered, winking at Kristin.

Winking? Really?

Steve sighed. Not only was this incredibly unprofessional, but Kristin Newberry was in her sixties for Christ’s sake.

I did not want to call the fucking Staties.

He put his hand on Phil’s shoulder, intending to guide him out of the room, but the bigger man shook him off.

“Thanks. Kristin, please give me a call when Dr. Thorpe gets in.”

Kristin nodded at Steve.

“Speaking of going out, does Matheson have a pub or something?” Phil asked as they stepped into the hallway. “We should grab a drink.”

Steve, glad to be out of the morgue and away from the smell, took a deep breath.

“It does, but I can’t tonight.”

“Why not? We need to catch up, Burnsy. It’s been a minute.”

“I have plans tonight.”

Phil smirked.

“Yeah? With your hand or a girl?”

Steve didn’t justify this with a response and Phil mimed a jacking-off gesture.

“Yep, Palmela Handerson. I knew it. I mean, I don’t blame you after what—”

“Thanks for making the drive. Appreciate it,” Steve interrupted.

“Yeah—it was. Fucking Matheson. I’ll see you tomorrow?”

I sure as hell hope not.

Steve put on a fake smile.

“Sure. Tomorrow.”

And then it was Lieutenant Phil Crouch standing in the hallway with his dick in his hand, much the way Steve had left the State Police to become Bear County Sheriff.

A decision he didn’t regret for a second.


Chapter 11

There were no Rolex watches listed on Facebook Marketplace. Nor on Craigslist, but Veronica wasn’t surprised. Neither of these platforms was known for selling high value items and considering that the mandatory minimum sentence for second-degree robbery is just shy of six years, the perps had probably entertained more lucrative and anonymous dark web forums.

Veronica sighed and pushed her laptop away from her. Then she took a sip of wine, realized that the glass was almost empty, and promptly refilled it from the open bottle sitting on the side table.

A car pulled into the driveway, and a few seconds later, she heard the front door opening down below. She didn’t say anything, but she did position herself to get a better view of downstairs

Bear County Sheriff Steve Burns removed his hat, put it on the hook by the door, and then ran his hand through his medium-length brown hair. The hat was mandatory while in the field, but Veronica knew that Steve hated it. She recalled the first time she’d met the sheriff—he’d been in uniform then, hat and all, and she’d guessed that he was in his mid-forties. But when he removed his work clothes, the sheriff transformed into a young thirty-six-year-old man who was in good shape with a square jaw and a well-manicured five o’clock shadow.

But today, as Steve undressed to his white undershirt, he didn’t lose those ten years—he still looked tired… early forties tired.

“Long day?” Veronica asked. Even though she had deliberately spoken softly, Steve was still startled. He turned and looked up at her, and when his eyes met her gold-flecked irises, he grinned.

“Not yet.”

Veronica made her way downstairs and hugged Steve.

“How about you?”

“Meh. First case jitters, you know?”

Steve kissed her on the forehead.

“They got you on a case, huh?”

“Yep. Two guys knocked off three jewelry stores in just over a week. Only stole luxury watches.”

“Appreciate in value,” Steve remarked.

“That’s right,” Veronica agreed. “But the weird thing is, they didn’t bring any weapons. Just smash and grab.”

Lucy, the cat that she’d adopted from her previous case, appeared out of the ether as she was apt to do, and nestled up to her leg. Veronica scratched the animal beneath her chin. As she filled Lucy’s bowl, she thought about the curious coincidence that she and this seemingly random animal shared the same name. Lucy…

Her father liked to say that the past was boring, that it had already happened, and that the future was far more interesting. While perhaps true, as Dr. Jane Bernard had reminded her on many an occasion, the past wasn’t gone—it heavily influenced the future.

“No weapons? Has to be an insurance scam.”

"What?” Veronica asked, still scratching Lucy.

“Inside job. Has to be.”

Steve made his way to the fridge and grabbed himself a beer. He offered one to Veronica, but she told him she had a glass of wine on the go upstairs.

“You’re never going to guess what I did today,” he said.

“I’m not even going to try,” Veronica replied, rising to her feet. “You look tired.”

“I am tired. You would be too if you chased a black bear through Hilltona Forest all damn day.”

Veronica raised an eyebrow.

“A bear? In Bear County?”

“Yep. And this bear just happens to have a taste for dead humans.”

Veronica pulled away from Steve and looked at him.

“Long story.” Steve paused, and his eyes searched the kitchen. There was nothing on the counter or stove. The fridge was nearly as bare. “Tell you what, V, maybe I can pick your brain on some things over dinner?”

“Nope, not V. Only my dad calls me V.”

“Sorry.

Veronica smiled. He was cute when he was apologetic.

“But dinner?” Veronica took Steve’s hands in hers. She gently massaged his palms. Unlike her scars, Steve’s were proving more resilient and were taking their sweet ass time to heal. “I can do dinner. I’d much prefer to order in, but—”

Steve opened his mouth to protest but Veronica didn’t give him the chance.

“—but, tonight I’ll go out. You have anywhere specific in mind?”

“Sure do. New noodle spot in town, Ramanaki on Planter St. Finish your wine and let’s get going.”

***

Veronica licked her lips and pushed her empty bowl away from her. She usually didn’t like restaurants—in crowds, you could always find liars and at least one person who was angry, angry enough to hurt somebody. Whereas others smelled fresh food and saw tasteful decor, Veronica smelled gas and saw fire.

But today, her symptoms were muted. Initially, this had made her anxious, thinking back to her lack of visions at Alfred’s Jewelry and her conversation with Dr. Bernard. A massive bowl of noodles topped with scallions and thinly sliced pork belly, her first meal of the day if you didn’t count the wine, muted her unease.

“That was fantastic. Who knew that Ramen could be so good?”

Across from her, Steve’s expression was one of similar gluttonous satisfaction.

“You’re not joking. Must be all that MSG.”

“Well, whatever it is, I want more of it. On the daily.”

The waiter came by and removed their bowls. When asked if they wanted anything else, they both ordered a Japanese beer. During dinner, during rare pauses in frantic noodle slurping, Steve had elaborated on his hunt for the black bear.

“And you’re sure that the woman was killed before the bear got to her?”

“Oh, I’m sure, all right. Strangled. And… I don’t know, V—I mean, Veronica. This case is… strange. Doesn’t feel like a frenzy killing or a one-off.”

The sheriff seemed apprehensive about speaking, and Veronica thought that she knew why. It had nothing to do with the integrity of the case—the Sheriff’s Office often collaborated with PDs located in the county—it had to do with her.

Captain Peter Shade wasn’t the only one treating her with kid gloves, trying to ease her back into the fold.

Veronica wondered if they would treat her the same way if she’d been a man.

It was equal parts thoughtful and insulting.

“Can’t help you if you don’t talk to me, Steve.”

Steve sipped his beer. They’d been together for a little over three months, but because they lived together, and both worked in law enforcement, it felt as if they’d known each other for three or four times as long. And it showed—he read her like a book.

“Okay, okay.” He lowered his voice. “Two things. She wasn’t wearing any underwear—bra or bottoms—and her face was painted to look like a doll.”

Veronica considered this for a moment.

“Prostitute?”

This seemed to surprise Steve, suggesting that he hadn’t considered it. Strange, because to Veronica, this was the most obvious scenario: their victim had been a prostitute and had met an unfortunate end at the hands of a psychopathic John, who dumped her in the woods.

“The outfit and makeup could be part of a routine, a fetish,” Veronica continued.

Steve made a hmph sound.

“Maybe,” he mused. “You want to go for a walk?”

“Sure.”

After finishing their beers, Steve picked up the tab, and hand in hand, they started walking down Planter St.

The City of Greenham had a population of just over a hundred thousand people, but there was really only one area of downtown that they liked to visit. Thankfully, Ramanaki, which had only opened a few weeks ago, was situated pretty much in the center of the main drag. Being a Monday, the streets were fairly empty, but there were still a handful of people wandering around, heading to or from dinner, just like them.

The difference was these bystanders were oblivious to the fact that a murderer was walking among them.

Ignorance was a luxury not afforded to police officers, detectives, or sheriffs. Veronica had once heard a story about inmates who spent years in maximum-security prisons. When they were released, integration into society was next to impossible. While some—most—gave the appearance of being normal, productive members of society, their brains just couldn’t take a second off. In prison, you had to always know your exits, and constantly be aware of who was entering the room at any given time. You also made sure your back was against a wall to avoid being attacked from behind. Crowds were a constant source of anxiety, as it was next to impossible to track everyone at once. Even sleeping was problematic and when your brain was alert 24/7 strange things happened.

Things that were often the source of recidivism.

Law enforcement officers experience something similar. Perhaps not as daunting, but their brains were always working, scanning people, not just for what they might have done but for what they might do in the future. Veronica’s synesthesia only compounded this issue.

“You all right?” Steve asked.

Veronica shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts.

“Yeah, just a little tired.”

“Me too. Why don’t we—” Steve tensed, and Veronica felt her own body reacting to his change of state.

“What is it?”

Steve spun her around and kissed her full on the lips. His tongue probed hers, and even though she felt that this was more about distraction than romance, Veronica could do with a little distraction.

She lost herself in Steve’s kiss, managing to achieve a moment—a fleeting, fraction of a second—of pure bliss. He felt it too, he must have, because when he pulled back, she saw that look in his eyes: glassy, passionate, feverish.

But then Steve glanced over her shoulder, and his face changed, and the moment was lost. He guided her in the other direction, and even though she could have resisted, she didn’t. She did, however, look over her shoulder to see what Steve had reacted to.

What ended up being a who: a large man with short orange hair and freckles on his nose, who not so subtly leered at every skirt that passed.

Steve, not satisfied even though they were heading in opposite directions now, pulled her into one of only a few stores that remained open at this hour.

“Who was that?” Veronica asked once they were inside.

“Statie. Some guy I—”

“Only flash art after eight,” a gruff voice informed them.

Veronica looked around, noticed the neon signs, the black lights, the obnoxious metal music.

They were in a tattoo parlor.

“You have to be kidding me,” Veronica said, not bothering to shield the hurt in her voice. “You planned this.”

Steve put his hands up.

“I swear, I didn’t.”

“You told me that the victim had a butterfly tattoo on her hip,” Veronica reminded him through clenched teeth.

Steve made a face.

“It’s a—a coincidence,” he protested.

“You picked the restaurant.”

“Yeah, because it was new. And delicious, I might add.”

Veronica just stared.

And it also happened to be just half a block from the tattoo parlor.

She didn’t mind that Steve was still working—Veronica knew what it was like to be on a difficult case that refused to leave you alone. But it was the deception she absolutely loathed.

“V, I didn’t—”

“Don’t call me that,” Veronica snapped more viciously than she’d intended. Before she could apologize, the tattoo artist spoke up again.

“You guys gettin’ a tattoo or what?”

Veronica spun around. The tattoo artist had a shaved head, multiple piercings, and flame tattoos creeping up his throat.

“He will,” Veronica said as she opened the door. “Give him a dick right there on his forehead.”


Chapter 12

“Dr. Julia Thorpe, meet Sheriff Steve Burns,” Kristin Newberry said.

Steve extended his hand and then winced.

“Sorry,” he grumbled. “Back is a little sore.”

Sleeping on the couch would do that to you.

He took a step forward and shook the pathologist’s hands. She was a large woman, with round eyes and doughy features. Steve figured she was in her late fifties or early sixties. Just a little younger than Kristin.

She had an air of no-nonsense about her, probably a consequence of diagnosing disease day in and day out.

“Nice to meet you, Sheriff,” Dr. Thorpe said. “You can call me Julia.”

“And I prefer Steve.”

The pathologist took him to the body which was on the same gurney as yesterday. Only now, her chest had been opened in the familiar ‘Y’ pattern.

“Already started?” Steve asked. He was early, which was by design. He wanted to make sure that he got to the morgue before Phil, and he needed to be out of the house before Veronica woke up. They didn’t fight often, but when they did, he’d quickly learned that she was the type of person who needed her space. This was different from what he was used to in past relationships, but also refreshing.

“Dr. Thorpe arrived just after five,” Kristin said, and Steve thought he detected a hint of reverence in the coroner’s voice.

The sheriff liked Kristin Newberry and thought she was good at her job. But Steve wasn’t used to not having a pathologist on staff. It was annoying to have to call someone in, someone who had to squeeze County duties into their regular schedule. But there just wasn’t the money in the budget for anything else.

Another oddity of life as an elected official County.

“Once I heard it was a homicide, I got here as soon as I could,” Julia said. “I’ve already analyzed her stomach contents. Our vic had peanuts in her stomach and what I believe to be vodka soda. I have to wait on the blood test results, but it’s pretty safe to assume that she was—”

“At a bar,” Steve blurted.

In his experience, many doctors had superiority complexes and didn’t like to be interrupted. And as he was dependent on the dial-a-pathologist to help him solve Bear County crimes, he was in the habit of waiting his turn.

But he was working on only a few hours of fitful sleep.

Thankfully, Dr. Julia Thorpe didn’t seem to mind his intrusion.

“That’s what I think, as well. I read Kristin’s report,” she said, offering the other woman a nod, “and I agree with everything. Death due to strangulation, ligature across the throat. Died between ninety-six and one-hundred and sixty-eight hours ago. Based on the lividity in her lower gluteus, I’m leaning toward the latter. What I can tell you, is that our vic was otherwise healthy, and between twenty-four and twenty-eight years of age.”

Steve looked over at the body and was reminded of what Veronica said last night, before suggesting that he get a tattoo on his face.

“What about sexual intercourse?”

“Negative. No evidence of sexual intercourse in the forty-eight hours preceding death or postmortem. No venereal diseases, either.”

This didn’t eliminate the theory that the girl on the table was a prostitute, but it definitely didn’t support it.

Steve scratched the back of his head as he pondered this new information.

“I visited the tattoo parlor on Planter Street last night,” he said almost absently. “Showed the picture of the tattoo we found on her hip. The guy was a pain in the ass, no pun intended—I got the impression that he wasn’t a fan of having two police officers roaming about his store. But he did say that he remembered doing three of the same tattoos on women just last week. “

“They do that? Same tattoo? Same location?”

Steve shrugged.

“I guess. Probably frowned upon, which is another reason he was reluctant to talk. I mean, would you want the exact same tattoo as three other women from the same city?”

“I have a section of barbed wire on my lower back.”

Steve blinked at Dr. Thorpe, trying to figure out if she was being serious. Eventually deciding that she was, he chuckled.

“Hey, we all make mistakes.”

Now, they all laughed. This was short-lived, however, given the circumstances.

“Kristin, did you manage to look into missing persons?”

“I did, but only briefly. Nobody with a butterfly tattoo on their hip reported missing. I got bogged down with paperwork at the office—some asshole trying to sue for…” Kristin shook her head. “Never mind. I’ll look into it again today.”

“Thanks.”

“Did you end up going out last night with your buddy?”

Steve looked at the coroner, confused.

“Excuse me?”

Kristin, thinking that she’d overstepped, quickly tried to backtrack.

“It’s just that you said the tattoo guy wasn’t happy with two cops in his store. I just thought—”

“Ah,” Steve said with what he hoped was a disarming smile. “No, he’s not really my—”

The radio on his lapel squawked, and he held up a finger and excused himself.

“Sheriff Burns, over.”

“Sheriff, it’s McVeigh. We’ve, uhh, we’ve got a situation here, over.”

The sheriff frowned.

“Where? What situation? Over.”

“The Bellinger Ranch. There are—ah, shit, hold on.” Deputy McVeigh’s voice became muffled. “No! No, you can’t go in the forest. Stay back. Stay behind the tape! And lower your gun! Now!”

The radio went silent.

“McVeigh, is it Kurt? Kurt Bellinger? Over.”

When there was no answer for several seconds, he clicked the radio again.

“McVeigh? Over.”

There was a burst of static followed by his Chief Deputy’s voice.

“Yeah, I’m here. Sorry about that, Sheriff. Things are crazy here. Sheriff, we really could use your help. Over.”

“I’ll get there as fast as I can. And McVeigh? Don’t let Kurt into the forest. Over.”

Shaking his head, the sheriff turned back to Dr. Thorpe and Kristin Newberry.

“I’m really sorry to do this, but—”

“Completely understand,” Dr. Thorpe said. “As soon as I find out about the blood alcohol level, I’ll let Kristin know.”

“Do you have the names of the women who got the tattoo?” Kristin asked.

“Right, yeah.” Steve dug through his pockets and handed over the ink-smudged piece of paper upon which the tattoo artist had scribbled the names.

“Thanks. I’ll look into them.”

“Great. Talk soon.”

Sheriff Burns left the morgue thinking—no, knowing in the back of his mind that the problem wasn’t Kurt Bellinger.

The problem was that prick Lieutenant Philip Crouch.


Chapter 13

Veronica brought three coffees into the office instead of two. The first, she gave to IA Officer Cole Batherson.

The man said good morning, but he was hesitant to take the peace offering.

“It’s not poisoned, I promise.”

Cole chuckled, but it was a nervous sound to which clung a hint of apprehension. Veronica found this amusing and smiled as she walked over to Freddie, who was sitting behind his desk. The scene was almost comical, and while she couldn’t be sure, it appeared as if at least part of the desk was actually being lifted by his impressive stomach.

“Morning,” she said, offering her partner not just the coffee but also a white bag.

“Thanks,” Freddie said, his expression matching that of Ian’s moments ago.

Veronica rolled her eyes.

“It’s not poison. Geez, what’s with you guys?”

Freddie opened the bag slowly and held it away from his face as if expecting something alive to jump out at him. Veronica crossed her arms as she watched her partner pull out an item wrapped in wax paper. Unlike Freddie’s typical breakfast, this wrapper wasn’t soaked with grease and transparent in more places than not. The fact that it was opaque drew more suspicion. But Freddie persevered and eventually held a whole wheat bun filled with egg whites and arugula in one massive palm.

“It is poison.”

“Fuck off,” Veronica said with a laugh. “Try it.” Freddie lifted the top bun and stared at the lettuce as if it were radioactive. “Come on, Freddie, give it a try. I’m sure you’ll love it.”

Veronica peer-pressured the man by staring at him. He reluctantly brought the sandwich to his mouth, took one minuscule bite, chewed twice, and swallowed.

“It’s good,” he said, and Veronica didn’t need her synesthesia to know that the man was lying.

“Just eat it, Freddie. It’s healthy.”

“Thanks.”

He was anything but thankful.

The man set the sandwich aside and then pointed at his computer.

“I think I found something. Two weeks ago, two men came into GEMS. They looked to be about the same height and build as the two men who robbed all three jewelry stores later. Check it out.”

Freddie pressed play and Veronica watched the security footage taken from high above the store’s entrance. The timestamp was from thirteen days ago—three days before GEMS was robbed.

Freddie was right. The men, both black, seemed to share the same body types as the burglars. They entered the store, perused some of the glass cases near the front, which contained the watches, and then, a minute and a half later, left. In the background, Veronica spotted Gregor Kastinov who was helping a woman with a silver necklace. It was clear by the way his eyes kept darting from the necklace to the front of the store that Gregor noticed these new patrons.

“You have some decent images of their faces?”

“Kinda…” Freddie pulled them up. They were grainy but usable. “Nothing distinguishable, unfortunately; no facial scars or tattoos. I looked through recent mugshots but didn’t find a match.”

Veronica squinted at the screen, trying to see if she recognized the men from her days as a beat cop.

“I don’t know them.”

“Me neither. There is one more angle, though.”

Freddie opened another video file. It was the same two men, but this camera was mounted on the other side of the room. It provided no better view of their faces, but it did line up with the yellow and white scale bar mounted next to the door.

“Only GEMS and Brilliant, Noah Seidel’s store, have these scale bars. The man on the left, the bigger one, call him Suspect A, is six foot three. Suspect B, between five-nine and five-ten and a half. It’s consistent.”

“Anything from outside the stores? Can you see what car they pulled up in?”

“Unfortunately not. I managed to get footage from the two men entering GEMS, but they were on foot—came from up Wallace Street. But that’s about it.”

Veronica made a face.

“Did these men enter the other shops at all?”

Again, Freddie shook his head.

“No, at least not in the last two weeks. But there’s a lot of footage to go through. I learned one interesting thing, however.”

“What’s that?”

“Being a jeweler is boring.”

Veronica laughed.

Freddie moved his sandwich aside and passed Veronica a folder that contained two enlarged color photographs of the men that she’d just seen on camera.

“Best I could get. Local PD has copies—if they see either of them, they’ll pick them up.” He glanced at the sandwich but didn’t reach for it. “Any luck with the watches?”

Veronica sipped her coffee.

“Naw. I mean, these guys don’t strike me as geniuses robbing stores empty-handed, but they can’t be that dumb.”

“You know what you could try?” Freddie said. His eyes darted to the sandwich once.

Just eat it, Freddie, she silently urged.

“What’s that?”

“You could use one of our fake social media accounts, put a wanted ad out there for luxury watches. Probably get bombarded by fakes, but you never know.”

Veronica couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of this. Her fight with Steve, and before that talks of bears and dolls, had her distracted. To be honest, this case also failed to hold her interest. Not after what happened with her last case, with her brother.

Veronica realized that she was rubbing her hand against the side of her jeans and forced herself to stop.

Even the Chloe Dolan kidnapping, orchestrated as it may have been, was more exciting than pacifist watch thieves.

But this was her job, her first case back from leave. It was important to her dad, too, given IAs entrenchment in their precinct. If the rumors of Captain Peter Shade’s job being in jeopardy were true, then it would make sense for Internal Affairs to stick around for the man’s daughter to return.

And report back absolutely everything he saw.

“You know what?” she said loudly for Cole to overhear. “I’m going to use one of those dummy accounts that you suggested and see if I can get a hit.”

“Good idea.”

“And eat your fucking sandwich, Freddie. Please,” Veronica added as she made her way back to her desk and logged onto her computer.

Most police departments had multiple dummy accounts on common social media sites. Some of the larger departments, those twice or three times the size of the City of Gresham, already had a dedicated social media person, whose duties, in addition to PR, were to maintain these accounts, pretending they were real, and forming and maintaining friendships and the like. They could also be used to lure predators out of the woodwork, but that was less common now with the popularity of shows like ‘To Catch a Predator.’

Veronica opened the list of dummy accounts and began searching for someone whom she thought would be interested in buying a Rolex. Greenham PD had nearly three dozen accounts, consisting of a myriad of different races, genders, and social economic statuses.

“Any chance we can get Portland or even the FBI to run those images through facial recognition?”

When there was no answer, Veronica pulled her eyes away from her monitor and glanced over at Freddie. He was giving her a strange look.

“Right,” Veronica said, shaking her head and turning back to the computer. The sad reality was, while the City of Greenham didn’t have the funds for facial recognition software, getting big brother Portland or the FBI involved was like trying to get Payton Manning to come out and play on your Sunday afternoon flag football game.

And then she found him: Brent Wolseley, twenty-two, a senior at Portland University. Part of the Zeta Epsilon.

Using the provided username and password, Veronica logged into Brent Wolseley’s Facebook account. And then she immediately started to smile.

“Brent Wolseley,” Veronica said as she stared at the man’s profile picture. “Who made this guy?”

“Probably one of the rookie PDs,” Freddie replied absently.

Veronica was looking at the photo of a shirtless, black-haired man with a six-pack that almost had to be photoshopped. He was grinning, and his arms were spread wide revealing a sleeve tattoo of indescribable black markings on one arm, and a lion on his right pectoral.

There were worse people to be, Veronica thought. Sure, Brent was a class-A douchebag, but at least he was handsome.

Veronica quickly composed several different iterations of a wanted ad and read them to Freddie to see which one he liked best. They settled on: looking for top-tier watch, Rolly, Tag, etc, any condition, any year. Will pay cash.

Veronica spammed every classified forum she could think of and then she posted a message about the upcoming Portland State Vikings football game, which just so happened to be the context of Brent’s previous post, as well.

Then she logged out and sat there, staring blankly at her computer.

There wasn’t much else she could do. At least not on her case.

Naturally, her thoughts migrated from watches to dolls.

Veronica peeked over her desk partition and looked at Cole. He was preoccupied, his back to her, his ear pressed to his cell phone.

Crouching low, she returned to her computer and searched for a murdered woman in Bear County. Nothing showed up and she expanded her search.

The string “Hilltona Forest + Black Bear” returned a result that made Veronica’s eyes go wide and her mouth fall open.


Chapter 14

“What the hell is this?” Sheriff Burns muttered under his breath. He was still a half mile from the Bellinger Ranch, when he simply couldn’t go any further—there were too many cars blocking the road. And while the other drivers tried, or at least gave the appearance of an effort to make a path down the center, it just became a logjam. Steve drove half on the soft shoulder and half in the ditch separating the road from Hilltona with his sirens blaring. Eventually, even this became clogged, and he was forced to slam on the brakes.

Leaving his flashers going, Steve jumped out of his car and jogged through the traffic while trying desperately to reach Deputy McVeigh on his radio. The first man he encountered was not a deputy. It was a man in a bright orange T-shirt with his back turned to him, a rifle slung over one shoulder. Without thinking, Steve grabbed the man’s arm and wrenched him around.

The man had a huge wad of chewing tobacco in one cheek, and he glared at Steve as he started to reach for his rifle.

“Don’t,” the sheriff warned.

“Sheriff? Oh, shit, sorry, I didn’t—”

“What are you doing here?”

The hunter spat a thin stream of dark liquid onto the ground before answering, and Steve annoyed that this was taking so long, looked over the man’s shoulder.

“Aw, fuck.”

There were at least a dozen people, probably more, all moving in a line toward the forest, all sporting rifles. He spotted his deputies, clearly visible in their navy-blue shirts, trying to hold them back, but they were fighting a losing battle. Well, not ‘fighting’ but trying, at least. At first, his deputies’ lame efforts angered him, but then he saw the other crowd: reporters.

Steve counted eight of them, complete with camera crews. Some were recording the hunters’ advances; others were interviewing civilians. Most were just waiting.

Where in the fuck is McVeigh? Another thought occurred to him. Where the fuck is Lieutenant Phil Crouch, ODFW Warden extraordinaire?

“There’s a bear, black bear in them woods. Killed some girl. Fifteen-year-old. We goin’ get him. Get him good.”

Steve’s eyes rocketed back to the man in front of him.

“What?”

“You didn’t hear? Yeah, everyone ‘round here talkin’ ‘bout it. Brown bear got all confused, maybe it’s rabid. Came from the east, went north then all the way down Hilltona to this here road. Some poor high school student was walkin’ home and goddamn if she wasn’t eaten alive by that sumbitch.”

“What the hell are you—” Steve shook his head. “Go home.”

Now it was the man with the tobacco in his mouth to reply with that one, dopey syllable.

“What?”

“Go home,” the sheriff repeated, leveling his eyes at the man. “If I see you back here, I will arrest you.”

The man spat again, then rubbed his nose.

“I don’t really—”

“Go home.”

Before the man could say anything else, Steve gave his arm a less-than-courteous pull before continuing on. He wasn’t in a full sprint, not yet, but he was close.

He could hear them talking now, clamoring in excited tones about who was going to bag the bear, and about how they didn’t care that hunting season hadn’t opened yet. Despite his hat and uniform, it wasn’t until he passed a reporter with gray hair tied up in a bun and glasses that were far too small for her face that someone recognized him.

“That’s the sheriff,” she whispered to her cameraman. The large, shoulder-mounted camera spun in his direction. “Sheriff? Sheriff Burns?”

The mention of his title reminded Steve of his obligation to the people and to his electorate. He stopped and looked at the camera, trying to keep his face, which had been pinched in anger, as neutral as possible.

“No comment.”

When he’d first been elected Bear County Sheriff, he’d been forced to take a course on how to speak and interact with the media. After what had happened with Holland Toler, he’d been thrown to the wolves, forced to defend his county’s hiring policies, policies that had been created years before he’d even arrived, with pretty much every media outlet east of Portland.

But this experience made him no less uncomfortable in their presence.

“Sheriff, can you confirm that a young girl was killed by a bear in the woods yesterday?”

Where are they getting their information from?

His frustration mounted. Not only was the fact that what Steve heard sounded like the end game of broken telephone, but how had they heard anything at all?

Bear County deputies had been instructed, in no uncertain terms, to keep this under wraps. Regional Road 2 was out of the way, but it wasn’t unreasonable to think that someone noticed all of the deputies coalescing in this location. If approached, however, the deputies were to say exactly what Sheriff Burns had just uttered: No comment.

Steve trusted his deputies—he had to, they were his eyes and ears in the field—but there was one person whom he had no authority over.

And he couldn’t help but think that this man was behind the information leak.

“That is incorrect,” he said.

“Which part? That the bear—”

“No comment.”

This was a mistake, and the sheriff knew it. Deputies and even cops could get away with infuriating the media and townsfolk with obfuscation and deflection, but not a sheriff. Especially not Sheriff Burns who, at the Klienmans’ insistence, had won the election on a platform of transparency.

To be fair, Steve liked the idea of keeping his constituents more informed. But there were some things that needed to be held back, things that only the killer would know. And then there was the risk of falling into the infinite questions trap. If you got caught in a rabbit hole, before you knew it, you’d already spent three days talking in circles about the same damn thing.

“Sheriff, there are—”

“No comment until I get things under control.” Then to the crowd, the sheriff shouted, “Everyone back. This is an active crime scene. If anybody steps foot into these woods, they will be arrested.”

Someone approached him from behind, and the sheriff’s hand immediately went to the pistol on his belt. When he recognized the person, his eyes narrowed.

“That’s gonna be tough, Sheriff,” Deputy Marcus McVeigh said under his breath.

“What the hell is going on here, McVeigh?”

“I don’t know. We have a leak—when I woke up this morning, they were already here. I tried to stop them, but then the cameras came.”

“When you woke up?” Steve asked, confused.

“Yeah,” McVeigh said with a nod. “I stayed in my squad car, made sure that the bear didn’t come back.”

Steve recalled his promise to Kurt Bellinger and also how he’d forgotten to follow up on that. McVeigh, apparently, had picked up his slack.

“Thanks. But we have to—”

“Huntin’ season came early this year, sheriff!”

The sheriff whipped around and pointed his finger at the man he thought had spoken. He was going to lash out verbally but then changed his mind. It wasn’t just the cameras, it was the fact that they—the Bear County Sheriff’s Office—were outgunned here by at least two to one.

He took a calming breath.

“Like I said, if anybody enters Hilltona, me or one of my deputies will arrest you. And no, hunting season is not open.”

He felt Deputy McVeigh tense.

“What?” he hissed over his shoulder.

“Anyone else,” McVeigh corrected him.

Now he fully turned to look his deputy in the eyes.

“What are you talking about?”

“We’ll arrest anyone else who enters the woods.” McVeigh averted his eyes. “Sheriff, what you see here is only half the people—the others were already in the woods before we could stop them.”

Steve couldn’t believe his ears and when he spoke again, his voice had crept up to something much higher than a whisper.

“You mean there are thirty assholes out there with rifles searching for a bear that may or may not still be hanging around? All while there’s a killer on the loose?”


Chapter 15

Colin Tremblay stared down his rifle barrel, lining up the iron sights as he scanned the forest. All he could think about was Natasha. Natasha and how she was trying her best to keep Gracie, his only daughter, away from him. Six years—they’d been married six years when she dropped the bombshell: I don’t love you anymore. Colin might not have finished high school, but he had no idea. I don’t love you anymore was code for I’m fucking someone else. But the gall of the woman to want full custody in the divorce? Not going to happen.

Did he drink too much? Yeah, sure. But he never hit her or Gracie. The thought never even crossed his mind. And when Colin was driving, he rarely drank. Never if his daughter was in the car. There was that one time, but that was her fault.

Natasha was supposed to be the DD that night, not him. Of course, she drank too much and told him that he had to drive even though he was three sheets to the wind.

But when he caught that bear, when he shot the animal between the eyes and dragged its five-hundred-pound carcass out of the woods? All that would be forgotten. Colin Tremblay would be a local hero. Then when Natasha tried to get full custody? Fat chance. The judge would sit up there and say, “Look, Natasha, you have to be fair to this man. He’s not only a hero, but he saved your daughter and dozens of others from being mauled by this rabid bear.”

A smirk appeared on his bearded face just as he spotted movement out of the corner of his eye. Colin swung the rifle in that direction, his finger moving from the guard to the trigger. The sun was bright today, and the canopy created by the Douglas Firs shielded most of it. But where it peeked through, it was blinding, like light focused from a lunar eclipse. This, and the three shots of Jack he’d had with his breakfast, slowed Colin’s reaction time.

For perhaps only the second or third time in his drinking career, which spanned twenty-two years even though he was only thirty-four, his love of booze, even at this early hour, had done some good.

Colin’s finger eased on the trigger as he recognized a bright orange vest.

“Jesus fuck,” he grumbled. “Almost killed your ass. This is my bear. My bear.”

Colin started to lower the gun when he heard a sound from his left and whipped around. This time, he pulled the trigger, although it was purely by accident. The bullet retort shocked him, as did the butt of his rifle jamming painfully into his shoulder.

He heard a scream and saw the top of the young girl’s head, standing but eight feet away from him.

Colin moaned, dropped the gun, and rushed to his daughter.

“Oh my God. Oh my God.”

He dropped to his knees and cradled Gracie. She was sobbing softly, and after three breaths, Colin released and then inspected his daughter.

“Are you hit? Are you bleeding?” he asked desperately, trying to find the bullet wound.

It took him fifteen, maybe twenty seconds to realize that he’d missed. Colin grabbed his daughter for the second time and squeezed her tightly. When her sobs died down a little, he let her go.

“What’s wrong with you? Why you sneak up on me like that? You were supposed to stay by my side, not go running off. I almost shot you!”

Gracie was trying to say something, but her crying had returned, and she was incapable of forming words. She did, however, gesture to the woods behind her.

“What? What is it? You see the bear?”

Gracie replied with a sob.

“C’mon, you’re fine,” Colin said, giving his daughter a little shake. “What’d you see?”

“A doll,” Gracie finally managed.

Colin’s upper lip curled.

“What? A doll? You went looking for your doll? I almost killed you for a fucking doll?” Colin was aware of people approaching, drawn by the sound of his gunshot, but his blood pressure had peaked. “Gracie? What are you talking about?”

“Not my doll,” the girl said softly. “Bigger. Bigger than mommy.”

Colin huffed.

“What are you talking about?”

Gracie turned and pointed in the direction that she’d come from. Colin stood and peered over his daughter’s shoulder. At first, he thought she was just trying to save face, coming up with an admittedly bizarre excuse for wandering off, but then he spotted something. A flash of white, a loose piece of fabric hanging at about waist high.

Colin squinted, trying to make out exactly what it was. When this proved impossible—he was seeing double—he slung his rifle over his shoulder and grabbed his daughter by the arm. Together they walked toward the swatch of white, in the opposite direction of the people coming to investigate the gunshot.

Colin made sure to adjust his own orange vest before urging his daughter forward.

“Come on.”

“I don’t—daddy, I don’t like the doll.”

Colin let go of his daughter and continued on his own. The white fabric came into view, and he realized that most of it was on the other side of a large tree trunk. It looked like a shirt, maybe, pinned to a tree.

He turned the corner and then immediately backpedaled. His heel struck a raised root and Colin fell on his ass.

“Did you see it?” Gracie asked. “Daddy, did you see the doll?”

Colin, horrified, scrambled to his feet, and rushed to his daughter. He covered her eyes with his hand.

“I saw it,” he whispered. “But you can’t see it. You can’t see it, Gracie.”

She opened her mouth to speak, but Colin cut her off with a shout of his own.

“Help! Someone help! Over here! We need help!”


Chapter 16

“This is gonna be a massacre,” Sheriff Steve Burns said, shaking his head.

“We did everything we could,” McVeigh informed him. “The deputies pulled some of the people back, but I think others entered the forest further north, near the river. You want me to head in there and instruct the deputies to start cuffing people?”

Unlike himself, Chief Deputy Marcus McVeigh was an institution in Bear County, and he probably knew most of the men with rifles by name. McVeigh could also insulate himself from questions by deferring to the sheriff.

“I’ll go. You stay here.” Steve’s eyes drifted to the bullhorn in McVeigh’s left hand. “But I’m going to need to take that with me.”

“Of course.”

He handed the bullhorn over, and the sheriff thought about using it for crowd control. But the men had taken his threat seriously and no longer advanced toward the forest edge.

“One more thing,” Steve said under his breath. “Where’s Lieutenant Crouch?”

McVeigh made a face, indicating that, like Sheriff Burns, he wasn’t a fan of the abrasive and offensive State Trooper.

“He went to the woods.”

Of course, he did, the sheriff thought. Of fucking course, he did.

“Keep them back,” Steve instructed. “Don’t cuff anyone, but make sure they know we mean business.”

Having said his piece, Steve walked briskly into the forest, his left hand clutching the bullhorn, his right on his holstered weapon. He held off until he was a good twenty yards deep before bringing the bullhorn to his lips.

“This is Bear County Sheriff Steve Burns,” he said loudly. He waited for the echo off the trees to die down. The closest hunter, a man wearing what looked like a crossing guard’s vest, lowered his rifle from his shoulder to his hip. “Every civilian currently in the Hilltona Forest is trespassing. This is a crime scene.” Steve paused again. “I don’t want to hear a single shot being fired in these woods—bear or no bear. If you shoot, you will be charged. Please lower your weapons, and calmly make your way out of the forest. If you—”

A single shot rang out and, for a fleeting moment, the sheriff thought it had been aimed at him. But when he heard the sound bounce off several Douglas Firs, he realized that it originated at least fifty yards away, perhaps more.

Shit.

The sheriff broke into a run. Behind him, he heard the hunter following.

“Stay there. No, get out of the forest!” Steve shouted over his shoulder.

He’d forgotten to turn off the megaphone, and even though it was by his side, it picked up his voice and magnified every other word as his arms pumped back and forth. It punctuated this warble with an intense feedback whine.

Dammit.

Steve switched the device off and then redoubled his pace.

As he neared the location he thought the gunshot had come from, he heard people talking. Angry people.

Steve feared the worst. Not that a bear had been shot, but a person. What he heard next did nothing to assuage this fear.

“Sheriff! Sheriff!”

There was pure terror in the man’s voice and Steve, his lungs and legs burning, ran as fast as he dared on the uneven terrain.

“What’s going on? What happened?” he demanded of the first hunter he came across.

“I-I-I-”

“Just get out of here. Now.”

Thirty more seconds of sprinting and he came across a man wearing a blue shirt and a camel hat.

“Phil?” Steve said, incredulously. “What the fuck’s going on?”

Lieutenant Phil Crouch shrugged.

“I don’t know, Burnsy.” Phil looked him up and down. “You just get here?”

“Yeah. You see where—”

“Late night?”

Steve squinted at the man.

Did he see me?

Last night when he’d spotted Phil, Steve had done his best to avoid him, first by kissing Veronica and then by dipping into the store.

Truthfully, he’d intended on visiting the tattoo parlor after dinner. But in his defense, them arriving there at that moment had been a coincidence. But the sheriff had been sure that Phil was oblivious to them.

But now? Maybe not.

Did it even matter?

Steve shook his head.

“No,” he said decidedly. “C’mon.”

As they weaved through the trees, he spotted two more hunters and told them, like the others, to get the hell out of the forest.

The next person Steve saw was a woman.

“Ma’am, you need to—”

She turned and Steve stopped in his tracks.

“Veronica?” He blinked twice, thinking that this had to be some sort of strange mirage. But it wasn’t. It was Detective Veronica Shade. Realizing that Phil was still behind him, he cleared his throat and said, “Detective Shade?”

Phil grumbled something about late night again, but he ignored the lieutenant.

“Steve, this—”

Veronica’s words were cut off by a booming voice.

“Sheriff!”

He lifted his eyes. The shout had come from about twenty paces away.

“Let’s go.”

With Phil trailing, Steve and Veronica made it to the clearing together. And then, for the second time in a minute, the sheriff’s heart leaped in his chest.

It was a person who had been shot… a kid.

Someone shot a kid.

A man was holding a child in his arms.

“Is she okay?” Steve asked breathlessly. “Is the girl—”

“It’s a doll,” the man with the beard answered. Even from three feet away, Steve could smell the booze on his breath.

“What?”

Veronica tugged on his sleeve.

“Steve.”

He followed her pointed finger.

“Aw, shit.”

There was another victim. She was wearing a similar outfit—white blouse, checkered skirt—and her face was painted in that same dramatic doll or harlequin style as the girl with the butterfly tattoo.

She was also posed, with her arms above her head and her legs spread wide.

It was horrible, disturbing, and wholly out of place in the woods.

The first thought that went through Steve’s mind, however, as he observed the group of hunters surrounding the corpse, was that the bear was the least of their worries.

The thing that they needed to be concerned about was far more deadly: a serial killer.


PART II – Watches

Chapter 17

Veronica Shade’s mind was on fire. She saw the corpse, of course, but that quickly became secondary. It was as if the tree upon which the corpse had been posed had spontaneously combusted. There were streaks of orange, yellow, but mostly red, coming off the corpse like a fiery halo. They extended three feet into the sky, blending with sunlight that bled through the canopy above.

The visual stimuli were so startling that Veronica physically staggered. Normally, before arriving at a crime scene, she would employ the breathing techniques that Dr. Bernard had taught her. But all of her anxiety about losing her synesthesia, and the sheer surprise of coming across a body here when all she’d intended on doing was offering Steve help with crowd control, had left her unprepared.

Veronica closed her eyes tightly—too tightly, and while the fire disappeared, embers remained.

She stayed like this for several full breaths. And then something occurred to her.

Her visual synesthesia had been dramatic and intense, but something was missing.

The song.

That annoying, nagging, children’s song.

La, la, la, la, laaaaa, laaa.

For more than ten years, Veronica Shade heard that song whenever she arrived at a crime scene that exhibited signs of violence, even if there had been an attempt to hide the evidence. The subconscious cues that her mind picked up on helped her see murder when others saw only an accident or suicide.

There was no subtlety here with this corpse that had been dressed to look like a doll and posed like a whore.

But there was no song.

The embers in her mind coalesced into a familiar form: her brother, Benny Davis. Not as he’d been in the end, as Holland Toler with a wig and burn scars on his scalp, but as a child.

Benny would sing that song to annoy her: la, la, la, la, laaaaa, laaa. And when their mother had told the boy to sing so that they couldn’t hear the voices of the men who had broken into their home and tied them up?

That’s the song he’d chosen.

But now? Now that Benny was gone?

The song seemed to have gone with him.

A hand gripped her waist, giving her the support she needed. Her eyes still closed, Veronica assumed it was Steve.

But when a voice spoke to her, uncomfortably close, she realized that this wasn’t the case.

“You all right, sweetie?”

Veronica set her jaw, gently removed the man’s hand, and stood up straight. Then, after a deep breath in through her nose and out through her mouth, she turned to look at the man standing beside her.

It was a state trooper, with pale skin and a smattering of orange freckles on his face. His expression was neutral, but there was a hint of a smirk in his eyes that was off-putting. It was the opposite of a smile that didn’t reach a person’s eyes.

She recognized him immediately.

It was the man that Steve had tried to avoid the night before by ducking into the tattoo parlor.

“I’m fine,” Veronica snapped, a little too sharply. She followed this up with a softer, “Thank you.”

Now that she was better prepared, she observed the corpse while Sheriff Steve Burns did his best to force the hunters out of the forest.

The body was still surrounded by a glowing aura, but like a smell after you’d been inundated by it for a while, it had become muted.

The woman was wearing a white blouse and a red and white plaid skirt. She’d been posed, with one arm above her head, and the other hanging limply at her side. Veronica considered that this arm might have also been placed over her head but had since fallen. Her small right breast had been teased out of the shirt and her skin was so pale that thin blue veins leading to a dark nipple were clearly visible. The woman’s legs had been spread so wide that the skirt bunched around her waist.

She wore no undergarments.

Veronica’s eyes drifted upward from the girl’s privates, and she noted the ligature mark on her throat.

When Steve had told her last night that the first victim, the one the bear had attacked, had been made up to look like a doll, this wasn’t what she’d pictured.

The woman’s dark hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, and her entire face was painted stark white. This reminded Veronica of a Geisha’s makeup, but that was where the similarities ended. Her eyes were closed, and there were quarter-sized red circles painted on each cheek. The same paint or makeup had been used to turn her lips into a near-perfect heart.

It was a haunting sight.

Veronica analyzed the scene next, looking for signs of struggle or perhaps the murder weapon.

She saw nothing. The leaves were disturbed pretty much everywhere Veronica looked, but it was impossible to distinguish between what was caused by the victim or unsub and the hunters who had contaminated the scene.

At least they were gone now. Steve and his deputies had set up a large perimeter around the tree. Veronica could still hear the hunters, a mixture of frightened and excited voices that echoed through the forest, but she could no longer see them.

“Looks just like the other one,” a voice grumbled beside her. Veronica looked at the state trooper.

No longer were his eyes glinting. Instead, she detected fear in the man’s pale irises.

Not that the man would ever admit it.

But Veronica had no such masochistic hang-ups and what the man said next frightened her to the core.

“Looks like we’ve got a dollmaker on our hands.”


Chapter 18

Sheriff Burns reacquainted Veronica with Bear County coroner Kristin Newberry and then introduced her to Dr. Julia Thorpe, a pathologist who was roughly Kristin’s age but considerably heavier.

Last, but not least, State Trooper Lieutenant Phil Crouch.

“Based on liver temp, she’s been dead twenty-four to thirty-six hours,” Dr. Thorpe informed them.

The sheriff, who had been doing his best to remain calm in the face of such a disaster, finally broke. He removed his hat and grabbed his forehead.

“Fucking hell. She could have been here last night? How is that possible?” His voice was low and hoarse, but with every word, the volume increased. “We were in here. Goddamn it, I had thirty deputies and dogs—fucking K9s in this forest. How is it possible that she was here the whole time?”

Veronica resisted the urge to comfort Steve. They were both here—well, Sheriff Burns was here in a professional capacity—and she didn’t want to undermine him in front of his deputies.

“I’ll know more once I get her back to the lab,” Dr. Thorpe said.

“She could have been placed here this morning,” Veronica remarked. “Slipped in with all the hunters.”

“Right, yeah,” Steve said without even looking at her. Still, the sound of her voice seemed to ground him. He stopped gripping his forehead and put his hat back on. “Where’s the CSU?”

Veronica’s throat felt instantly parched. And when a man in a white plastic suit stepped from behind a tree, her heart skipped a beat.

And then another.

It looked like Benny. She could almost see her brother’s black hair hanging in front of his face, a little dark to be real, like it was a wig.

A wig used to cover a scalp that was scarred from the fire and was incapable of growing hair.

The word Benny nearly fell out of her mouth, but he spoke first.

La la—

No, it wasn’t that. The song was gone.

“Sorry, it was hard to get here with the cars blocking the road. I’ve got two more techs, rookies, coming in to give me a hand. We’ll have this roped off in no time.”

Rookies?

Now that she got a better look at him, Veronica realized that the CSU tech didn’t share many, if any, similarities with her late brother.

For one, he was at least fifteen years younger.

“As soon as you can,” the sheriff ordered.

As the tech began unpacking his supplies from a massive gray toolbox, Veronica walked away from Phil Crouch and toward Steve.

He saw her approach and his expression softened.

Veronica was inclined to apologize, not because she thought that she was at fault—if anything she might have overreacted a tad—but just to bury the hatchet.

But now wasn’t the time.

“This is the second body?”

An icebreaker—everyone present now knew that this was the second victim.

Steve nodded.

“Any fingerprints? Fibers? Anything like that?”

Now the sheriff shook his head.

“Nothing. Similar scene, clothes, posing. Only difference is the bear didn’t get to this one. As for the makeup—”

Kristin Newberry, who had been assisting Dr. Thorpe in collecting evidence from the body, spoke up.

“It’s not makeup. It’s run-of-the-mill acrylic paint. Nothing special about it. Usually used on canvas.”

Veronica took a deep breath before asking her next question.

“And the tattoo? Any update on that?”

She expected Steve to answer, but once again, it was the coroner who replied.

“I was actually looking into the names you gave me from the tattoo parlor when…” Kristin gestured at the body. “Anyway, I looked into two of the three.”

“And?”

“Well, Britney Sage posted on both her Twitter and Instagram yesterday, so it can’t be her. Kelsey Astor last posted on Facebook a week ago. It was a picture from a bar, I think. Nothing since. I was planning on heading out and seeing if I could talk to her later today.”

“As soon as you’re done here, please.”

They fell silent as Kristin and Dr. Thorpe got back to work. CSU had already set up a perimeter with crime scene tape and was in the process of mounting large key lights to better illuminate the scene.

“I guess… I’ll see if I can settle the crowd out front,” Lieutenant Crouch offered.

Veronica tried to get a read on the man but found it difficult. He was a keen observer, that much was obvious.

“I don’t—” the sheriff began.

“Don’t worry, I’ll keep them calm for ye,” the trooper interrupted.

Steve appeared uncomfortable but Phil Crouch was already on the move. The sheriff shook his head as they watched the man go.

“Okay,” Steve hollered, “But less is more. Let me deal with the media.”

Crouch stopped and turned. The strange gleam had returned to his eyes.

“This ain’t my first rodeo, Burnsy.”

And then he grinned.

Veronica soaked up this awkward interaction.

Burnsy... she hadn’t expected this level of intimacy between the two men. Despite the jovial nature of Phil Crouch’s response, there was something between them, something dark.

Even though they lived together now—a temporary arrangement until Steve managed to sell his house—Veronica still knew very little about the sheriff’s life before Bear County. She knew he’d been a State Trooper, but that was pretty much it. Given Veronica’s own complicated past, which she was averse to talking about, it didn’t seem right to pry. But now that the Staties had been called in on this case, and it seemed that they would be working together, Veronica wished she knew just a little of their back story.

“I can confirm that our victim died from strangulation, just like the other girl,” Dr. Thorpe stated.

The pathologist was stating the obvious, but that was her job: to be as detail-oriented as possible.

Veronica focused her attention back on the body. The glow surrounding her was nearly gone.

Her… is her name Kelsey Astor? Kelsey, what did you do to deserve this? Who did you talk to? Who did you piss off? Who dressed you up to look like this and why?

Dozens of questions raced through Veronica’s mind.

What had the state trooper called the unsub? The Dollmaker?

She generally wasn’t a fan of monikers. It gave these psychopaths too much power. A couple of years back, Veronica had read about a twisted young man in New York City who had recorded himself dismembering his roommate in the search of fame.

The media had obliged, dubbing him the ‘Internet Killer’.

Veronica blinked and the aura around the corpse completely disappeared.

Fuck the dollmaker; she was more interested in the dolls. For now, at least.

“I’ll go visit Kelsey Astor,” Veronica offered.

She got no complaints from either the coroner or the pathologist and the CSU tech didn’t seem to have heard her.

Steve had, though, and he stared at her with sympathetic eyes.

“Veronica, let me—”

Veronica shut him down with a shake of her head.

“No, it’s okay. I can do it. I have to do it.”

Seeing the determination on her face, Bear County Sheriff Steve Burns elected to remain quiet.


Chapter 19

It wasn’t difficult for Veronica to find an address for Kelsey Astor. The girl, twenty-seven, still lived at home with her mother, Kathleen, and worked as a waitress at a local bar in Greenham. Like many of her generation, Kelsey’s life was documented online, and using her police issue laptop, Veronica first found the girl’s phone number and then reverse traced it to discover her address.

The photographs that she’d uncovered of Kelsey looked similar to their victim with the face paint. It was difficult to tell for sure if they were the same person, however, because of the Harlequin makeup job. Maybe after Dr. Thorpe was done testing the makeup and removed it, they would be able to do a better comparison. But they had to work quickly before the bodies continued to pile up. An hour delay might mean another victim. A day, two or three new dolls. Complicating the identification was the fact that the third name that Steve had obtained from the tattoo artist, Becky Thompson, looked very similar to Kelsey. Both had short brown hair, small eyes and nose, full lips.

But first thing’s first: Kelsey Astor.

Armed with the photograph of the butterfly tattoo courtesy of Steve, and the image of the victim’s painted face from Kristin Newberry, Veronica parked in the driveway of a small bungalow behind a blue Mazda 3.

She was about to exit her car when the gravity of what she was about to do occurred to her. Britney Sage had posted online just yesterday, meaning she couldn’t be the girl who had been desecrated by the bear.

That meant, more likely than not, their first victim, the first doll, was either Kelsey or Becky. A fifty-fifty chance that Veronica was going to tell a loving mother that their daughter was dead.

During her career as first a police officer and then a detective, there had only been a handful of occasions that Veronica had to deliver the worst possible news. It never got easier, and it was recommended by pretty much every department for this to be done in pairs. Sometimes, this turned out to be a disaster. Some cops were simply AIs when it came to this sort of thing. But Veronica and Freddie were the perfect team. Freddie was the compassionate one, the care-giving type, whereas Veronica was the good-looking young girl with the no-nonsense attitude. They could play off one another, make sure neither of them got too deep into the well of grief. Grief was contagious, which was why it was important to stay grounded and detached. And yet, there was an art to the delivery, as seeming callous or heartless was arguably worse. While perhaps not contagious, this attitude was definitely metastatic.

But Veronica was alone and to make things worse, they were approximately the same age. Just as she was reconsidering her options, her phone rang.

She answered as she got out of her car.

“Veronica?”

“What’s up, Freddie?” Veronica replied as she made her way toward the front door of Kathleen Astor’s home.

“Just checking in. You left in quite a hurry.”

Veronica cringed.

“Shit, I’m sorry. I was…”

Veronica wasn’t sure what to say.

I left our case because I saw that my boyfriend was in trouble? Because I thought he might need my help, even though he never asked for it?

Freddie was distracted by the chatter in the background, saving her from uttering an awkward lie.

He cleared his throat and came back on the line a moment later.

“Any update on Subject A or B?” Freddie asked, all business now.

Subject A or B? What the hell are you talking about?

“Right,” her partner continued even though she hadn’t said anything. “What about your CI? Does he have any leads on the stolen watches?”

Veronica stopped halfway to the door.

CI? Subject A and B?

Then it clicked.

IA was there. When Veronica had rushed out of the office, she hadn’t even considered Cole Batherson. But now the man was probably wondering where the hell she’d run off to.

It wasn’t a good look and Freddie was trying to save face.

“Shit, listen,” Veronica lowered her voice, “there are two murders in Hilltona Forest, just in from RR 2. The first, about a week ago, the second just last night. The killer dressed them up to look like dolls.”

“Right, uh-huh.”

“It’s a mess out there, Freddie. There’s also been a bear sighting and there are dozens of hunters out there trying—”

“Right, but your CI is keeping his ear to the ground? Has he heard any chatter on the street?”

They were deliberately having two different conversations now, but the fact that Freddie hadn’t cut her off meant that he was still interested in what she had to say.

“Right now, we’re trying to identify the victims. Once we know who they are, we’ll retrace their steps. Freddie, the bodies… they’re horrible. Whoever is responsible isn’t gonna stop at two.”

“All right, you keep pressing the pavement. I’ve reached out to other law enforcement agencies to also keep their ears open. I’ll be in touch.”

“Thanks, Freddie. And I’m sorry. I’ll be back soon.”

“Soon,” Freddie repeated.

Veronica hung up. Fueled with a sense of urgency knowing that IA was always looking over their shoulder, she walked briskly to the door.

She took a deep breath and knocked.

There were stirrings inside the home, and after less than a minute she heard someone shuffling towards the door.

Please be Kelsey, was the last thought Veronica had before the door opened. It caught violently on the security chain as if the person on the other side forgot it was engaged.

“Hello?” a woman said.

It took Veronica’s eyes time to adjust to the dim lighting inside the home. When they did, she saw a woman a few inches shorter than Veronica’s own five-foot-five frame, with messy blonde-gray hair, sunken cheeks, and dark circles around her eyes. The smell that Veronica picked up wasn’t one of gasoline, indicative of a lie that had yet to be spoken, but alcohol.

“Kathleen Astor?”

“Yeah… what can I help you with?” Despite her appearance and obvious state of inebriation, Kathleen’s voice was unexpectedly sweet and soft.

“My name’s Detective Veronica Shade.”

She produced her badge and held it in the narrow opening long enough for Kathleen to get a good look. The woman then closed the door, unhooked the chain, and opened it again, this time all the way.

“Is it Kelsey? Did something happen to Kelsey?”

Veronica’s heart dropped.

Fifty-fifty chance… those odds had swayed considerably following those two innocuous questions.

Veronica wanted to hear, What has the girl done now? Kelsey’s upstairs… I’ll get her.

“Mrs. Astor, when’s the last time you saw your daughter?”

“What?” The word came out as part gasp.

“Kelsey is your daughter, correct?” Veronica established a fact to get things back on track.

“Yes, of course. She lives with me, but…”

“But what?”

“But we had a fight. Is—is she okay?” Desperation clung to the woman’s weary features.

“When did you see her last?”

“A week… I-I-I where is she? Kelsey? Kelsey?”

This was degenerating fast, and fearing that they were going down a track that would derail any opportunity to find out information about Kelsey, Veronica made an executive decision.

“Mrs. Astor, does your daughter have a butterfly tattoo on her hip?”

Kathleen’s eyes went wide.

“Yes. She got it just over a week ago—that’s what we fought about. How did you—is she okay?”

Veronica cringed inside. This was going terribly.

Should I show her the picture of the victim? What would she think of the face paint? What if it wasn’t Kelsey… what if it was?

Her mind was racing, and Veronica struggled to remain focused.

“You said you haven’t seen her in a week?”

“We fought about the tattoo, and she left, said she was going to stay with her boyfriend. I thought she’d come back after a day or two. I mean, the tattoo wasn’t…” Kathleen shook her head. “Please, is she okay? Is Kelsey okay?”

“What’s Kelsey’s boyfriend’s name?”

“Rob Pinkerton,” Kathleen said. She popped her ‘Ps’, which indicated to Veronica that the woman wasn’t a fan of her daughter’s boyfriend. “Did he do something? Did he—”

“Kathleen, do you know where Rob lives?”

“Of course.” Kathleen relayed the address from memory, and Veronica put it in her phone. Rob Pinkerton lived in Matheson, about thirty minutes from where they were now. “I always knew he wasn’t right for her. And if he did something, I swear—”

“Mrs. Astor, I’m sorry, I am. We’re just trying to figure out if your daughter was involved in this somehow.”

Involved in… this… somehow?

It was a dreadful choice of words and they only served to confuse the desperate mother.

“In what? What are you talking about? Why are you—tell me what happened! Please!”

Veronica sighed and looked down at her phone.

“There’s a body.” She glanced up. “Mrs. Astor, we found a body. We’re trying to figure out who the—”

“Oh my god. Please—not Kelsey.” Tears welled in Kathleen’s eyes. “Not my Kelsey.”

“We’re not sure—”

Veronica stopped when Kathleen bolted back into her house. The woman returned seconds later, a cell phone pressed to her ear.

“No answer… she’s not answering! Why isn’t she answering?”

The woman’s pain was so great that Veronica was on the verge of just thrusting the photograph of the victim’s painted face at Kathleen. Knowing, either way, had to be better than this.

But she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

“I’m… I’m sorry. Please, come to the station. You can see the body there.”

“What? What station? Please, if this was Kelsey, you have to tell me.”

“N-no, not station, uhh…”

Fuck, where was the body? The morgue? What morgue?

Veronica saw Steve’s expression when she told him she could do this, that she had to do this.

Where was the gasoline smell then, huh? What a fucking liar I am.

Veronica took a step back.

“I’m sorry. I really am. Please, call the sheriff’s department. Ask for Steve. He’ll—he’ll be able to help.”

Tears rolled down Kathleen’s cheeks and Veronica turned her back on the woman.

“I’m sorry,” she muttered. And then, even when Veronica was alone in the car, she repeated her apology, although even she wasn’t sure who it was directed at this time. “I’m so sorry.”


Chapter 20

“It’s her,” Veronica breathed into her cell phone. “It’s her.”

“You sure?” Sheriff Steve Burns spoke loudly, but his voice had an airy quality to it, likely because he was still in Hilltona Forest.

“Ninety percent. But I fucked up, Steve.”

Veronica paused and looked at the Astor house. A stunned Kathleen stood with her phone against her ear. Her face glistened with tears and, judging by the blue hues extending from her skin, anxious sweat, as well. After Veronica had awkwardly left, she’d backed out of the woman’s driveway and drove about half a block away before she was forced to stop. She could still see Kathleen, but she doubted the devastated woman could see her.

Veronica hoped the woman couldn’t see her.

“What happened? You okay?”

“I’m…” Veronica was about to say fine, but she didn’t want to lie to Steve. She opted to change the subject instead. “I think you should send a deputy out to Kathleen’s house. She’s… distraught.”

“You’re sure that the victim is her daughter?”

“I’m… ninety-percent. But you’re not listening. She’s all messed up. A deputy should come get her and bring her back to the morgue to identify the body.”

Please, come to the station. You can see the body there.

“Veronica, hold on a second.” She heard the sound of crunching vegetation and Steve’s heavy breathing. “I don’t know if I can spare a deputy, to be honest. The hunters… they think there was another bear attack. It’s all I can do to stop them from parading out here and shooting anything that moves. Is there any way you can drive her to the morgue?”

Veronica struggled to swallow, and then closed her eyes, but Kathleen was still front and center in her mind.

“Sorry, I-I can’t.”

I can’t because internal affairs is on my ass and Freddie is once again covering for me. I can’t, because this isn’t my case, this is a Bear County case, and I have a responsibility to the City of Greenham.

I can’t, because of Kathleen Astor. Because of her pain and how much it reminds me of my own loss.

Veronica had been adamant about returning to field work. Three months was like a lifetime for a cop, two for a detective. She’d been insulted and hurt that everyone was babying her, putting her on a non-violent jewelry robbery case.

Now, as her heart thudded against her ribcage and her diaphragm felt as stiff as a piece of rebar, Veronica began to think that perhaps they’d been right.

And she was wrong.

Maybe I’m not ready to come back.

“Veronica?”

No, she scolded herself. That’s what that asshole Ken Cameron thought. You’re not good enough or deserving enough to be a detective. You only got this job because of your dad.

Veronica cleared her throat and forced herself to take a full breath.

“Kathleen, Kristen’s mother, said that they got into a fight and that her daughter was staying with her boyfriend. He doesn’t live far. I’m going to talk to him.”

There was an awkward pause, and Veronica knew exactly what Steve was thinking.

You can’t stay with this woman, this grieving, desperate woman, but you can go visit the victim’s boyfriend?

It didn’t make sense to Steve, but it made sense to Veronica.

Sort of.

Veronica looked at the Astor residence as she put her car into drive. The woman still had her cell phone pressed against the side of her head, trying to reach her daughter.

“Maybe you should wait. In a half hour, maybe an hour, I should have a few deputies available. One can go to the mother’s house, the other can join you at the boyfriend’s,” Steve suggested.

“Send someone to Kathleen Astor’s house, as soon as possible,” Veronica said. She relayed the address and then hung up the phone before Steve could get another word in.

Her hand was trembling, and she let out a small gasp when the phone she still clutched rang. The display read: STEVE, but she declined the call.

It took her three tries to plug Rob Pinkerton’s address into the navigation app. But, frustrated as she was, the thirty-minute drive took her only twelve.

And when she arrived, Veronica promised herself that if she even got a hint, a whiff, that her boyfriend was lying to her? If she had so much as an inkling that he was responsible for those horrible displays in the woods?

Then she was going to take him down.

Alone.

Fuck Ken Cameron. She could do this job. She had to.

Veronica had a dollmaker to stop.

***

Rob Pinkerton lived in a condo on the third floor of one of only a handful of Matheson’s middle-class neighborhoods. In her confused state, Kathleen had failed to tell Veronica which unit Rob lived in, but she found his name and corresponding unit number on the mailbox inside the lobby.

This was going to be different, she told herself. Kathleen Astor had never been a suspect, but, by default, Rob Pinkerton was. As unfair as this may be, Veronica was beholden to the statistics. And her synesthesia.

Worldwide, ninety percent of all murders were committed by males. When the victim was a female, as was the present case, more than a third of the time, the crime was carried out by an intimate partner.

This meant, that if the first doll was Kelsey Astor, then Rob Pinkerton was the primary suspect.

Unlike with Kathleen, if Rob Pinkerton had a security chain, it wasn’t engaged. After three hard raps on the door, it was pulled wide and she found herself staring at a man with messy brown hair, light blue eyes, and a round, pudgy face.

Veronica, who already had her badge at the ready, held it at eye level.

“Detective Shade, Greenham PD,” she said firmly. “I’m looking for Kelsey Astor. Is she here?”

The man ran a hand through his hair, which looked unwashed.

“Naw, she’s at her mother’s. Did something... did something happen?”

It wasn’t every day that a detective showed up at your door asking about your girlfriend, so the question seemed natural enough. Yet, Veronica was on high alert, looking—no, sniffing for any hint of deceit.

“When’s the last time you saw Kelsey?”

The man’s eyes darted almost imperceptibly to her badge, which Veronica was still holding in her right hand. Noticing this, she closed it fast, generating a snapping sound that made the man jump.

“Two weeks ago, maybe more.”

Veronica smelled gasoline on his breath more pungent than the booze on Kathleen’s. She decided to push him a little before challenging him on his lie, however.

“Mr. Pinkerton, how long have you and Kelsey Astor been together?” Veronica asked, deliberately using the man’s surname to establish authority.

“A year and a half,” Rob replied. “I’m not really sure what this is about. I haven’t seen—uhh, sp-spoken to her for over a week. Is Kel okay?”

He almost slipped up.

“You’ve been together for a year and a half, and you haven’t spoken to her for over a week? Is that normal for you guys?”

The man became increasingly uncomfortable and shifted his weight from foot to foot.

“Kinda. We’re a little—I mean things are a bit rocky, you know?”

This too was a lie.

Something had happened between them. Kathleen had said that they’d gotten into a fight about her tattoo and that she’d come here. What was her state of mind like? Kelsey was probably upset, looking for comfort and understanding. If Rob hadn’t offered that, would she have taken her frustrations out on him?

And if so, had he, in turn, become so enraged that he’d strangled her to death?

“Mr. Pinkerton, did your girlfriend have a tattoo on her thigh? A butterfly?”

“Yes—I was with her when she got it. Listen, I’m really confused here. Did she say I did something or—”

“Why would you think that?”

“Fuck—I—” Rob licked his lips even though they were already glistening with saliva. “I don’t know. Like, why are you here? And where’s Kelsey? I don’t know what’s going on.”

“You want to know where Kelsey is?”

As Veronica asked this question, she made sure to focus on the man’s face, looking for any subtle, subconscious micro-expressions.

He was unreadable.

“Yes. Please.”

“Then you need to tell me something first.”

The man’s eyes darted back and forth.

“What?”

“Why are you lying to me?”

“What? No, I’m—I’m—I’m not,” the man blubbered.

The smell of gasoline was intense now.

“You are—and I think I know why.” Veronica took a step back and moved her hand to her hip, closer to her police-issue handgun.

“I swear, I don’t know what’s going on here. I’m not lying. I don’t know where Kelsey is. I don’t know—”

“You do,” Veronica countered now unholstering her weapon. “You know what happened to Kelsey because you killed her. You wrapped a cable around her neck and strangled Kelsey Astor to death.”


Chapter 21

Sheriff Burns triple-checked that the body bag zipper was firmly closed. The last thing he wanted was for one of the few remaining hunters that his deputies hadn’t managed to harangue to see the body. The makeup and outfit, the pose as well, would get out, he had no doubt about that, but there was a difference between hearing and seeing. It was bad enough that it was a drunk hunter who had stumbled across the scene.

“Is there another way out of this forest?”

“Need a map, Burnsy?” Lieutenant Crouch said with a grin.

Steve didn’t qualify this with a reply. Instead, he looked behind him, away from RR 2 and the Bellinger Ranch.

How did the body get here without us seeing it?

They hadn’t searched the entire forest, that would take weeks, but this wasn’t far from the location of the first body—two miles, maybe? It seemed unreasonable to think that no deputy passed by this location during the search.

That meant someone set up the scene last night.

The sheriff squinted as he peered deeper into the woods.

Where did you come from?

There were a handful of official entrances to Hilltona Forest, all of which led to hiking trails, but none of these were near the southern border. Steve was aware that prostitutes and druggies liked to use the forest for their extracurriculars, but this area was too remote, and their camps were typically set up near the western border, flanking the Casnet River.

The problem was, if you didn’t want to be seen, you could enter the forest at pretty much any location along its eighty-or-so-mile perimeter.

And that was a lot of ground to cover.

“Well, you seem to know this area better than me so, Phil, why don’t you grab a couple of deputies and try to figure out where our unsub entered the forest. And, yeah, a map would be good. Marking the locations of the two bodies might help us figure the fastest and most logical way in and out of Hilltona from here.”

Lieutenant Crouch’s lip twitched. He was used to doing the ordering and not the other way around.

“I think—”

“Sheriff? We need a little bit of assistance out here.”

Steve turned and saw his chief deputy coming toward them. He was struck by how similar McVeigh and Crouch looked. Marcus was younger than Phil by close to two decades, but he could easily pass as the man’s son. Both had rounded features, big lips, and while Phil had orange hair, Marcus had some strawberry in his blond. The latter didn’t have freckles per se, but under certain light, his fading acne scars could be misinterpreted as such.

“Yeah, I figured this would happen.”

Steve nodded at the lieutenant, grateful that McVeigh had arrived when he had so that he didn’t have to argue with Crouch about what the man should or shouldn’t be doing to help with the case.

As he and his deputy marched toward RR 2, his phone rang.

It was Veronica.

His eyes widened and his jaw set as he listened to what she had to say. Veronica wanted a deputy to come to Kelsey Astor’s house, but he couldn’t spare one right now. When he said as much, she hung up on him and refused to answer his return call.

“Fuck.”

“Everything all right?” McVeigh asked.

No, things weren’t all right.

Veronica sounded like she was tweaking. It was too soon for her to be back, especially on a case as disturbing as this one. But that was the thing: she wasn’t officially on the case. Now that Veronica was involved, however, Steve knew that getting her uninvolved was an impossibility. There was a fine line between determination and stubbornness, and Veronica Shade seemed to walk down the middle when it came to pretty much everything in her life.

They had neared the southern edge of the forest, through which he could see the Bellinger Ranch. To their credit, his deputies had done a good job of clearing out the crowd. From this vantage point, the road seemed nearly devoid of cars, which allowed the CSU van, now loaded with the second victim, to back into the ditch. The hunters were still around, looking either dumbstruck or struck dumb, but they stayed a respectable distance from the forest.

Just before they exited the trees, Steve stopped and addressed his deputy.

“McVeigh, I need you to do something for me. I need you to go to Kelsey Astor’s place, pick up her mom, bring her to the morgue for an ID.”

McVeigh frowned.

“Now? With all of the—” the man finished his sentence by gesturing toward the media gathered on the road.

“Yeah, now. If you want, you can get another deputy to deal with Kelsey’s mom, but then you have to visit her boyfriend.”

Steve held McVeigh’s gaze, letting him know that this was important.

And it was. Truthfully, Steve would have much rather McVeigh speak to the media, but this was going to blow up in the worst possible way. Media relations was his responsibility, and if the sheriff wasn’t front and center for this one, it would be construed as not putting the proper resources into catching a serial murderer.

Ludicrous, but that was the reality.

“Okay,” McVeigh said curtly. He wasn’t happy with being given babysitting duties, but he was loyal.

“Thanks. Oh, one more thing. Give this man a call,” Steve said, passing along the phone number.

The deputy took down the information and left, dipping out of the forest away from the crowd. Steve took a moment to himself and then stepped into the sun.

He had to handle this professionally. His job was to instill faith in the public, and speak openly and transparently, without inciting panic.

It was a delicate job, to say the least.

“Yeah, I seen the body. It was all painted and shit, like a clown or—”

“Shit.”

Steve recognized the man who had discovered the body and rushed over to him. He was in the process of being interviewed by a local TV station, but he didn’t care. The sheriff grabbed him roughly by the shoulder.

“You’re the genius who brought your daughter into the woods, didn’t you?” he hissed into the man’s ear.

The man’s eyes widened.

“That wasn’t too smart, was it? With all these hunters waving their guns around?”

“Well, I-I-I mean, I was—I was—”

“You were just leaving, that’s what you were doing. You were taking your daughter and —” the sheriff sniffed, inhaling the strong smell of alcohol on the other man’s breath. “—and walking home.”

Steve smiled for the camera and squeezed the man’s shoulder even tighter. Then he spun the man around and, with his back to the camera, the sheriff whispered, “and you’re going to keep your mouth shut about what you saw. Because if you don’t, I’m going to contact children’s aid.”

The man’s jaw fell open and Steve finally let him go.

Then he turned to the little girl with the missing teeth and brown pigtails.

“And you, sweetie, if ever you want someone to talk to, just ask for Sheriff Steve, okay?”

She nodded and then slipped her hand into her father’s.

Another deep breath and Steve finally turned to face the mob. He was immediately bombarded with questions.

“Sheriff? Sheriff Burns? Is it true that two bodies were found in the woods?”

“Were they eaten by a bear?”

“Was it true that they were decapitated?”

“Is there a serial killer out there called the Dollmaker?”

The sheriff winced at this last question.

The Dollmaker.


Chapter 22

“Veronica has this confidential informant,” Detective Freddie Furlow said, even though Cole Batherson hadn’t directly asked him a question. “He’s great, knows everyone, but sometimes he’s a little hard to track down.”

Cole looked at him strangely, then went back to his workstation without saying anything. Freddie started to add something else but knew that he’d already said too much.

Shaking his head, he turned his attention back to his desk. He’d since tossed out the terrible sandwich that Veronica had brought him, bless her heart, and replaced it with a bag of Doritos and a Milky Way. He was finishing the former when his phone rang.

The number was unlisted.

“Yeah?”

“Detective Furlow?”

Freddie licked chocolate from the corner of his mouth. He didn’t recognize the voice.

“Yeah, who’s this?”

“It’s Deputy Marcus McVeigh. Sheriff Burns told me to give you a call.”

As Freddie listened patiently to what the man had to say, he raised his gaze from his chocolate bar to Cole Batherson’s temporary desk. The man was on his laptop and didn’t appear to be paying attention. Cole seemed nice enough, but his presence alone indicated that something wasn’t right in their department, and he wasn’t there to make friends. Ken Cameron might have been the rotten apple that had gotten IAs attention, but Freddie had been a cop for a long time.

It wasn’t his place to say, but he knew that their department had more than one bad seed. Freddie loved Captain Peter Shade like a brother; the man was a good cop—no, a great cop. He was also loyal, dedicated, honest, and incorruptible.

And this was his downfall.

Peter Shade just assumed that everyone else in the department was the same as him. But that was far from the case. Ken Cameron was like a cancerous cell that had been left unchecked for too long. He had metastasized and his clones threatened to overtake the entire department, choke out the honest cops, like himself and Veronica. Freddie hadn’t directly seen anything out of line, or else he would have immediately reported it, but it was what he wasn’t seeing that was alarming.

Fewer minor drug dealers were being pulled in daily and the charges that were being laid on the rare arrest were being scaled back. Nearly imperceptibly at first, but now it was becoming a little more obvious.

That could only mean one thing.

And it wasn’t good.

Freddie sighed, thanked Deputy McVeigh, and then hung up the phone.

Inside his desk, he found another Milky Way and scarfed it down in three bites.

“Cole?” The man raised an eyebrow. “I gotta… I gotta go.”

“Find something?” Cole asked.

Freddie wasn’t sure how to answer. He wasn’t a good liar—hell, he was a terrible liar. And he knew that what he should really be doing was trying to find those damn watches. But he’d made a promise to Captain Shade, a promise to keep the man’s daughter safe.

And that’s what he was going to do.

“Maybe—not sure.”

“Want me to tag along?” Cole asked.

Freddie swallowed dryly.

Is he asking because he knows that where I’m going has nothing to do with the case we’re working? Or is he asking because he genuinely wants to help?

“Fred?”

He shook his head.

“Naw, my car’s a mess. I shouldn’t be too long, though. See you in a bit.”

With considerable effort, he rose from his chair and the hydraulic piston sighed with dramatic relief.

Making sure Veronica wasn’t in harm’s way was more important than either of their jobs or some stolen watches. Truth was, he cared for her. She was different, but she was also a special cop. And a good person.

Hell, Freddie had even run for her, if you considered the awkward jaunt he’d made into the burning house to first save her, and then Sheriff Steve Burns, running.

It took him twenty minutes to make it to the address in Matheson that McVeigh had given him over the phone. He still wasn’t one hundred percent sure exactly what he was doing here, other than Veronica needed backup related to the girl who had been murdered in the woods. Freddie was tangentially aware of the case, if only because it had been splattered over the news like birdshot for the past twenty-four hours, but what he didn’t understand is what Veronica’s involvement was all about.

Five minutes after that, the majority of which was spent waiting for the elevator, Freddie found Veronica. She was standing just outside the doorway of the man’s apartment, her posture aggressive, her hand on the butt of her gun. In front of her was an uncomfortable-looking young man with sandy brown hair and blue eyes. His features were drawn.

“Say that again.”

Freddie cringed at the harshness of his partner’s words, and then he cursed himself for being so damn fat that he hadn’t gotten here two minutes sooner.

“Wh-what?” the man stammered. “I didn’t—I don’t—what? What? I didn’t kill—what?”

Freddie, who was breathing heavily just from walking briskly from the elevator to the apartment, took a deep breath and puffed up his chest.

“Detective Shade, should we take him in?”

Both Veronica and the man she was speaking to were startled by the sound of his voice, but the former recovered quickly. She gave him a look that was as clear as words: What the fuck are you doing here?

Freddie had called her Detective Shade for a reason: he only ever called her that when it was time to go. Unfortunately, Veronica was so angry that she didn’t pick up on the hint.

“Should we bring him in?” Veronica repeated, shifting to one side to make room for his girth.

“I don’t understand,” the man stammered. “I haven’t seen Kelsey in a week. She’s—she’s dead? No, that can’t be.”

“Our friend Rob Pinkerton here is lying,” Veronica informed Freddie. “He’s seen her. He’s seen Kelsey.”

“Well, no—like, I mean—”

A fourth voice entered the fray, one that Freddie immediately recognized.

“I’ll take it from here.”

Unlike Freddie, Bear County Chief Deputy Marcus McVeigh had opted for the stairs.

“The fuck is going on here?” Rob gasped.

“Thank you, Detectives Shade and Furlow.”

This was a not-so-subtle reminder that they were outside their jurisdiction. Just being here and interacting with a suspect could jeopardize the case. Freddie picked up on this immediately, but Veronica either didn’t or didn’t care.

She glared at Rob.

“Detective Shade?” McVeigh repeated.

“Veronica,” Freddie snapped.

This brought the woman to her senses, and she finally started to move. Freddie encouraged this by sliding between her and the suspect.

“Thank you, deputy,” he said, offering his hand. “If there’s anything else you need, don’t hesitate to give us a call.”

Freddie was forced to physically hook his arm through Veronica’s to move her away from Rob. The first two or three steps were fairly easy, but then she planted her feet.

Like her father, Veronica Shade was incredibly stubborn.

“You’re lying,” she said in a haunting voice, her eyes not moving from Rob’s. “I know you’re lying.”


Chapter 23

Veronica made no effort to hide her displeasure. She knew that she should be grateful that her partner had arrived when he did before she did anything really stupid, but that didn’t change the fact that she was pissed off about it.

“I get that you’re upset,” Freddie said, noticing her twisted expression. “But we gotta be smart about this. You know that IA is just looking for a reason to can people.”

He was right, and Veronica acknowledged her partner’s words by letting out a heavy sigh.

“You didn’t see the body, Freddie,” she said after they’d been driving for some time. “It was horrible. Posed, almost nude, weird makeup. I-I-I just had to try and help.”

Freddie nodded but said nothing and Veronica stared out the window at the warm July afternoon.

“Steve says this is the second body and the coroner thinks they were killed only a week apart. There’s going to be another one, Freddie. I guarantee it.”

“I saw something on the news about it. Sounds brutal.”

“Worse than brutal.”

“But…”

Veronica’s eyes snapped to her partner.

“But what?”

“You know what I’m going to say.”

Veronica did.

Freddie was going to tell her that this wasn’t their case, that they couldn’t get involved.

But she was already involved.

To his credit, Freddie pursed his lips and remained quiet.

“Where are we going, anyway?” Veronica asked, once again looking out the window. They were leaving Matheson, heading east, in the opposite direction of Greenham.

Is he taking me back to Hilltona? Is he—

“We have to find who stole those watches.”

Veronica scowled.

“Fucking watches. We’ve got a guy out here butchering women, turning them into dolls, and we’re looking for a bunch of timepieces.”

“We’re actually looking for the people who knocked off those jewelry stores,” Freddie corrected her.

“Yeah, very super. Don’t even carry fucking weapons.”

“Veronica, I’m just trying to do my best here. If we wrap this case up, and if Sheriff Burns requests our assistance with the murders in the forest, then we can get involved. But until then…” he let his sentence trail off.

Freddie was right of course. Freddie Furlow, the voice of reason… when it came to anything other than diet and exercise.

Veronica, her frustration and anger finally dissipating, realized that they were entering Sullivan, the third most populated city in Bear County, behind Matheson and Greenham.

Not a hub for luxury watches or jewelry stores in general, even.

“If all of the heists took place in Greenham, what are we doing in Sully?” When her partner didn’t answer, she said, “Freddie?”

“You know me, I don’t run. So, you need to get ready.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Look,” Freddie began, a thin smile forming on his lips, “we reviewed all the security footage, interviewed the proprietors who were robbed, and sent out an APB for those two suspicious men. Still no luck.”

It suddenly clicked, and Veronica rolled her eyes.

“Okay, fine,” she said, exasperated, “but I hope you brought your wallet this time.”

Freddie shook his head.

“No, you’re paying for this one. I run, you pay. Unless you want to do it the other way around?”

“Fat chance.”

Veronica laughed and then she nearly banged her forehead on the dashboard when Freddie slammed on the brakes.

“What the hell?”

“Run!” Freddie yelled, pointing out the window.

“Shit.”

Veronica undid her seatbelt and jumped from the car into a full sprint in six strides.

There had been a time, six months ago, maybe, when catching Dylan Hall had been a difficult, but doable difficult task. But now, trying to keep up with the six-foot-nine man was next to impossible.

Still, Veronica gave it her all, turning down dirty alley after dirty alley, nearly tripping over half a dozen garbage bags full of only God knows what.

They reached a dead end and Veronica thought that Ichabod Crane was going to scale the wall. Instead, he stopped, turned, and smiled at her.

Sporting denim shorts and an oversized white T-shirt, the flushed man was barely recognizable from the addict who Ken Cameron had tried to pin the Chloe Dolan stalking case on.

Veronica, who hadn’t slept well the night prior, put her hands on her thighs and tried to catch her breath.

“I coulda got away,” Dylan said, his smile growing. “You gettin’ slow.”

Veronica shook her head, still breathing heavily.

“I would’ve caught you.”

Dylan laughed.

Much had changed since the last time she’d chased Dylan Hall down an alley that was indistinguishable from the one they stood in now. Then, he had only been wearing a pair of soiled underwear. His skin had been so pale that it was nearly translucent, broken only by a smattering of red pimples on his chest and upper back. Then, he’d been an addict, doing whatever he could to make sure he could get his next hit.

If the little weight he’d put on and the color in his cheeks were any indications, as well as his newfound endurance, the man had done the near impossible: Dylan had remained sober.

“You have to take so many turns?” Veronica asked, finally able to stand up straight.

“Gotta make it look real. You know I gotta rep, Detective Shade.”

She had told the man countless times to call her Veronica, but he seemed to get a kick out of calling her Detective Shade. Either that, or he just liked that it annoyed her.

“Well, that was real enough. Next time, just fall or something.” Dylan laughed. “How are you, anyway?”

The man popped his tongue.

“Everyone asks how you are doing when you’re recovering addict, you know that?”

Veronica shrugged.

“But what they really want to ask is, are you using again? And the answer to your question, Detective Shade, is no.”

“Glad to hear it. Any luck finding a job?”

Dylan’s smile faltered, but only for a split second.

“Why do I need a job when I got a suga’ momma like you?”

Veronica looked around, but her partner was predictably nowhere to be found.

“That’s the thing about being a confidential informant. It’s confidential—you can’t put that on your resume.”

“Meh, I can probably spin it.” He took two steps toward her and became serious. “What can I help you with, Detective Shade?”

Veronica glanced over her shoulder one final time.

“You hear anything about a sicko in Bear County who likes to strangle girls and then dress them up to look like dolls?”

Dylan’s eyebrows knitted.

“You being serious?”

Veronica said nothing.

“What do you mean by dolls?”

She knew that Sheriff Burns wanted to keep the details of this case guarded, but Veronica was fairly certain, given how many people were present in the woods, that this would come out eventually.

“You know, white face paint, red circles on their cheeks, and their lips—”

Veronica stopped when she heard heavy breathing at the mouth of the alley.

“If it isn’t Alfred Hitchcock crossed with Columbo,” Dylan remarked.

Freddie sneered. While Dylan and Veronica got along well, the same could not be said for the ex-addict and her partner. Veronica wasn’t sure why Dylan wasn’t a fan of Freddie, but she knew why her partner despised the addict turned CI, and it had nothing to do with his rap sheet or drug use.

Once, when Dylan hadn’t been in his right mind, he’d groped Veronica.

“You better watch what you call me because I’m the one paying you.”

“Freddie, come on,” Veronica said, trying to defuse the situation. If Dylan pushed back again, with insults or jests aimed at either of them, Freddie was liable to blow up. “Dylan, as I was saying before, we’re looking for two black guys who knocked over three jewelry stores in Greenham in the past week in a bit. Only took watches. Freddie, you got a picture of them?”

As an ex-addict, Dylan was used to secrecy and conversations within conversations. He was also smart and barely hesitated before saying, “Haven’t seen any watches on the street, but I don’t think I’m the target market.”

“What about these guys? Know either of them?” Freddie asked gruffly, holding his cell phone out. Dylan naturally tried to take it to bring it closer to his face—the pictures were admittedly grainy—but Freddie pulled it back.

“Naw,” Dylan barked. “No idea.”

“Come on, Dylan,” Veronica urged. “You want to get paid, right? Just look at the photos.”

Maybe it was the money or maybe it was the desperation in her voice. Veronica hoped for the latter, but either way, Dylan craned his long neck forward and inspected Freddie’s phone. But to Veronica’s dismay, he shook his head.

“Never seen this guy.”

Freddie swiped right.

“What about him?”

Dylan grinned.

“I don’t know about no jewelry stores, but, yeah, I recognize this clown.”

“What’s his name?” Freddie demanded.

“You know, this one time, when I was still using, this guy tried to steal—you’re not going to believe this—he tried to—”

“His name?” Freddie interrupted.

Dylan frowned and held out his hand.

“Now, first you tell us—”

“Just give him the money, Freddie,” Veronica urged. This was the first real break that they’d had in this case. And, as her partner said, the faster they got this one out of the way, the faster they could help find the dollmaker.

“He could be bullshitting,” Freddie counted.

“C’mon.”

Lying now was counterproductive in the long term. Sure, Dylan would get his money, but they’d never come back to him for information. And if he slipped up in the future, guess who was going to bring the hammer down?

Freddie begrudgingly removed two $20 bills from his wallet, but Veronica silently insisted, and he added a third bill. She was used as the intermediary and the money vanished a split second after it grazed his palm.

“I don’t know his name, but—”

Freddie threw up his arms and glared at Veronica.

“See? This is—”

“I don’t know his name,” Dylan said loudly, “because everyone just calls him ‘Collard’.”

Now it was Veronica who expressed incredulity.

“Collard?”

Dylan nodded.

“Yeah, Collard. As in, collard greens?”


Chapter 24

“I have no idea why you put up with that guy,” Freddie said from the driver’s seat.

“You know why.”

Veronica grabbed her partner’s police laptop and booted it up.

“He’s not your brother.”

She nearly dropped the laptop.

“What?”

Freddie immediately tried to take back his comment.

“I’m sorry, that was harsh. I just meant… you know what I meant.”

Veronica stared at her partner. If anybody else had said what he just had, she would have lashed out.

He’s not my brother?

Her hands suddenly felt hot, and she desperately wanted to massage them.

“I know he’s not my brother, Freddie.” Veronica was surprised by the calmness in her voice. Inside, everything felt taut, from her throat to her bowels. “But we both know what Dylan’s been through, about his upbringing at the orphanage. Yeah, he made some mistakes—”

“Some? Try forty-six of them—at least, that’s how many he was caught for.”

“I know, and I’m not excusing anything he’s done. But he’s trying hard to make a change, and everyone deserves a second chance.”

As hard as she tried, Veronica couldn’t help but think of her brother and the look he had in his eyes as he lit himself on fire.

La, la, la, la, laaaaa, laaa.

“People like Dylan don’t change. Not permanently, anyway. Trust me, when he wants his fix, and he’ll want it—maybe not now, maybe not for a while—he’ll give you, me, his own mother up to get it.”

This was a loaded comment, and the far-off nature of her partner’s voice suggested that there was a personal link buried deep down. Maybe Freddie didn’t hate Dylan because the man had grabbed her ass—or at least, maybe that wasn’t the only reason.

Tired as she was, Veronica almost asked him about it. But at the last second, she bit her tongue. Opening Pandora’s box of secrets wasn’t a good idea when, for starters, the name on your birth certificate wasn’t even close to the one on your driver’s license. Veronica often thought about opening up to Freddie, telling him the whole story, but she’d held back. This decision had nothing to do with him. Freddie Furlow was a good friend, loyal and trustworthy.

It was about her. It was about not wanting to pick at a fresh wound.

“Shit, it is him,” Veronica exclaimed, staring at the results on the laptop. Freddie glanced over at her, and she turned the laptop so that he could see. “Michael ‘Collard’ Barnaby.”

Collard was a thirty-two-year-old black man with a short tuft of a goatee on his chin and closely cropped hair. He was the spitting image of the man who had looked around GEMS nearly two weeks ago.

“Subject B,” Floyd agreed. “What was he in for?”

Veronica quickly scanned Collard’s rap sheet.

“Assault and battery, selling weed, possession of a weapon.”

“Last known address?”

“512 Wentworth.”

“I know where that is,” Freddie said. “Actually, I think I arrested someone from there a long time ago.”

“Was it Michael Barnaby?”

Freddie chuckled, setting waves through his many chins.

“No, it wasn’t Michael Barnaby. I don’t remember who—this was years ago.” Freddie started to turn the car around. “Looks like we’re going on a road trip.”

Michael Barnaby’s last known address was in Greenham, which was the opposite direction that Veronica wanted to head—she wanted to get back to the Bellinger Ranch, return to Steve, and find out who killed those girls.

What had Freddie said?

Wrap this up and then if Sheriff Burns requests our assistance…

“At least Dylan wasn’t lying,” Veronica said absently.

“He’s a born liar.”

She ignored the comment and focused her attention on the laptop.

“You think this is strange?”

“What’s that?”

“So ‘Collard’ spends four years behind bars for beating up a bouncer, is out less than a week before he’s picked up trying to sell weed in his own hood. For this, he gets another two. He stays off the radar for six months, then, at a random traffic stop, he gets popped for possession of a handgun, which he can’t have as a felon.”

“Sounds like a stand-up guy.”

“No shit. But you heard what Dylan said, Collard isn’t the brightest knife in the deck. How does a man with his rap sheet end up getting into jewelry heists?”

Freddie cocked his head.

“I think you’re being liberal with ‘jewelry heist’. More like orchestrated snatch and grab.”

“Right, this is no Le Casa De Papel, but still. It wasn’t opportunistic. They scouted and planned these robberies.”

In her mind, Veronica pictured the violent colors she’d witnessed in the forest and the lack thereof at Alfred’s Jewelry.

Her synesthesia wasn’t gone, which was a relief, but it had become oddly selective.

Freddie shrugged.

“I agree, Collard doesn’t follow a natural career criminal progression if there is such a thing. But maybe he was just the middleman, the hired help.”

“You still think this might be an insurance scam?”

Another shrug from the big man.

“Nothing we’ve uncovered contradicts this idea. But if we’re—ha, well, I guess we’re not going to have to wait long to find out.”

Veronica looked up from her laptop.

“Why’s that?”

“Well, if you’re up for running, you can ask him yourself.”

Michael Collard Barnaby sat on the stoop of a two-story house, his hands resting on his stomach.

“Oh, God. Okay, stop the car.”

Veronica hopped out.

“Hey!” She raised her arm. “Michael?”

The man took one look at her and stood.

“I just want to…”

…ask you a couple of questions.

“Shit.”

Once again, Veronica found herself running full tilt, chasing a known felon down a dingy alley.


Chapter 25

After speaking to the media for nearly an entire hour, Sheriff Steve Burns needed a moment to himself. His mind was a swirling mess of dolls, bears, and orange hunting vests. How many times had he said that there was no rabid bear on the loose in the Hilltona Forest? A dozen? Two?

He’d heard the word ‘dollmaker’ at least that many times. Steve had been consistent in his reply: No, there was no serial killer on the loose.

Semantics, but true: to be classified as a serial killer, the dollmaker required one more victim. A sobering, yet also morbid thought.

The fact that the sheriff believed that it was only a matter of time before another doll was discovered was something he kept to himself. The reality was, the longer he spent in front of the camera, the more likely that was to happen.

Steve removed his hat and wiped more sweat from his brow. The inner lining was dark with perspiration.

Two dead girls dressed to look like dolls.

The radio on his lapel crackled to life, startling the sheriff.

“Fucking hell,” he grumbled. His gaze drifted through the windshield of his squad car. Reporters and cameramen were almost giddy with the number of sound bites he’d provided. In less than an hour, his words would be twisted and taken out of context, and he’d be lambasted on every forum.

It was just part of the job.

“Sheriff, it’s Deputy McVeigh. I sent two deputies to pick up Kathleen Astor, but they’re having a hard time getting anything out of her. Calling in a paramedic—she’s manic and there’s no way she can do an ID. Over.”

Based on the tattoo and what Veronica had told him, Steve was almost positive that the first victim that had been attacked by the bear was Kelsey Astor.

“Understood. I’m gonna head down to the morgue, see if Dr. Thorpe or Mrs. Newberry has uncovered any evidence. Over.”

“One more thing, Sheriff: there was a bit of an altercation between a Greenham Detective and Kelsey’s boyfriend, Rob Pinkerton. Over.”

A tension headache started to build behind Steve’s eyes.

A Greenham Detective…

McVeigh was being political—Steve’s relationship with Veronica was no secret, and the deputy had been present when Veronica had offered to visit Kelsey’s mother.

“Anything I need to deal with? Over.”

There was a short pause and then a crackle, followed by silence, and then another crackle. It was as if McVeigh was undecided about what he wanted to say. Eventually, the deputy settled on, “No, it’s under control. Mr. Pinkerton is upset, but he’s willing to head to the morgue for identification. You want to meet him there?”

Finally, some good news. Not only would they get a definitive ID, but they’d also be able to interview the victim’s boyfriend.

“Sounds good, I’ll meet you guys there. Marcus, is the… detective still with you? Over.”

“No, sir. Her partner picked her up. Over.”

“Thanks.”

Sheriff Burns felt a wave of relief wash over him. And, as fleeting as this feeling was, it made him wonder.

Why don’t I want Veronica involved? Is it because it might be dangerous for her, like investigating the suicides had been? Or was it because she’s too volatile and might actually hinder the investigation?

The sheriff put his hat back on and nodded. It was the former.

Wasn’t it?

***

Steve was greeted by further good news at the morgue.

Dr. Thorpe had completed the autopsy of the second victim, and they already had a name: Megan Milonakis.

The twenty-six year old had been reported missing by her roommates. According to them, she went out Sunday night and never returned home. When they noticed she was missing Monday, they called it in. Makeup or no makeup, the images that Dr. Thorpe had obtained from Megan’s friends were a match. One of them worked at a hair salon nearby and had already made the positive ID.

“Vodka cranberry in her stomach and her last meal was most likely a ham sandwich,” Dr. Thorpe informed him. “Running blood labs now. Like with the other victim, manner of death is strangulation via ligature. Ran a rape kit, no evidence of forceful penetration.”

Steve looked down at the girl’s naked body, her pale flesh.

Statistics suggested that most murders of young women were sexually motivated. This case in particular screamed rape to Steve: the posing, the lack of undergarments, the strange makeup.

“What about DNA? Fingerprints?” He felt obligated to ask the question, but he already knew the answer.

“Nothing yet.” Dr. Thorpe’s tone suggested that nothing yet would most likely become nothing at all.

Nobody went to such lengths to stage the scene only to leave behind a hair or fingerprint.

“One more thing,” the sheriff began, playing with the brim of his hat. “Has the—” He was interrupted by a soft knock at the door. “It’s probably Deputy McVeigh with the first victim’s boyfriend.”

Dr. Thorpe immediately covered Megan Milonakis’ body with a sheet and nodded to the sheriff.

“Come in.”

The door opened and his suspicions were confirmed.

Behind Deputy McVeigh stood a young man with messy blond hair.

“This is Rob Pinkerton,” he said flatly. “He’s here to identify the body.”

Steve wondered what about the anxious young man had set Veronica off. Was it his look? His attitude?

There was no way of knowing—much of how Veronica’s mind worked was a mystery to him.

“Sheriff Steve Burns,” he said, shaking Rob’s hand. The man’s palm was clammy, and his grip light. “Thank you for coming down here.”

Steve and Rob joined Kristen Newberry at a second gurney. This one was also covered by a sheet, but the shape beneath was much smaller on account of the victim not having any legs.

“I have to warn you, Mr. Pinkerton, the victim was attacked postmortem by a bear.”

The man nodded briskly. He was nearly as pale as the dolls.

“McVeigh warned me already.”

“Good.”

Steve went to the head of the gurney and carefully started to remove the sheet.

He got to around her nose when Rob’s eyes went so wide and wet that Steve could see the corpse’s reflection in them.

“It’s her,” he whispered. “It’s my Kelsey.”

Rob’s knees locked and he swayed. Dr. Thorpe was closest to him, but she was much smaller than the man. She tried to hold him up, but the pathologist was fighting a losing battle. The two of them stumbled backward and bumped into the other gurney. Steve rushed to help, and together they managed to keep Rob on his feet.

“You’re all right,” the sheriff said, “You’re okay. I’ve got you.”

Kristin covered Kelsey’s face and the sheriff turned Rob away from the corpse.

“I can’t—why did this—”

Rob stopped speaking so suddenly that Steve, who was holding the man around the waist, thought that he had passed out.

But then he moaned.

“Nooo… not Megan, too.”

Steve blinked.

What?

He instinctively looked to the other gurney and saw that when Dr. Thorpe had fallen against it, the sheet must have been dislodged, revealing Megan’s face.

Dr. Thorpe noticed this, too, and she quickly covered the victim up.

Steve spun Rob around.

“What did you just say?” He tried not to sound accusatory, but he was too confused to control his voice.

Rob, suddenly at a loss for words, just shook his head.

Steve reached out and gripped the man tightly by the shoulders.

“Do you know this girl?”

Rob’s Adam’s apple bobbed, but when he didn’t respond, Steve gave him a little shake.

“Rob? Do you know this girl?”

“Megan,” Rob Pinkerton whispered. “Her name is Megan.”

The sheriff couldn’t believe his ears. But then again, Veronica had seen something in this man, something that had set her off, and he should have known better than to question her.

“Megan Milonakis?”

“Yes,” Rob whispered.

Confident that the man could now stand on his own, Steve let him go and then reacquired a professional posture.

“Thank you, Mr. Pinkerton—thank you for the identification. Now, would you please come with me; I think we should continue this chat somewhere a little more comfortable.”


Chapter 26

Michael ‘Collard’ Barnaby was far easier to catch than Dylan Hall. The man was shorter, stockier, and unlike Dylan, he wasn’t ready for Veronica Shade.

She caught him after only a block and a half, while Freddie made sure that Collard’s four homies stayed on the stoop. Collard didn’t put up much of a fight. After it was clear he wasn’t getting away, the man offered up his wrists. Veronica cuffed him behind his back, and searched him, coming up with nothing of interest. More specifically, no Rolexes.

Freddie waited until Collard was in the backseat and Veronica in the passenger seat before he joined them in his car. Only when he started pulling away from the curb did the men on the stoop start hurling obscenities.

“You ain’t read me my rights,” Collard grumbled.

As was their habit, neither Freddie nor Veronica said anything for a good three or four minutes. Getting Collard separated from his friends was step one. People acted differently when they were in a crowd, especially when they were trying to save face. Step two was to let them stew. Let them think about their wrists, what it was like to have their freedom removed, if only for a short while.

As predicted, Collard went from confused to angry, but that too passed. When he fell quiet, Veronica finally spun around and peered into the backseat.

“We didn’t read you your rights, Michael, because you’re not under arrest.”

“Coulda fooled me.” Collared shrugged and his cuffs jangled.

“I apologize for the handcuffs, but you ran. As soon as we get to the station, I’ll take them off. We only want to ask you a few questions.”

“Well, ax me now. I don’t wanna go to no fuckin’ station.” He squinted at Veronica and then looked around the inside of Freddie’s car. “Wait, are y’all from Greenham? Shiiit. I don’t wanna go to Greenham. Ax me your questions now.”

“No, I think the station is best,” Freddie said.

Collard sucked his teeth and stared out the window. When Veronica was sure he was no longer paying attention, she shot a knowing glance at her partner.

He responded in kind.

Collard hadn’t asked why he was being brought in. If that wasn’t a tell, then Veronica didn’t know what was.

As promised, once they had him in an interview room, Veronica removed the suspect’s cuffs. When asked if he wanted anything, Collard asked for a beer.

They got him a coke, instead.

And then Veronica and Freddie left him to sweat, again.

“How do you want to play this?” Freddie asked as they both stared at Collard through the one-way glass.

Veronica considered her options.

They didn’t have enough to hold Michael. All they had was a blurry photo that sort of looked like the man in the interview room. And sort of wasn’t going to get them an arrest warrant.

“Let me go in first,” Veronica offered. “I’ll talk to him, see if I can get him to open up.”

Freddie pursed his lips.

“You want to see if maybe Carl or Timmy want to have a crack at him, first?”

This was another tried and tested technique: send in some heavies to start, then reappear later on when the tension had been ratcheted up. Familiarity breeds contempt, but in law enforcement, it can also offer the illusion of comfort and safety.

Except…

“You see them anywhere?” Veronica asked, looking up and down the hallway. “You see anybody?”

Freddie’s lips now became a thin line.

There was nobody around. There had been, but as soon as they’d brought Collard in, they’d scattered like flies. Veronica had expected this reaction, but it still stung. No matter what Ken Cameron had done, he was one of them—a cop. And she’d brought him down. It didn’t matter that he was a scumbag piece of shit.

He still bled blue.

Freddie slowly nodded.

Armed with photographs of the men from the robbery, Veronica stepped into the interview room. Once again, she held her tongue until she’d sat and then spun the photo from two weeks before the robbery for Collard to see.

“This is you, right?” Veronica asked, tapping her finger on the image. Collard raised his eyebrows and leaned back. “Come on, Michael. The questions are going to get harder. I promise you that. This is you. I know it’s you. But what we don’t know, is who this guy is.” Veronica indicated the second man, Suspect A. “What’s his name?”

“Dunno. Ain’t seen him before.”

Gasoline filled Veronica’s nostrils.

“Okay, okay.” The next picture Veronica showed was the one from Alfred’s Jewelry robbery. “This is you too, right? This is you and your buddy stealing the Rolexes?”

Collard wanted to speak, Veronica could see it in his eyes, but for some reason, he remained mum.

“Look, Michael, we both know how this is going to go. We’re going to find your buddy and the first one who talks gets a deal. Oh, sure, for a while, both of you are going to play the tough guy, keep quiet, worried about being called a snitch or whatever. But you’ve been inside, right, Collard? Think that they’re going to care that you didn’t snitch when you’re serving fifteen years?”

Michael flinched and Veronica sighed. She hadn’t really expected a full-out confession, but you never know.

“The thing… the thing that bothers me, Michael, is that you guys didn’t even bring a weapon along with you. If this was just a one-off, an opportunistic smash-and-grab, I might buy it. But you casing the joint and the fact that you hit three shops? No, I think more than you and your buddy are involved in these robberies. Give me their names, and I’m pretty sure I can make this whole thing just go away.”

And at last, Michael spoke. But the word that came out of his mouth was one that Veronica loathed hearing.

“Lawyer.”

Veronica glanced at the one-way glass. She couldn’t see through it, of course, but she pictured Freddie shaking his head.

“Like I said, Matthew, you’re not under arrest. If you want—”

The man reached into his pocket and pulled out a small card and placed it on the table. He slid it across to Veronica.

“You’re not under arrest,” Veronica reiterated.

The business card was for a one Peter O’Keefe, Esq.

It wasn’t uncommon for people who had been in the system multiple times to have a lawyer at the ready. In fact, that was how some lawyers made their living. It was a grind because these criminals didn’t have much money, but it was guaranteed work. The issue was that Veronica had never heard of Peter O’Keefe. She thought she knew all the cheap-suited lawyers who paraded through the station more frequently than donuts. The card itself was strange; it was classy, with raised black lettering on an eggshell background, and lacked a telltale quote—Trouble with the law? There’s always a flaw! Call Paul Allen.

This didn’t have the same cheesy vibe to it that Veronica was used to.

“Lawyer,” Collard repeated.

Veronica took a final look at the card, and then passed it back.

“No need. You’re free to go.”

Collard seemed shocked and blinked in disbelief.

Even when the door opened behind her and Freddie held it wide, repeating that he was free to go, it took Michael Barnaby several seconds to rise and walk out.

“Just don’t go far,” Veronica said. “We’re going to be wanting to talk to you again soon.”

The man, gaining confidence the closer he made it to the front doors, started to strut.

“How ‘bout you gimme a ride back to my hood?”

“Sorry, just ran out of gas,” Veronica said. “There’s a bus stop just a half block away.”

The man sucked his teeth, flipped her the bird, and left.

“That was a waste of time,” Freddie remarked after Collard was gone. “Not only that, but now we tipped him off. Back to square one.”

Veronica chewed the inside of her cheek.

“I wouldn’t be so sure of that.”

“What do you mean?”

“Remember Michael’s rap sheet?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, the last two times he was arrested, his lawyer was a public defender. This time? This time he had a fancy business card for Peter O’Keefe.”

Freddie raised an eyebrow.

“Really?”

“Really,” Veronica parroted. “What do you think about paying this lawyer a visit?”

“I think that’s a fantastic idea. But first, we need to stop and grab something to eat. I’m starving.”


Chapter 27

Peter O’Keefe did not seem like the type of guy who would represent Michael Collard Barnaby. Despite listing criminal law as one of his specialties, a quick review of the man’s website, which boasted several recent large-scale real estate transactions, suggested that it had been a while since he’d stepped foot in a courtroom. What made Collard having Peter’s card even more suspect, was the fact that, according to the public record, he didn’t actually own any property. Collard lived with his girlfriend in her apartment, which Veronica had picked him up outside mere hours ago. And she doubted that that residence held any appeal to the lawyer.

Peter had a certain flair about him. In his mid-thirties, he was good-looking, with an obvious attempt to buck the trend of old white dudes in pinstripes. He had blond surfer hair and wore white sneakers with his gray suit. He also had a YouTube channel where he uploaded different advertisements, some of which skirted not just poor taste, but made audacious claims. Veronica was surprised that The American Bar Association had approved at least a couple of them.

Peter O’Keefe owned a one-man practice, located near the southern tip of the City of Greenham. The building was nondescript, but his sign on the display, which he shared with six or seven other companies, was by far the largest.

Freddie pulled into the parking lot and Veronica, keen to get this case resolved and return to Hilltona, reached for the door handle.

“Let me take care of this one,” Freddie said, staying her hand.

Rarely did her partner pull rank, and even though his words had been cordial and his tone flat, she thought perhaps this was one of those times.

“Sure.”

This was probably a good idea, in any event. Veronica was fairly certain that Peter would try and flirt with her, but he was more likely to speak to Freddie.

For once, her partner’s slow waddle proved useful; they were nearly at Peter’s office door when she spotted a man hurrying from the back of the building and heading toward the parking lot. If they’d been faster, they would have already been inside and never seen him.

“I think that’s him,” Veronica said, pointing at the man in the suit and running shoes.

Freddie squinted.

“You sure?”

His hair was long and blond but not as full as in the advertisements.

“I’m sure.”

Veronica smirked as a thought entered her mind: Is he going to run? Is Freddie going to run for this Peter O’Keefe lawyer guy?

“Excuse me!” Freddie hollered, raising his pudgy arm into the air. “Excuse me!”

Nope.

The lawyer lifted his chin but didn’t turn in their direction. He didn’t stop walking, either.

“Mr. O’Keefe?” Freddie said, his voice louder now.

The man stopped, swiveled in his Chuck Taylors, and looked at them. He had a well-practiced smile on his face. Something she suspected was rehearsed in the mirror on the daily.

“Officers, I’m in a hurry. I have a client that I need to go see.”

Veronica was amazed: the man’s smile remained even while he spoke. She didn’t think that possible.

“Detectives,” Freddie corrected.

Peter was uninterested in this detail.

“Like I said, I’m in a hurry. Client needs me.”

As if to add credence to his words, Peter raised his left hand, showing off an expensive-looking leather briefcase. Veronica’s eyes weren’t drawn to the briefcase as much as they were to the metallic wristwatch that picked up the sunlight just so.

Peter lowered the case, and the watch disappeared beneath the cuff of his white dress shirt.

“It’ll only take a minute,” Freddie said.

Peter’s body language supported his words—his toes subtly pointing away from them, his shoulders turned ever so slightly—but he knew better than to piss off a bunch of cops. They were rarely on the same side, but every so often a client would get out of hand and someone like Peter would request the aid of local law enforcement. Piss them off, and the cops might take their sweet ass time coming to the rescue.

The man sighed and ran a hand through his hair. At long last, his smile faded.

“One minute, really, that’s all I can spare.”

“One minute should be enough.”

Freddie picked up the man’s slack in the smiling department, offering an equally contrived expression.

“What can I help you with, then?”

“Well, first we should start with introductions,” Freddie continued, trying, and succeeding in getting underneath the man’s skin. “My name is Detective Furlow, and this is my partner, Detective Shade.”

There was no offer of a handshake from either party.

“Peter O’Keefe. Now, what—”

“Do you know a man named Michael Barnaby?”

Peter squinted one eye, pushed his lips together, and hummed.

“I don’t think so.”

Veronica, who had been standing politely behind Freddie, now slid to her left and sniffed the air.

Gasoline.

Just a hint, just a touch.

Polygraphs weren’t accepted in court in part because they were unreliable. A good liar could cheat the test.

Veronica suspected that her synesthesia worked something like that—and what better liars existed than lawyers?

“You might know him by the name, Collard,” Freddie said.

“Collared?”

“As in collard greens. That’s what it says in his file.”

As the two men continued to interact, Veronica moved even closer to the lawyer. She didn’t fully trust her synesthesia but that didn’t matter. She wasn’t interested in whether or not Peter was lying. She was interested in what he wore on his wrist.

When Freddie had mentioned Michael Barnaby’s nickname, Peter had ever so slightly moved the hand holding the briefcase backward.

“I’m sorry, detective. You guys know that I can’t discuss any current, past, or potential clients.”

“So, you do know him?” Freddie said, an upward lilt to his voice.

“Detective, I did not admit to knowing anyone.”

“Riiight,” Freddie said, drawing out the word. “Okay, fine, hypotheticals only. Why would or why wouldn’t you, wink, wink, get involved with a man who doesn’t hold any real estate? A man who’d been in prison for—what was it?” He turned to face Veronica. “Seven of the last ten years?”

“Eight.”

“Right, eight of the last ten years. Do you guys have many friends in common? Or maybe you go to the same bar after work for a drink?”

Peter chuckled.

“Fishing. If I know him, it’s probably from fishing… a fishing expedition, which is what this is, right?” Peter moved his finger from Freddie to Veronica and back again. “Look, Detectives, for the third time, I really have to—”

Sensing that this time Peter was about to leave, Veronica decided that now was her last chance.

“Is that a Samsonite?” she blurted.

Peter was caught off-guard by the question.

“Excuse me?”

“The briefcase. Is it a Samsonite?”

Peter raised his hand holding the briefcase as he looked at it. Pretending as if he was offering it to her, Veronica grabbed a corner and lifted it even higher.

“No, it’s not,” she said with a shrug. “Shame. My dad loves Samsonite. Still nice, though.”

“It was a gift,” Peter said quickly, and he lowered his case. “I have to go. Good day, detectives.”

With that, the lawyer turned and started to walk away. Veronica was about to go after him when Freddie stopped her.

“Stay here.”

“What do you mean, stay here? Did you not see the watch?”

“I saw it. Nice Rolex.”

“Then we should bring him in,” Veronica said, confused. “He has to be working with—”

Freddie shook his head again.

“He’s a lawyer, Veronica. He’s just going to say he bought it. We don’t have anything on him.”

The man pulled out his cell phone and started typing.

“If we let him go now, I guarantee we’ll never see that watch again,” Veronica insisted. She peered over her partner’s shoulder and watched Peter get behind the wheel of a white Tesla.

“And if we follow him now, you think he’s going to go meet up with Collard and the other guy? Lead us right to them? He might have terrible fashion sense, Veronica, but the man’s not an idiot.”

“But—” Veronica glanced at the cell phone that looked ridiculously small in Freddie’s hands. “Wait, you knew this would happen, didn’t you?”

Freddie’s doughy face lit up with a genuine smile.

“You had a cop waiting, didn’t you? To follow Peter?”

“Something like that,” Freddie admitted with a chuckle. “Not all of us were blessed with your intuition, Veronica. Some of us have to rely on good ol’ fashioned police work.”


Chapter 28

Paperwork.

It was the last thing in the entire world that Veronica wanted to do. She wanted to be in the field, she wanted to be with Steve, searching for a murderer.

Veronica was one of the best detectives the City of Greenham PD had, which was reflected in her rapid promotion. But instead of loaning her to Bear County, they were putting her on a leash, handling her with baby gloves, wasting time worrying about her mental health.

What about Kelsey Astor’s mental health? What was that like before she was strangled?

What about her mother’s current state of mind?

Paperwork was frustrating and annoying, but it was also required. All detectives and officers had to fill out time sheets, outlining how they’d spent their day. Ridiculous, but IA wanted it, and Cole Batherson had to sign off on it. The only saving grace was that he wasn’t actually in the precinct—he was probably out looking for more monogrammed shoes.

After this tedium, Veronica spent a good hour acting as her second persona: Brent Wolseley. Unfortunately, nobody had replied to any of her ads, other than a bot trying to get her to buy knockoffs direct from China. In a folder on the computer, she found several additional shots of Brent, which hadn’t been posted yet. Veronica made several unrelated posts, posts she thought fitting of a tattooed twenty-two-year-old frat boy, and sprinkled in more of those ‘timepiece wanted’ ads here and there.

She tried to make this sound organic and natural, but her mind wasn’t really in it.

Finally, she searched the web for new Rolex listings, looking for anything that might be related to the three robberies.

Nothing.

Veronica was surprised to discover that it was nearly eight o’clock by the time she was done. All day, pretty much wasted. But it had been a long day.

“Any update with our favorite—” Veronica yawned. “Excuse me—our favorite lawyer Peter O’Keefe?”

“Nope. After meeting with a client, he went right home. Still there. I have an officer outside his place,” Freddie replied, sounding as tired as she did.

Veronica still wasn’t sure that letting the man walk away was the best course of action.

If Peter was smart, as Freddie seemed to think he was, then he could simply hide the watch and go about his business, never speak to Collard again.

Then where would they be?

Veronica yawned again.

“I’m heading home… unless you think that Cole is watching.”

Half-joking, half-serious.

“Have a good night, Veronica. Try to get some rest.”

“You, too.”

Once in her car, Veronica switched on the radio as a means of distraction. It worked for about three minutes. Once the newest pop hit ended and the two radio hosts came on, a man and a woman, she was immediately transported back into her world.

“Bear County Sheriff Burns has dismissed the notion that there is a dangerous black bear in Hilltona forest, but he says that are other dangers to worry about this evening. Let’s listen in to what he said earlier this afternoon.”

The clear radio sound became a little fuzzier as they switched to audio obtained from the field.

“Two bodies have been recovered from Hilltona Forest,” Sheriff Burns said. His voice sounded tight, constrained. “We are still waiting for the full coroner’s report, but at this point, we are suspecting that foul play is involved.”

The audio switched again, this time to the reporter on scene.

“Sheriff Burns was guarded when replying to questions, citing that the investigation was ongoing and that he would release more details in the coming days. What we do know, is that he has called in assistance from the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife, and there are dozens and dozens of deputies moving in and out of the woods behind me. We expect that this will continue through the night and into tomorrow morning. Here’s what a hunter who was in the woods this morning had to say.”

“I seen the body. I seen it. It was dressed up like a doll. It had on makeup, like a clown, almost? And she was propped up against a tree.”

The man had a slow drawl that dragged his sentences on for longer than was comfortable.

“Sheriff Burns would not confirm nor deny these reports. Reporting from Hilltona Forest, Bear County, Nancy Ipsolo, Channel 9.”

Veronica turned off the radio just as she pulled into her driveway behind Steve Burns’ car. The fact that he was here was surprising, and not just because she’d heard his voice moments ago.

With everything he was dealing with, she hadn’t expected him home until much later.

“Steve?” The smell of stewed tomatoes filled her nostrils the moment she opened the door. “Steve?”

Veronica kicked off her shoes, hung her purse on the banister, and headed into the kitchen. Lucy came out of some dark corner and purred as she rubbed against Veronica’s leg.

“Evening, Lucy.”

She bent to stroke the cat’s back and when she stood, Veronica was surprised to see Steve standing directly in front of her. He was wearing a pair of jeans and a tight white T-shirt. His hair was damp and brushed to one side as if he’d just gotten out of the shower. The man had been growing his beard a little longer these days, but today, his seven o’clock shadow looked like it was nearing midnight.

“I’m sorry, Veronica.” His tired eyes were soft and caring. “I didn’t mean—”

“I overreacted.”

That was all they needed to say. Steve embraced her and then kissed her on the lips. Veronica closed her eyes and enjoyed the moment, a few seconds of absent bliss in a day otherwise filled with mayhem.

They didn’t fight often, and her sending Steve to the couch had been their biggest blow-up to date.

It all seemed so silly now. Most problems did, in the context of their line of work.

“I didn’t expect you home so soon.”

On the kitchen table were two place settings and two glasses of red wine, both of which were full. Veronica migrated to the table and picked one of them up.

She sipped, then licked her lips.

“You must have really felt bad,” she remarked with a grin.

He’d picked up her favorite bottle.

“Yeah,” Steve said, stirring a pot on the stove. Truthfully, the man wasn’t much of a cook. Peter Shade had pretty much spoiled that for any man who came into Veronica’s life. But his pasta sauce wasn’t bad. “Took an hour break, put McVeigh in charge. Gotta head back out after I eat.”

Unlike dinners with her aforementioned father, at which speaking of work was explicitly forbidden, much of what Veronica and Steve talked about this time of day was their work. Not just to pick each other’s brains on difficult cases, but to vent.

Today, was more of the latter and it was instigated solely by one party.

Out of respect for Steve’s efforts, Veronica waited until dinner was plated before speaking up.

“What happened with Rob Pinkerton?”

Normally, Steve was fairly open about his cases. Now, however, he hesitated before replying.

“ID’d Kelsey’s body. The weird thing is, he saw the second victim and ID’d her, too. Megan Milonakis.”

Veronica’s eyes widened and she nearly choked on a spaghetti noodle.

“What?”

“Yeah. He—”

“It was him,” Veronica blurted. “I knew he was a lying sack of—”

Steve held up a hand.

“Naw, that’s the thing. He has an alibi for the night that Megan went missing. Airtight. Went to work at the meat packing plant, clocked in at eight, clocked out at four in the morning.” As Veronica pondered this information, Steve continued, “Isn’t clear how he knew Megan, only said that they’d met at a bar.”

“Could he have snuck out?” Veronica recalled how strong the smell of gas had been when Rob had said the last time he’d seen Kelsey was a week ago. “Of work, I mean?”

“No. They have cameras on all doors. One of my deputies reviewed the footage and Rob never left the plant.”

They ate in silence for a minute. Normally, this would be the point in their conversation where Steve would ask for advice or her opinion on a certain fact.

Not tonight. Tonight it was all Veronica. Whether that was because the man, like everyone else, was being guarded around her or if it was because he was just tired and lost in thought, was unknown. Veronica hoped it was the latter because if she found out differently, he’d be sleeping on the couch two nights in a row.

“Did Kelsey and Megan know each other?”

“Rob said he didn’t think so, and there’s only a three-degree link in their socials. Even that’s a tenuous one at best.”

Veronica drank more of her glass of wine. It was half empty now.

Rob knows Kelsey and Megan. He lies about the last time he saw his girlfriend and says that she didn’t know Megan. Why would—

“He was fucking her,” Veronica said softly.

Steve nearly dropped his fork.

“What?”

“It makes sense.” Veronica looked skyward as she pieced together a logical narrative that fit the facts as she knew them. “Yeah…” she mused. “So, Kelsey gets into a fight with her mom about the tattoo and then flees to her boyfriend’s place unexpectedly. We know from the coroner’s report that she had booze in her stomach—vodka soda. I went to Rob’s place, and I didn’t get the impression that the man had carbonated water in his fridge. Struck me as a tap water only kinda guy. Anyway, we know that Kelsey had a drink soon after visiting Rob because she still had the drink in her stomach. What if… what if she got into a fight with Rob, too? Like, right after coming unexpectedly to his house in the middle of the day, when she was supposed to be with her mother?”

Steve’s left eye started to twitch.

“What if Kelsey busted Rob fucking Megan when she showed up, you mean?”

“Sheesh, okay, I was going for something a little more subtle, but yeah.”

Now, Steve drank his wine.

“It fits—lots of assumptions, but it fits,” he admitted. “But what bar?”

Veronica shrugged.

“I don’t know. Any luck tracking their phones?”

“No. They weren’t with their bodies and they’re both disconnected now. Reached out to the cell phone providers, hopefully they can give us some specifics in a day or two.”

With this new theory in the ether, one that required more evidence to either prove or disprove, there was nothing more to be gained by discussing the case.

Other than Veronica wanting to be officially invited onto the case, but she drew the line at begging.

“How was your day?”

“Boring. Couple of deadbeats knocked off three jewelry—”

Steve’s phone rang.

“Shit, I’m sorry.” He picked it up but didn’t answer.

“Go ahead.”

“Thanks.”

Veronica ate more spaghetti and listened to half a conversation. When Steve hung up, he was already on his feet.

“I’m really sorry about this, but I need to go.”

“What happened?”

Steve grabbed his sheriff’s shirt from the front hall as he answered.

“Might have gotten a break on the case. Megan’s mother had access to her bank account, and she said the last transaction was at a bar called ‘Shooter’s Lounge’.”

Veronica got up and kissed him.

“I’m sorry,” he repeated.

“Don’t worry about it.”

“I wouldn’t… I wouldn’t wait up. It’s going to be a long night.”

But as it turned out, that’s exactly what Veronica did. Not because she was worried about Steve, but because of the nightmare that haunted her.


Chapter 29

Veronica was running through the forest. A forest that was on fire. Flames licked the tree trunks, engulfing full canopies high above her. The air was thick with smoke and the sound of cracking wood was like machine gun fire. And yet, she could still hear the animal behind her. Somehow, the bear’s snarls and growls were audible despite the roar of the fire.

Veronica refused to give up, even though she knew there was no way to outrun a bear. Weaving between flaming tree trunks, Veronica hadn’t been deliberately heading toward a specific location, she was just trying to get away. But perhaps her subconscious had guided her to the clearing that seemed immune to the fire.

Just as she felt hot breath on the back of her neck and smelled the reek of carrion, she entered the clearing… and immediately stopped cold. Bear or not, she could no longer continue.

The corpse leaning against the only preserved tree was posed in a lurid, provocative, and morbid fashion, and it froze Veronica in her tracks.

The man’s right leg was twisted awkwardly at an unnatural angle, the hip clearly dislocated. He was naked and Veronica forced her eyes to continue upward and not down. The face was painted like the others, like a doll, but the man was still recognizable to her.

It was her brother.

It was Benny Davis, later known as Holland Toler.

He wasn’t wearing his black wig and she could see the flesh rumpled by scars running from the top of his head down the side of his neck.

And then everything went black when the bear bowled into her from behind.

***

Veronica awoke with a start. She’d been sitting on her bedroom chair, her computer in her lap when she must’ve dozed off. She remembered her dream and took a deep shuddering breath.

The backs of her hands, particularly the webbing between thumb and forefinger, were red and hot from all the rubbing.

Veronica had been researching Rob Pinkerton before passing out. He was about as interesting as any other college dropout, and not the type that goes on to make billions. He was just a young man who either didn’t like school, couldn’t hack it, or couldn’t afford it. A year and a half at the University of Portland, and he was done, soon after working night shifts at the Greenham meat packing plant. At some point, maybe while at a bar, he met and started dating a pretty girl by the name Kelsey Astor, and when he got bored, he spent time with his side piece Megan Milonakis.

Nothing about his past suggested that Rob was a cold-blooded murderer.

Veronica closed the laptop, stretched her legs, and then got up. She’d changed into something more comfortable—a loose-fitting T-shirt and sweatpants—after dinner, but now she regretted the decision. She slipped back into her jeans, threw a flannel button down over the top of her T-shirt, then grabbed her cell phone.

No messages from Freddie or Steve, but she hadn’t expected any. It was almost eleven; Freddie was probably asleep, and Steve was going to be occupied until much later.

As she got into her car and started to drive, Veronica began to regret not formally asking Steve to put her on the case. She was opposed to begging, but she’d half expected him to ask.

Based on what he’d told her and the interview she’d heard on the radio, Bear County Sheriff’s Department needed all the help they could get.

They would have that talk soon, however. But first, she had to crack the damn gentle watch thief case.

It wasn’t hard for Veronica to find the undercover car outside of Peter O’Keefe’s house. For one, it was the only vehicle with a man sitting inside, and, despite his best efforts to lurk in the shadows, his eyes were firmly fixed on Peter’s house. Veronica passed him the first time, then looped around and parked half a block behind him. There she sat, like the undercover cop, staring at Peter’s impressive two-story home. The lights inside were off, the interior still. After a couple of minutes, Veronica silently got out of her car and crept up to the other vehicle. The man had fallen asleep, and when she gave the driver’s side window two sharp raps, he jumped.

His hand went to his gun but Veronica, expecting this, already had her badge out.

The cop, whom Veronica didn’t recognize, swallowed hard as he rolled down the window.

“I was just—I-I-”

“I’m taking over,” she stated. The cop glanced nervously at his cell phone on the center console.

“You sure? Detective Furlow—”

“I’m sure.” The man’s hesitation suggested that while he’d seen her badge, he’d been too sullied by sleep to have read it. Veronica helped him. “I’m his partner, Detective Shade.”

Recognition immediately swept over his face and the man’s eyes darkened.

“I’m taking over,” she repeated harshly, her tone suggesting that any insubordination at this juncture would prove detrimental to the man’s career.

The cop, wide awake now, understood the predicament he was in.

“The subject arrived at nine-thirty, watched some TV and the lights clicked off at around eleven. No movement since.”

“You’re positive he’s still inside?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” Veronica stepped back from the car. “Go on.”

The man hesitated.

“You’re not—you’re not going to tell Detective Furlow—”

“Go now.”

The cop nodded and drove off without another word.

Veronica hurried back to her car and waited to see if any of the lights on the street flicked on. None did, but just to be safe, she waited a good fifteen minutes before slowly, headlights still off, creeping near to where the cop had been parked. The man might have been shitty at staying awake during stakeouts, but he knew exactly where to park to have a perfect line of sight and yet be practically invisible to the mark.

Unlike the officer, Veronica reclined her seat nearly all the way, confident that she was invisible to the naked eye. At around twelve thirty, what she assumed to be the bathroom light came on. When this went out, the bedroom was illuminated. Even through custom blinds, she could see the outline of a man getting dressed.

Veronica wasn’t yet sure if Peter was smart, but he was definitely careful.

But not careful enough.

Veronica sank so low that she could no longer see the house.

She didn’t have to. All she had to do was listen. And after Veronica heard Peter start his Tesla, just a barely audible beep, and pull away, she started her considerably cheaper car.

And then Veronica Shade followed.


Chapter 30

Peter O’Keefe drove to downtown Greenham and parked outside an Irish pub called The Cock and Feather. He appeared nervous, locking his Tesla with the key fob not once, but three times, looking over his shoulder in time with each abbreviated honk.

Veronica, who had since donned a baseball cap that she’d found in the backseat to go with the flannel shirt, waited five minutes before heading into the bar herself. Being a Wednesday, it wasn’t overcrowded, but it was loud and most of the booths near the front were occupied. Peter was sitting halfway to the back, facing the door. Across from him was an outline of a man.

Just stepping into The Cock and Feather sent Veronica’s synesthesia into overdrive. The colors weren’t bad, some blue swatches, the occasional orange and yellow over a group of people that were deep into a heated conversation.

It was the smell that was the most jarring; the odor of gasoline was comparable to standing in the center of a plane refueling zone. People lied more in a bar than on their Tinder profiles.

Veronica just kept moving. Standing still would draw the attention of others, disguise or not. At least this time, before entering, she’d done her breathing and wasn’t completely overwhelmed by her condition. There was an empty stool at the bar, near the door, and she quickly slid into it. When the bartender arrived, she ordered a frosty pint and paid in cash. Tipped well, too.

The beer went down easily—too easily. And when Peter and his unknown companion got another round, Veronica did the same.

She’d taken two sips when the man stood up. Veronica tried to angle-shoot him to get a look at his face, but he walked in the opposite direction, probably heading to the bathroom. She was inclined to follow, but now alone, Peter’s eyes were scanning the room. Before they fell on her, Veronica pulled her cap down low and struck up a conversation with the bartender. It started off benign enough—I’m new to town, what’s a good place to grab a bite?—but before long, the man serving drinks mentioned the dollmaker. After this, the Baader-Meinhof phenomenon was in full effect: everyone in the entire bar seemed to be talking about the recent murders.

Veronica had no interest in this but thankfully she didn’t have to: Peter’s drinking buddy returned, and she put an end to the conversation. The man was thick around the middle, maybe a third of the way to Freddie’s size, with dark, unwashed hair that was longer on top. He had stubble on his cheeks and chin, and the beginnings of a dark mustache.

The man also walked with a limp.

When he reached Peter’s table, he didn’t sit. Instead, he grabbed his beer and downed it in one gulp.

Peter settled the bill and then the two of them started toward her.

Shit.

The bartender, perhaps offended by the harsh way Veronica had terminated their chat, was conveniently leaning against the other side of the bar.

Veronica had no choice but to employ the oldest trick in the book: tying her shoe. It must have worked, because she didn’t receive a tap on the shoulder from the lawyer, offering clever fishing puns.

She saw the door open, then the two men left.

Veronica followed.

When they split, Peter going to his Tesla, the limping man heading in the opposite direction on foot, she had a decision to make.

It was an easy one.

Limpy was moving toward the late-night crowd, but his gait was such that it was no problem keeping up with him. They passed several all-hour eateries, including a hole-in-the-wall pizza joint and one serving poutine, before entering Greenham’s major bar district. Here, it became a little more difficult to keep up with the stranger, and Veronica was forced to use her elbows to manipulate her way through the crowd.

She glanced across the street where there were considerably fewer people, which would be easier for a man with a limp to navigate.

Did he spot me? Does he know he’s being tailed?

It was possible, especially if Peter had told him about their visit earlier in the day. And Veronica had a few drinks in her system and wasn’t being particularly discreet.

But if he knew, then—

Veronica stopped walking.

Across the street was Shooter’s Lounge. The front of the bar was made entirely of windows, giving her a clear view of the interior, if not for the pedestrians who kept crossing her path. Veronica edged her way closer to the street and squinted.

And then she saw him.

Sheriff Steve Burns.

He was emerging from a back room, in conversation with someone wearing glasses and a black T-shirt. The man worked at the bar but was too skinny to be a bouncer. The manager, perhaps? Maybe. Or perhaps someone from the surveillance company?

Steve was serious, and he was nodding vigorously.

Did they have footage of Megan at the bar? Of Kelsey?

Veronica wanted to go over there, to get involved. But she had her own job to do.

“Fuck.”

The limping man was gone.

Where did you go?

Her eyes scanned the crowd desperately searching for his greasy hair. He couldn’t have gone far—the man moved at a snail’s pace.

But he was nowhere to be found.

Grinding her teeth in frustration, Veronica glanced across the street again. Steve was still there, shaking hands with the man in the glasses. And then someone else crossed in front of the bar and the alarm bells in her head started to ring.

A hood covered his head and face, but his head was glowing a bright orange. And when he looked at Shooter’s Lounge, this became a fiery red of impending violence.

Veronica forgot all about her tail and started across the street. She was laser focused now, her eyes narrowing, her vision tunneling. The man nodded at the bouncer and reached for the door.

That’s when she spotted something on his hand: a white smear. It could be paint… it probably was paint.

Was it the same paint used to cover the dolls’ faces?

The man was nearly inside Shooter’s when he abruptly stopped. There was no telling what he saw that made him change his mind, but if Veronica had to guess, it was probably the sheriff. The man did an about-face and, chin-to-chest, left the way he’d come.

A horn suddenly blared to Veronica’s right, and she jumped.

“Shit!”

An angry man in a Volvo waved his hand aggressively at her.

“Watch where you’re walking!”

Veronica, blinded by the headlights, stepped back onto the sidewalk and the car screeched past.

Across the street, the man in the hoodie was staring directly at her. Only, Veronica couldn’t see his face—her pupils were too constricted from the bright headlights. As she started to walk again, she pulled out her phone and blindly dialed Steve’s number.

The suspect broke into a sprint and Veronica had a split second to decide what to do. Steve was closer to the man in the hoodie but explaining to him what she’d seen would take time.

Time they didn’t have.

Veronica put the phone back in her pocket. And then, after a heavy breath, she started to run for the third time that day.


Chapter 31

The third time wasn’t a charm for Detective Veronica Shade. The third time, her suspect got away. She could come up with any number of excuses—she was tired, she’d just downed two beers, she’d already run twice today, she was unfamiliar with the neighborhood—but none of them made her feel any better.

The man in the hoodie with the white paint on his hand was fast. Not only that, but he was agile, too. After nearly ten minutes of full-out sprint, Veronica simply lost sight of him. She attempted to double back, found herself in a residential neighborhood, and then tripled back. She found Shooter’s this time but was somehow approaching from the south.

Whoever he was… he was gone.

Drenched in sweat, Veronica walked past Shooter’s and peered inside. Steve was still there, and she debated going to meet him. But what would she say?

Oh, hi, Steve, I was on a separate case, and I saw the dollmaker. Yeah, him—the one you’re looking for? Anyway, instead of making a scene, I spooked him. There was a chase, but I was kinda tipsy and he got away. My bad. Hopefully, he doesn’t make any more dolls. See you when you get home!

Veronica kept on walking. Her teeth started to ache from clenching her jaw so tightly. Not only had she let the dollmaker get away, but the person Peter O’Keefe had been meeting was gone, too.

What an absolute mess of a night.

Veronica’s face was still slick with sweat when she finally made it back to her car. She started the engine but didn’t drive anywhere.

Instead of catching one suspect, two had gotten away. She still thought she’d made the right decision; a suspicious man entering the last establishment that Megan had been seen? And he had paint on his hand? That was far more important than an underground watch dealer.

Tack on the orange and red hues she’d seen?

Yeah, it was worth it.

But it was also difficult to explain to her partner or to the sheriff.

Veronica massaged her temples.

“Fuck.”

As tired as she was, Veronica didn’t go home straight away. She returned to Peter’s house and once there, her night went from bad to awful.

His Tesla wasn’t in the driveway. The entire following limping man and then chasing hoodie guy escapade had taken a little over an hour.

Peter should have been back forty-five minutes ago.

Why wasn’t he here? Where did he go?

Thirty minutes later, she spotted headlights and sunk into her seat. Peter’s Tesla pulled up and the man got out. In his hand was the non-Samsonite briefcase.

Did he have that with him when he left?

Veronica couldn’t remember.

The man appeared distraught, his movements jerky as he went inside.

No bathroom light this time, just undressed and straight to bed.

This made Veronica feel even shittier. Had Peter come right home after meeting the man at the bar, she could’ve justified her actions. Could’ve rationalized, with some finessing, that maybe the limper would have lost her anyway. The crowd was getting thicker, and she’d only taken her eyes off him for a minute.

But Peter had gone somewhere else—to meet someone? To sell his watch?—and he had returned with his briefcase, which he may or may not have left with.

Veronica watched the house for another ten minutes before driving off. Peter wasn’t going out again and there was no point wasting any more time here.

Besides, if she arrived home after Steve, he would have a lot of questions for her. Questions she didn’t feel like answering.

Veronica got out of her disguise, slipped her sweatpants back on, and slid into bed.

As she waited for sleep to take her, something that Jane and Freddie and her dad said came to mind. It was the same thing that Steve had implied, but never explicitly stated.

Maybe I’m not ready to come back.

Maybe this is too soon.

This time, when Veronica slept, there were no dreams of her brother painted to look like a doll.

No dreams of a bear.

No dreams at all.


Chapter 32

The man took a sip of his beer and then rose to his feet.

“Where you going?” a tiny voice asked. He looked over at the seven-year-old girl seated across from him. She held a chicken nugget in each of her hands. The one in the right was half eaten, the left coated in ketchup.

“Just going to the bathroom, sweetie. I won’t be long.” He leaned over the table and tousled her hair, but she pulled back.

“Daddy, you’re gonna ruin my pigtails!”

“Sorry.” He chuckled. “Your mom can always do them again.”

The man turned to leave when a hand grabbed his wrist.

“Come right back.”

The woman who held him had pigtails that matched her daughter’s.

“Of course, of course,” the man said, the grin that had been on his face after interacting with his daughter suddenly gone.

The woman held him for a second longer and then released her grip. His smile returned and he saluted his daughter jokingly.

“I’ll be right back.”

As soon as he turned his back, his face went flat, emotionless. He walked briskly through the restaurant, which was moderately busy, deliberately keeping his head down as he walked.

After relieving himself, he washed his hands and looked in the mirror. He was pale and had dark circles beneath his eyes. Even when he managed to sleep, which was rare, it was fitful, full of nightmares.

The two women, both younger than him by at least a decade, were standing outside the bathroom when he emerged. They were talking loudly and laughing. It wasn’t eight o’clock yet, but they were obviously well on their fourth or fifth cocktail. Just a regular Tuesday night in Greenham.

Were they college girls?

The thought was in his head for a fraction of a second, no longer, but it was enough. One of the girls noticed him, probably because his gait had changed, and raised her big eyes. A smile started to form on her pretty lips, and he immediately glanced at the floor.

No, don’t look, he silently pleaded. Don’t look at me. Do not look at me.

“Hi,” the girl said. “Are you a professor?”

They are college girls.

He shook his head.

It doesn’t matter. Keep moving. Don’t stop, don’t look at them. Don’t do anything.

The second girl stepped into his path. He tried to go around, but she blocked him. She was the prettier of the two, with short black hair cut just below her ears, and full lips.

She reached out and grazed the back of his arm.

“In a rush?”

“Please.” The desperate tone in his voice surprised the girl long enough for him to finally slip by her.

He walked swiftly back to his booth and sat.

You shouldn’t have done that. He clenched his jaw. You shouldn’t have touched me.

“Daddy? Everything okay?” his daughter asked.

He didn’t look up. He just grabbed his beer glass and drank all the liquid that remained.

You should not have done that.

He almost started to cry.

Why? Why would you do that? Jesus Christ, why?


PART III – The Dollmaker

Chapter 33

“What time did you get in last night?” Veronica asked.

Steve stepped out of the bathroom. He had a towel wrapped around his waist and was using another to dry his hair. For a man of thirty-four years, one who only occasionally did a few push-ups, Bear County Sheriff had an impressive physique: a well-developed chest, and the loose outline of at least the top two abs.

He might have the body of a much younger man, but when Steve pulled the towel away from his head, revealing dark circles under his eyes and a short beard, the juxtaposition was jarring.

Even out of uniform now, the sheriff looked ten, maybe fifteen years older.

“Late,” he said and then cleared his throat. “Did you call me last night?”

Veronica had forgotten all about the telephone call that she’d made to Steve outside of Shooter’s Lounge—the one that she’d hung up before he’d had a chance to answer.

“I—”

Steve stared as he waited for her to continue. He looked so tired, so worn out. And nothing that had happened last night really added any value to the investigation. The man with the paint on his hand had run and had gotten away. His hood had been pulled so low that even on the outside chance that Shooter’s caught him on video, nothing identifiable would have been captured.

Veronica smiled. Then she stood and walked over to her boyfriend.

“I just missed you,” she lied.

Veronica pushed herself onto her tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek. Steve responded by leaning into the space between her shoulder and neck and breathing deeply.

A tingle coursed through her body and Veronica, who was about to pull back, changed her mind. Instead, she moved her lips from his bearded cheek to his mouth. And then her hands went to the towel around Steve’s waist.

Just as her breathing started to become more ragged, Steve gently guided her hand away from him and backed up.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I really have to go.”

Feeling hurt and rejected, Veronica saved face by immediately switching into professional mode.

“Yeah, of course. Did you find anything last night at Shooter’s?”

Steve turned his back to her as he dressed and Veronica thought this was a tell, that he was going to return the favor and lie to her.

This stung—not the impending lie, but that she almost expected it. This was Veronica’s first real relationship since becoming a cop. It had started fast and hot, both of them being thrust together by the investigation of the suicide in the sheriff’s barn. Their shared near-death experience had solidified what was just burgeoning, and their moving in together, albeit partially forced by Steve being unable to sell his house, had felt natural enough.

Is this how all cop relationships are? Is the job too stressful? Can you ever turn off the investigative part of your brain?

Is this all a mistake?

“Lots of security footage,” Steve said, and Veronica felt a sharp pang of guilt in the pit of her stomach. He wasn’t the liar, she was. “Got both Megan and Kelsey on the camera. Some of my men were spending the night going over the tapes. Haven’t heard anything yet.”

She almost asked then. The words nearly came out of her mouth.

What are the chances that you can bring a City of Greenham detective into the investigation? Maybe a pretty young detective?

Steve came to kiss her now. Just a quick peck on the forehead.

“It’s gonna be another late one today. Don’t wait up.”

And then he was gone.

***

This time, Veronica only brought two cups of coffee into the office: one for herself, and one for Freddie. But before she even handed it to him, she knew that something was wrong. It was in her partner’s face, his mannerisms.

“Come with me.”

“What’s wrong? Are you mad because I didn’t bring you one of those healthy sandwiches?” Veronica joked, but Freddie was having none of it.

He looked over his computer, clearly searching for Cole Batherson. The IA officer was at his desk, but he was preoccupied and didn’t even notice that Veronica had arrived.

“Come on.”

Freddie took her by the arm and led her into the hallway.

“What the hell happened last night, Veronica?”

“What do you mean?” When Freddie just stared, Veronica changed her tone. “I couldn’t sleep, so I relieved the officer who was stationed outside Peter O’Keefe’s house.”

Freddie blinked, confirming that he already knew this part of the story.

“And then what?”

Veronica was suddenly annoyed. What had started off as good-natured, at least from her perspective, had become something of an interrogation.

“What’s the big deal?”

Freddie glanced around, making sure that Cole wasn’t within earshot.

“What’s the big deal?”

It was as if her relieving the cop was a personal affront to Freddie.

“Yeah? He was—”

“Peter went for a drink last night at a bar.”

“Yeah, I know. I followed him.”

Freddie kept looking around, which was making Veronica nervous.

“Let’s just go outside,” she suggested.

Freddie didn’t hesitate, and within minutes—lightning speed for him—they were in his car and pulling out of the parking lot.

“Are you going to tell me what happened?” he asked.

Veronica considered that perhaps there had been two cops watching Peter and not just one. But that didn’t make sense—she’d gone around the block, done her own surveillance.

She shook her head.

“Freddie, what’s going on? Where are we going?”

Freddie set his jaw and remained silent.

Veronica had had enough.

“I don’t know what has gotten into you, but, yeah, I relieved the officer. Around midnight Peter left, went for a drink like you said. He met with a guy at the bar and that was it.”

“That’s it?”

“I’m going to lose my fucking mind here, Freddie,” she warned. “He left and I lost him. Eventually, he went back to his home, where I was waiting.”

Freddie’s jaw was so clenched now that Veronica could nearly make out muscles deep beneath his thick jowls.

“Jesus Christ, Freddie. Talk to me. We’re supposed to be partners. We’re supposed to —”

“Really? You’re gonna come at me with this shit? About me being a bad partner? You’re the one who’s lying.”

“Lying?” The reply made Veronica cringe.

Lying? Who, me? Hand to heart. Oh, dear.

“Come on, Veronica. I may not be a human lie detector like you, but I’ve been around liars for a long time. You’re gonna sit there and tell me that you lost Peter O’Keefe? That this lawyer managed to shake you? Come on, give me a break. I’ve seen you tail suspects; I’ve seen you run after Dylan Hall numerous times. What really happened?”

Veronica stared at her partner.

He deserved the truth.

“Okay, okay. I tailed him to the bar like I said. But instead of following Peter, I followed the guy he was talking with, figured that Peter was just going home. But then…” A vision of the man in the hoodie, the red and orange watercolors coming off him in waves flashed in her mind. “But then I saw a guy heading into Shooter’s Lounge, which just happened to be the last place that one of the Dollmaker’s victims was seen. He had white paint on his hand, paint just like the bastard had put on their faces. I think he saw Steve—the sheriff—in the bar and got spooked. I had one second to make a decision, Freddie: keep going after the limping guy who might—might—have something to do with the stolen watches or try and catch someone who murdered two young women and dressed them up to look like dolls?”

She wanted Freddie to say, yeah, not much of a decision there, but he didn’t take the bait.

“I lost him,” Veronica admitted. “I’m not a fucking bloodhound, the guy ran, and I just lost him. When I got back to the bar area, both Peter and his buddy were gone.”

Freddie sighed and his face finally relaxed.

“That’s not our case, Veronica. It’s not even a Greenham case. It’s a Bear County case.”

“I know that,” Veronica snapped. “But you know what also wasn’t our case? Maggie Cernak’s suicide.”

Freddie had to look away to complete a turn, which served as a welcome reprieve from the hostility.

They had been partners coming up on a year now and while they worked well together, this wasn’t their first disagreement. It was on par with their most animated, however.

You’re two for two now, Veronica thought.

Fighting with Steve and Freddie. Don’t forget about avoiding your dad.

Fuck.

Freddie was loyal and, after what had happened with Ken Cameron, he was probably the only male in the department who didn’t despise her—aside from her dad.

Veronica closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

The reason Captain Peter Shade had put them together in the first place was no secret. Freddie was dependable and loyal, and he was commissioned with looking after her. If it were up to her father, Veronica would be an accountant. But when he knew that her following his footsteps was inevitable, Peter had done everything he could to mitigate the risk.

A lot of good that had done.

Veronica often wondered if things would have been different had her father only been more open about her childhood. He’d moved them around to keep Veronica away from her past, but if she’d only known about the home invasion and the murders… Peter wasn’t aware of Trent and Herb’s sadistic game—he didn’t know about EENIE, MEENIE, MINEY, MO. But knowledge of the fire might have triggered Veronica’s memories and maybe she would have recalled the horrible game that she’d been forced to play.

And if that was the case, could Veronica have saved Sarah Sawyer from herself? Could she have talked to the girl and told her that it wasn’t her fault. That Veronica, too, had chosen herself to be the sole survivor.

What had her brother said?

The will to survive is ingrained at birth, Lucy.

Veronica’s breath hitched.

Benny… if I had known, could I have saved Benny? Or was he too far gone already?

She was grinding her thumb into the back of her hand where she’d been burned in the fire. Only this time, Veronica couldn’t make herself stop.

“I understand that you’re hurting,” Freddie said, his tone unexpectedly soft. “But you know that IA is out for blood after the whole Ken Cameron thing. You’re a great detective, Veronica, but I’ve seen other great detectives go down. And sometimes… sometimes they don’t get back up again.”

Before Veronica could formulate a reply, Freddie stopped the car. They were in a residential area she didn’t recognize.

Standing on the sidewalk was a man with long, greasy black hair. And when he approached the vehicle, he did so with a limp.

“Shit,” Veronica whispered. “That’s him! That’s the guy who met with Peter O’Keefe last night!”

Freddie started to hoist himself out of the car, but Veronica beat the man to the pavement.

“I know.”

“Freddie, what’s going on?”

“We got lucky.” To Veronica’s surprise, her partner shook the limping man’s hand. “We got very lucky, Veronica. That’s what’s going on.”


Chapter 34

“What have we got?” Sheriff Steve Burns asked as he stepped into the makeshift control room.

“No ‘good morning, Crouch’? No ‘I missed you, good buddy’? You know what? I bet that hot piece of ass detective, what’s her face, brings her fat partner a double mocha latte every morning. I don’t even get a hello. Doesn’t seem fair.”

It took all of Steve’s willpower not to reach out and throttle the man. It wasn’t just what Lieutenant Crouch said, but the way he looked when he said it.

The knowing smirk on the man’s thick lips nearly set the sheriff off.

He’d seen them together, all right. Crouch had spotted Veronica and Steve on the street after dinner. And now the man was pushing Steve’s buttons, just like he did back in the day when they’d both been Staties.

Thankfully, physical violence wasn’t necessary… yet. A scathing look was sufficient to silence the much bigger man.

Deputy Marcus McVeigh was also in the control room. It seemed that wherever Lieutenant Crouch was, Bear County’s Chief Deputy wasn’t far behind.

Steve wasn’t sure what to make of this. McVeigh had diffused one toxic interaction between himself and the Statie, but Steve wasn’t sure that the man didn’t have ulterior motives.

If McVeigh wasn’t positioning himself to be the next Sheriff of Bear County, then he had to be the most altruistic person alive.

And Steve wasn’t even sure he believed in altruism.

“Lieutenant Crouch was just showing me the map of the locations where the girls’ corpses were found.”

McVeigh stepped aside and waved a hand over a large table, upon which sat a printed map spanning three over-sized sheets of paper.

Steve looked from McVeigh to Crouch.

The smirk had returned to the State Trooper’s face.

What are you still doing here, anyway? We don’t need your help. We know it’s a fucking bear that mauled the corpse.

“Right—show me.”

To Lieutenant Phil Crouch’s credit, the map that he’d printed and then annotated was incredibly detailed.

It included the locations of the bodies in Hilltona Forest, as McVeigh had just indicated, but there was more to it than that: Shooter’s Lounge was also identified, as well as Kelsey and Megan’s homes. Even Rob Pinkerton’s place was on the map.

“Doesn’t make sense,” Steve said after scanning the map several times. “Both Kelsey and Megan had their cars on the night they went missing, right?”

“The bouncer saw Kelsey get into her car and drive off,” McVeigh confirmed. “Megan’s friends said the same.”

“Alone?”

“Mmm-hmm.”

“So, how the hell did they get from here,” Steve pointed at Shooter’s, then ran his finger to Hilltona, “to here? Especially, when they live in the complete opposite direction.”

Shooter’s was almost exactly halfway between where the girls lived and the forest where their bodies had been discovered.

“Maybe they were carjacked,” Crouch suggested with a shrug.

Steve considered this.

“But there are cameras here, here, and here.” Steve indicated several large intersections on the map that the girls would have logically passed through had they gone straight home. “As well as a red-light camera here. But we’ve already gone through the footage—they didn’t pass through any of them.”

All three men stared at the map as if expecting the answer to the riddle to suddenly appear.

After nearly a full minute, McVeigh spoke up. His face was a little red and his words hesitant.

“They were both drinking, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, I’m just saying, hypothetically, if I were to go out drinking and had to drive home, I wouldn’t take any of these routes.” McVeigh retraced the streets that Steve had drawn with his finger moments ago. “Instead, I would go this way.”

Crouch suddenly laughed and slapped the deputy on the back.

“Somebody had a couple pints after work and shouldn’t have been driving,” he teased.

McVeigh, a grimace on his wide face, took a step to his left and outside of Crouch’s reach.

“No, it’s not like that. A couple weeks back, I was on patrol, heading out to Hilltona, and pulled over a girl who was going twenty on a back road. She was drunk and started crying. Said she didn’t think there’d be any cars out there, let alone cops.”

Steve stared at the map, looking for a less traveled route from Shooter’s to the girls’ homes.

“Except, you wouldn’t want to go too close to Hilltona, because I always send my boys out there to pick up some of those skeezies sucking dick for meth, if you know what I mean,” Crouch offered.

Steve grabbed a pencil off the desk and drew another route. This time, he went east after leaving Shooter’s, headed beneath East Argham, and then, about two miles from Hilltona, took a small back road and looped beneath the cities before approaching Kelsey’s and Megan’s homes from the south.

When he was done, Steve tapped the pencil on the corner of the map.

“How does that look?” he asked.

“Makes sense—this is where I pulled that girl over.” McVeigh pointed to a spot along the route. “A little close to Hilltona, but I’m guessing that Staties are more interested in what’s happening in the forest than on the roads beside it.”

“True that,” Crouch agreed.

“Won’t know for sure until we get the cell phone data back,” McVeigh continued. “If there is any—still haven’t found the girls’ phones.”

“What’s going on with that?” Steve inquired.

“Still working on it,” McVeigh replied. “Promised us something this afternoon.”

Crouch grunted his disapproval but then turned his attention back to the map.

“What made these broads keep on going? Why didn’t they turn back?”

That was the million-dollar question, of course. If their assumptions were correct, and this was the route that both Megan and Kelsey had taken, then they must have been a little tipsy. But they couldn’t have been completely wasted, otherwise, they probably wouldn’t have had the forethought to take such a circuitous route.

So, why would they stop? What would make a young woman, traveling alone and a little drunk, stop close to Hilltona Forest, which was known to be a hangout for crackheads and hookers, of all places?

Could the car have broken down?

It was possible. If the killer had stalked them at Shooter’s Lounge, he could have sabotaged their car so that it failed after about ten miles.

But then where were their cars?

Whatever he’d done to the vehicles had to be easily reversible because the killer had moved the cars afterward.

Unless he had a tow truck?

Steve shook his head. There were too many variables to consider.

“Why did they stop?” he asked aloud. “Why would they get out of the cars?”

“I don’t know. Why did he dress them up to look like dolls? Why did he pose them like that?” As he said this, McVeigh opened a folder and laid crime scene photos of the victims on the map.

“Hell, if we’re asking questions, then what I wanna know is why he didn’t fuck ‘em? I mean, they’re both fuckable, am I right?”

The sheer audacity of Crouch’s words shocked Steve into silence. McVeigh, however, wasn’t as stunned by the Lieutenant’s crassness.

“What are you saying?”

Crouch, still smiling, didn’t apologize for his words. Instead, he doubled down.

“Look at them, all posed and naked underneath. Why not fuck ‘em—you know, at least diddle them a little bit? That doctor lady said they were clean and tight. No gonorrhea, no nothing.”

“What?” The sheriff was completely aghast by what he was hearing. He took a step forward, but McVeigh slid in front of him.

“Naw, he’s right,” the deputy said.

Now the sheriff stepped back, and he threw up his hands.

Had both men lost their fucking minds?

“Why didn’t he fuck them?” The words felt like venom on his tongue, like regurgitated bile. Suddenly self-conscious, the sheriff lowered his voice. “I can’t believe you guys are—”

“Most crimes of this nature are sexually motivated, right?” McVeigh cut in. “It’s all about power for them. Power and control.”

Steve was still disgusted, but as things fell into place, he was also glad to know that at least his deputy wasn’t a deranged pervert.

“Wait, you thought I wanted to diddle them?” Crouch laughed. “Not my type. My type is more women with medium-length brown hair and golden eyes.”

The words didn’t register with the sheriff, he was too busy focusing on McVeigh.

“They say that your first kill is sloppy, that you get nervous and rush things. Maybe he just didn’t have time to… you know… finish.”

The sheriff chewed his lip as he stared at the photograph of Kelsey. A lot of the crime scene had been destroyed by the bear, but the killer had spent considerable time applying makeup and changing her into the outfit. Steve also assumed that she’d been posed like Megan.

“He could have been rushed by—”

“No, it’s not that,” Steve breathed. His airy tone silenced both men and Lieutenant Crouch finally stopped smiling. Steve looked at first Kelsey Astor then Megan Milonakis. “These two kills? They weren’t his first victims. There’s someone else out there... the first doll. We need to find the first doll.”


Chapter 35

The man flicked his greasy hair with the first two fingers of his right hand.

“Terry,” he said, without being prompted.

When Veronica just stared, Freddie spoke for her.

“This is Detective Shade, she’s cool—she’s my partner.”

Veronica did away with niceties.

“You were there—you were with Peter O’Keefe last night.”

This had already been established, but Veronica repeated it to try and buy time to wrap her head around what was going on.

“Terry’s a CI of mine,” Freddie offered.

This answer was so obvious that Veronica could have slapped herself for not knowing it sooner.

“Why did you run?” she asked, squinting at the man.

“Excuse me?”

“Last night, when you left the bar, you saw me and ran. Why?”

The man looked desperately at Freddy.

“I didn’t run—I can’t run. This fucking leg…”

“It’s okay,” Freddie said, shooting Veronica a look, “Just tell us what Peter said last night.”

The man seemed incredibly nervous, and Veronica felt what little patience she had left begin to wane.

“Terry, what did he say?” Freddie probed.

Veronica couldn’t hold back the sneer that spread to her lips.

She didn’t know who this Terry was, but he fit the mold of almost every CI that she’d ever come across. A career criminal, as part of a plea deal, they offer to snitch for cash and a reduced sentence. And given the nature of the present case, Veronica assumed that Terry’s crimes were related to fencing stolen goods. The problem was, to have real value, CIs needed to remain as close to the action as possible.

In other words, these criminals needed to stay criminals.

“He tried to sell me a Rolex,” Terry said matter-of-factly.

“Really?” Veronica asked, shaking her head.

Terry nodded, sending his greasy hair in front of his eyes.

“Yeah, a blue one. Brand-new, but no papers.”

Veronica pictured the watch she’d seen on Peter’s wrist when she’d grabbed the briefcase. It had been blue and silver.

“What a fucking idiot,” she grumbled. Then, to Terry, she asked, “Did you buy it?”

“Did I… buy it?”

“Yes, did you buy the watch?” Veronica repeated in a clipped tone.

A criminal claiming that a lawyer tried to sell him a stolen watch held little credibility. But if Terry actually had the Rolex in his possession, that would be different.

But, of course, he didn’t.

“No, he wanted seven stacks for it.”

“Then why didn’t you—”

“Detective Shade, Terry was instructed to just listen to what Peter had to say.”

Veronica didn’t need to look at Freddy to know that he was becoming annoyed with her. More annoyed.

But she was annoyed, too. Annoyed that she had to spend time talking to limping Crisco man instead of searching for the Dollmaker.

Even Freddie had his limits, however, and Veronica didn’t want to piss her partner off after he’d already covered for her.

“Okay,” she relented. “Fine. Did Peter say where he got the watch from?”

Terry shook his head, sending more of his greasy hair flapping in the breeze.

“That’s not really how it works.”

In her periphery, Veronica saw Freddie nod.

“Right. Did you set up another meet?”

“Yep, just like you asked. Did you bring the money?”

Veronica shot a look at her partner who refused to meet her eyes.

There was no fucking way that Freddie was going to give this man seven thousand dollars. The department had a slush fund for CIs, but they capped payouts at a few hundred. And the paperwork was such a pain in the ass that Veronica usually just paid Dylan Hall out of her own pocket.

But to her horror, she saw Freddie reaching into his coat. She stopped him by placing a hand on his shoulder.

Freddie might be a long-time cop, he might also have a breadth of experience that she lacked, but Veronica was street-smart. CIs lied, cheated, completely made stuff up just to get paid.

“If Freddie gives you the money, what are the chances that you actually meet with Peter tonight?”

“One hundred percent,” Terry said without a hint of a stutter. “I promise.”

The man reeked of gasoline.

Liar.

“Right. Okay, where were you supposed to meet up, then?” Terry once again glanced at Freddie, but Veronica, annoyed at how her partner was being taken advantage of, quickly added, “No, look at me, not at him. Good. Where were you guys supposed to meet?”

“Back at the... the bar.”

“The Cock and Feather?”

“Y-yeah.”

Another lie.

“All right, that’s not going to happen. Here’s what I want you to do.”

Veronica gave the man a new meeting place and instructed him to relay the message to Peter O’Keefe. Terry’s eyes widened and he once again tried to garner Freddie’s support with a look. But Freddie had already relinquished control of the situation to Veronica.

“B-b-but how am I supposed—”

“How are you supposed to what? You know what, I don’t care about the how. If you want to get paid, you’ll just do it.”

“W-W-when?”

“Tonight.”

“Tonight?”

Veronica scowled.

“Either you meet Peter where I told you—tonight—or you get nothing. Simple as that.”

Fully on board now, Freddie pulled the envelope from his pocket and flashed the interior to Terry, who licked his lips in anticipation.

Veronica was disturbed to see how much money was actually in there. Definitely not seven grand, but more than the department would ever sanction.

What are you thinking, Freddie?

“Okay, I’ll try. I mean—”

Something suddenly occurred to her.

“Do you know a man named Matthew, uh, Matthew Barnaby?” When Terry shrugged, Veronica added, “Collard? He also goes by Collard?”

The man’s dark eyebrows lifted in the middle, rising a fair distance up his large forehead.

“Yeah, I know Collard. What about him?”

Veronica smiled. The idea that had begun to percolate in her mind wasn’t just plausible but given the sheer idiocy of those involved in this case, it might actually work, too.

And that meant getting it wrapped up so that they can focus on something important.

“All right, here’s what you’re gonna do...”

After she finished explaining her plan, even Freddie was smiling. Terry wasn’t, of course, because Terry didn’t like the idea of needing to do work to get paid.

But all they had to do was flash the money again and Veronica knew that this case would come to an end tonight.


Chapter 36

Normally, Sheriff Burns liked Deputy Lancaster’s southern drawl. Even in a place like Greenham, things moved too quickly at times. Life was like a car stuck in sixth gear while barreling downhill.

And Deputy Lancaster’s slow, monotone voice was a partially engaged parking brake.

But today—today, Steve fucking hated it. He was almost free of Lieutenant Philip Crouch’s lascivious and disgusting comments, of his smirk, his goddamn eyes, his—

“They should all be here within an hour,” Deputy Lancaster said as he entered the room. The man first looked at McVeigh, then Lieutenant Crouch, before his eyes finally landed on the sheriff’s.

“Good,” Deputy McVeigh replied with a nod.

Good? What are they talking about?

The thing that annoyed Sheriff Burns more than being left out of the loop, was the fact that he knew the confusion he saw on Crouch’s face was mirrored on his own.

“So, four of them, right?” Deputy McVeigh said while offering Steve a nearly imperceptible nod. Oh, this man was good. No, maybe not good, maybe great. Maybe like City Councilman or even Governor great. “The four people who were all in Shooter’s Lounge on the nights that both Kelsey and Megan disappeared.”

“Yup,” Deputy Lancaster confirmed. “As you asked, we cross-referenced all the footage from both nights, and then used the time stamp to look at receipts. Found their names from the credit card statements. There were four of them, all men.”

Smart, Steve thought. Very smart.

“Can I see that?”

Before Lancaster could answer, he reached out and took the papers from the deputy’s hand.

“Good work, Kent. And you too, McVeigh.”

He wasn’t just blowing smoke, what his deputies had done without his input was impressive. And as Steve glanced at the pages, which he saw included not just names but occupations, dates of birth, who they were with at Shooter’s, and arrest records, he realized that it was really good work.

“Thanks. We managed to round ‘em all up. The last one,” Deputy Lancaster leaned over and pointed at the name Paul Smoak, “was at work, but we talked to his boss, and he should be here in about forty minutes.”

Steve read the rest of the names. None stood out to him, and nobody had an extensive rap sheet, something that might be indicative of the violence he’d seen in Hilltona.

“What about Rob Pinkerton?”

“He wasn’t there the night Megan went missing,” Deputy Lancaster said.

“Yeah, but he was with Kelsey the day that she disappeared. Let’s see if we can bring him back in, too.”

“Of course,” Lancaster agreed with a curt nod.

“Are the others, outside of this Smoak guy and Pinkman, already here?” Lieutenant Crouch asked.

“Yep.”

“Shit, let’s go talk to them then.”

If Deputy McVeigh had made this request, or perhaps even Deputy Lancaster, Steve would have been on the fence. But the fact that it had been Lieutenant Crouch?

No chance.

Besides, if the suspects had agreed to come in on their own accord, then they wouldn’t mind waiting around a little longer.

“You know what?” the sheriff said, leveling his eyes at Crouch. “Let them stew a bit. I’m going to go see if I can find our killer’s first victim.”

And this time, when Sheriff Burns turned to leave, even if all one hundred and twelve Bear County Deputies stood in his path, he wasn’t going to stop.

***

The petty modicum of satisfaction that Steve felt coursing through his veins evaporated immediately after stepping outside.

TV cameras were jammed in his face and reporters were shouting at him, a cacophony of annoyances, of nonsensical questions to which he had nonsensical answers.

“Sheriff Burns, after two bodies, are you comfortable with labeling the dollmaker a serial killer?”

Except there’s more than two, Sheriff thought with more certainty than he had just moments before. There’s another victim out there—at least one more.

“This is currently an open investigation, and we aren’t going to—”

He kept walking as he spoke, hoping that this would dissuade further interruptions, but it only made the media more frenetic and desperate.

They weren’t interested in his canned answer.

Unfortunately, that was all they were going to get.

“Is it true that the bear is still on the loose in Hilltona? Should those living near the forest or visitors be worried?”

Yes, you should be scared of a bear who strangles women with a wire and then puts makeup on them with his paws and poses them in lewd positions.

“Hilltona is still an active crime scene. Nobody should be entering the forest. As of right now, our department is focusing our efforts on finding the person—”

“Sheriff!” A female reporter with shoulder-length brown hair pushed through the crowd. She had rosy cheeks and blue eye shadow, and she was also young. Maybe it was the fatigue, but Steve thought for a moment that she looked like one of the victims. Then he blinked and the illusion was gone. “Why do you call the victims dolls when they clearly look like Columbinas?”

“I have never called them dolls,” he said forcefully as he got into his car. “That’s something that you guys made up.”

Steve closed the door and was instantly grateful for the physical barrier between himself and the crowd. As they parted and he left the parking lot, the last thing the reporter said to him stuck in his head.

Columbina… Columbina…

He’d heard the word before, but where?

Had it been at the tattoo shop? When he’d asked about Kelsey’s butterfly tattoo, had the man mentioned the word Columbina?

Maybe…

Steve racked his brain for not just the word now, but for images of ‘dolls.’ He’d seen tattoos depicting gangster women with their faces painted in a similar way to the victims on the walls of the shop.

But nothing was close enough—

It wasn’t the tattoo artist, Steve realized with a snap of his fingers.

It was a billboard he’d seen about a month or two ago on the main thoroughfare from the City of Greenham to Portland. A billboard advertising a theater play in town. Theater wasn’t typically a huge draw in Portland, but they had their fair share of supporters.

The more Steve thought about the billboard, the more the details became clear in his mind.

It was a play called Columbina and the main image was of a woman sporting doll-like makeup.

That’s it, Steve thought as he sped toward Portland. That’s where I’ll find the first victim.


Chapter 37

“The thing that pisses me off the most about this case,” Veronica began, “Is Alfred’s Jewelry.”

She was speaking for one reason only: to break the ice. Freddie may have acted congenial while she put her plan with Terry the CI in motion, but his silence thereafter was an indication that the man still wasn’t pleased with her.

Freddie had every right to be pissed, but the man couldn’t stay mad at her forever. After all, if her plan worked, this would all be over soon.

“Alfred’s Jewelry,” Veronica repeated, speaking slowly.

Freddie sighed.

“What about it?”

“Well, why the hell is it called Alfred’s Jewelry, for one? I mean the man’s name is Matthew Cohen for Christ’s sake. It’s not even close.”

Second, Matthew was bonked on the head and yet whatever happened in the store failed to trigger my synesthesia.

Freddie scoffed.

“You know what?” he said with an abbreviated chuckle. “I was thinking the same thing. Alfred? Who the hell is Alfred? His dad? Son? Grandfather?”

“No clue.”

They drove in silence for a little while longer before Veronica sighed and looked over at her partner.

“I’m sorry for being such an asshole, Freddie. I’m trying to be good. I’m trying to focus on this case, but… well, it’s hard, with everything else going on.”

“I know. I get it.”

It wasn’t a full acceptance of her apology, but it was a step in the right direction. Veronica turned to look out the window and something immediately caught her eye.

“Pull over.”

“What is it?” Freddie asked, his tone serious. “Did you see Collard?”

“No—just pull over.”

The man did as she asked, and Veronica hopped out of the vehicle. She didn’t run, but she walked briskly across the small parking lot. Freddie waited patiently in the car for her and when she returned, he still had a serious expression on his face.

Veronica, on the other hand, was grinning. She tossed a brown paper bag that was already becoming translucent from grease, on his lap.

“What’s this?”

“An olive branch. An olive branch that just happens to be made of saturated fats and refined sugars, along with about a pound of salt.”

Veronica didn’t know if he was putting her on, but Freddie still seemed confused even after opening the bag and the smell of fried foods filling the car. She reached across his lap and grabbed a cheeseburger out of the bag.

“I’m sorry for being an asshole, Freddie,” she said, her mouth full of food. “You don’t deserve that.”

Freddie jammed some fries into his mouth. Then he smiled.

“Apology accepted.”

***

To her credit, Veronica spent the first half hour back at the precinct going over her various bulletin board postings for used Rolexes.

Correction, not her posts, but Brent Wolseley’s.

Nothing—no hits. Just a couple of spam comments.

Veronica made a few more posts, but they weren’t as refined as the others as she was less confident that the Brent experiment would bear fruit. Her other plan, however, the one with Terry, was going to play out.

Veronica was so confident that she spent the rest of the hour looking into Rob Pinkerton. It still boggled her mind that Steve had let the man go. What were the chances that he knew Kelsey and Megan, that he was sleeping with one and probably both of them, and that he wasn’t involved in their deaths?

Could anyone have such shitty luck?

The problem was that nothing in Rob Pinkerton’s past pointed at him being a serial killer. He was a liar and an asshole, but Rob reminded her of a less affluent Brent Wolseley. Strange, given that the former wasn’t a real person. With no other ideas and wanting to at least pretend she was working on the Rolex case, Veronica reached out to Rob from Brent’s account on Instagram. She doubted whether anything would come of it, but it was worth a shot.

“Detective Shade?”

Veronica’s eyes shot up. Captain Peter Shade was standing in the doorway of his office, his classic stern look plastered on his face.

“Can I see you in my office for a moment?”

Veronica, feeling a little like a kid who had just been caught cheating on a test, glanced at Freddie. The man’s lips were shiny with grease and his attention was fully locked on his computer screen. Veronica looked at Cole next, but he too seemed preoccupied.

“Of course,” she said, her voice a little sweeter than she’d intended.

The captain was seated behind his desk when she entered his office.

“Close the door,” he instructed.

Veronica felt nervous and uncomfortable, not feelings typically associated with being around her father. But she hadn’t seen him in a while—their last Sunday dinner had been postponed and while she wasn’t deliberately avoiding him, she wasn’t going out of her way to see him, either.

Now that Veronica was in his presence, she noticed that he’d grown a bit of a beard, which consisted of considerably more salt than pepper.

“V? The door?”

“Yeah, sorry.”

After closing the door, she stood in front of her father, her hands respectfully folded in her lap. Like her relationship with Sheriff Burns, when Veronica was at work, she liked to keep it professional with Captain Shade. Especially after what happened with Ken Cameron, and the disgraced officer’s fervent claim that the only reason she’d been promoted was because she was the captain’s daughter.

And because of IA.

“Just checking up on your progress with the jewelry store break-ins. Haven’t heard much of anything.”

Veronica cleared her throat.

“Right. We’re making some progress—no violence and no weapons suggest that they were inside jobs.”

Veronica didn’t bother with additional details.

“And how’s it going with Officer Batherson?”

Veronica’s shoulders sagged.

“He’s okay.”

The tired man behind the desk shook his head.

“That’s not what I’m asking. But listen, he’s only temporary, V. Just another week or so. We just need to make sure we stay focused and stay on track.”

The captain held her gaze as he spoke, making Veronica wonder if Freddie had said anything.

Unlikely.

Freddie wasn’t a rat, and their relationship was such that if he had a real problem with her, he would address it directly before going to a higher-up. Even though her partner and the captain went way back, he still wouldn’t go over her head.

“I am, and I will.”

The lies were becoming too easy.

Peter’s eyes drifted to her hands, and Veronica realized that even though her dad didn’t share her synesthesia, he didn’t need it—she had a tell: rubbing the back of her hands where they’d been burned in the fire.

Shit.

“When’s the last time you saw Dr. Bernard?”

Peter wasn’t great at the whole showing emotion thing, but he cared. And him asking about Dr. Bernard was akin to inquiring about her mental health.

“I have an appointment with her this afternoon, actually.”

Without him asking, Veronica might have forgotten about the appointment completely.

“Good. You need to make sure that you keep up with those, as well. Everything above board, everything according to protocol.”

Veronica finally stopped rubbing her hands.

“Of course.”

She gave her father a curt nod and reached for the door.

“I’m looking forward to our dinner on Sunday, V,” he said softly.

“Me too.”

When Veronica left the captain’s office, both Cole Batherson and Freddie were staring at her. As were several other detectives who had since arrived at their desks.

“Fired,” she joked. “My own father, fired me.”

Freddie cringed but Cole smiled.

“Kidding—listen, Freddie, I have an appointment with the head doctor. I’ll meet up with you later, with your CI.”

“Sounds good.”

Veronica turned to Cole next.

“It’s mandatory. A mandatory meeting.”

Cole held his hands up as if to say I’m not judging. He was trying to be friendly, which Veronica appreciated. But when her eyes drifted to the handwritten notes on his desk, he surreptitiously pushed them out of sight.

Cole Batherson might put on the facade of being affable, but Veronica was fairly certain he was anything but.

Her dad was right, everything had to be done by the book. Because if it wasn’t, they wouldn’t have to worry about work talk at their Sunday night dinner.

Because one or both of them might be out of employment by then.


Chapter 38

Steve’s memory wasn’t as good as he thought it was. What he recalled being advertised wasn’t a play and it wasn’t even called Columbina. In fact, he was so far from either of these that it was a wonder that the reporter’s comments had triggered any sort of connection in his brain. A quick Google search revealed that the billboard had been there, which was the only thing Steve was correct about, and showed a girl with similar ‘doll’ makeup and outfit standing in front of a circus tent. But the name was ‘Jesters’ and instead of a theater production, it was a promotion for a pop-up traveling carnival located in a Portland shopping mall of all places.

Under normal circumstances, the very idea of a traveling carnival made Steve’s chest tighten. Given the current environment, however, it was an anxiety-inducing nightmare. Thankfully, as a State Trooper, he hadn’t been called in to investigate any ‘accidents’ at such places, but he’d heard horror stories being passed around the office. Once, a woman had been standing next to a rickety roller coaster that had been put together using mostly spit and ear wax. She was outside the safety fence, but when a strong wind rolled through, it made her hair dance just as the coaster passed by.

Before she’d even finished licking her ice cream, the poor woman had been completely scalped.

Yet, despite these inconsistencies, Steve felt like he was on the right track. McVeigh was right—or had it been Crouch?—despite the bear ruining their crime scene, there was something too organized about Kelsey Astor’s murder to be their unsub’s first.

There was another doll out there. A first victim.

And Sheriff Steve Burns was confident that it was related to the Jester promotion. He dug a little deeper and discovered that the company behind the circus-themed event was JYP Inc., and it had taken place between April and May of that year.

Jesters was over, but the outfit had rebranded and was still up and running in the very same parking lot that Steve pulled into now. At the gates, which looked as if they’d been constructed at the turn of the century, he was met by a man three times the size of Lieutenant Phil Crouch. He had black hair pulled into a ponytail and pockmarked cheeks. When he put up his hand to block the sheriff from entering, Steve saw nicotine stains on his fingers so dark that it looked like he’d wiped his ass with his first two fingers.

“I’m here to speak to whoever is in charge.”

“What do you want?” the man’s voice was so gravelly that it was almost painful to listen to.

Steve looked down at his outfit, which consisted of his uniform complete with a silver star that read ‘SHERIFF’ on his right breast pocket.

Technically, Portland wasn’t part of Bear County, it was located in Multnomah County, and Sheriff Burns had no jurisdiction here. But did this goon know that?

Probably not. If push came to shove, Steve had no problem reaching out to the Multnomah sheriff and getting him involved. He just hoped that it didn’t come to that—another agency in the mix would further complicate an already delicate situation.

“I want to speak to whoever’s in charge here.”

A handful of stragglers who were waiting to enter the carnival were intrigued by the sheriff’s presence and were not so subtly eavesdropping on their conversation.

“Do you got a ticket?”

A man with a wiry mustache and extremely low hairline stepped out of a blue Porta Potty just inside the carnival gates. He adjusted his slacks, hiking them up high before cinching a patent leather belt, and then noticed Steve.

The man grinned, showing off a set of large, perfectly white veneers, and then slapped the bouncer on the shoulder.

“I got this, Bruno. Go have a smoke.” And then, to Steve, he said, “Come on in, Sheriff. Come take a walk with me.”

The sheriff waited for Bruno to move out of the way, which he eventually did, albeit reluctantly. Then Steve followed the shorter man with the mustache.

“My name’s Isaiah and I manage this mobile fun center.”

Mobile fun center?

“Sheriff Steve Burns, Bear County. Is there somewhere private we can talk?”

Isaiah’s smile grew.

“Of course. My office is just over here.”

Isaiah led Steve to a retrofitted trailer just beyond the row of Porto Pottys. In all honesty, while the location wasn’t the best, it was nice inside. There was plush carpeting on the floors, an actual drop ceiling, and some rather tasteful art on the walls. There was even a front lobby of sorts, which was staffed by a secretary with tight blonde hair, too much makeup, and a long sleeve halter top sweater.

Isaiah gave the woman a nod as he entered, but she couldn’t take her eyes off the sheriff. Steve said hello before continuing to the back of the trailer where Isaiah took up residence behind a desk that looked as if it cost three times as much as the sheriff’s own. Steve sat in a plush armchair across from the manager. On the desk was an ashtray overflowing with cigarette butts, but on account of some curious carny magic, Steve couldn’t detect even a hint of smoke inside the trailer.

“Sheriff, what can I do for you?”

Isaiah had a strange way of speaking, as if English wasn’t his primary language and he was making every effort to ensure that each syllable was phonetically accurate.

“A couple of months back, you ran a promotion called Jesters.”

“That was my idea,” Isaiah said with a grin. “And it was very successful.”

The sheriff didn’t return the man’s smile.

“I’m sure you’ve heard of the ongoing investigation into what happened in Hilltona Forest?”

“The dollmaker?” Strangely, Isaiah continued to smile.

“Hmm.” Steve grunted his displeasure at the use of the moniker. “We’ve got two dead bodies in the forest, two women who were wearing outfits and makeup that look a lot like they took part in the Jesters’ promotion.”

The man was still smiling, but the creases around his eyes vanished.

“You think that that has something to do with us?” Before Steve could answer, Isaiah leaned forward, interlaced his fingers, and placed his elbows on his expensive desk. “I can assure you, Sheriff, the worst thing that has ever happened in this mobile fun center is an allergic reaction to peanut butter. And,” he held up a finger which Steve noted was as nicotine-stained as Bruno’s, “it was clearly stated that our waffles may or may not have come in contact with peanuts during the manufacturing process.”

“I’m not interested in peanuts,” Steve said, becoming annoyed at the man’s cavalier attitude. “I don’t care about allergic reactions or scraped knees. I’m inquiring about a woman from Jesters, probably an employee, who might have gone missing around the time of the promotion.”

“Missing?” Isaiah shrugged. “Not that I know of. But the thing is, Sheriff, mobile fun center employees tend to be a transient bunch. A lot of people work for the spring, maybe into the summer a little bit, before leaving for more permanent employment elsewhere. As you know, we don’t operate November through March.”

“You can’t think of anybody who left in the middle of the Jesters’ promotion? Unexpectedly? Maybe people—friends, family—asked about her?”

Isaiah shook his head.

“No, sir.”

This was going about as well as Steve expected. These carnivals were a volume-based business, and any bad press that threatened to keep people away was going to be nipped in the bud.

“I’m going to need a list of all employees that were working here during the promotion.”

The man finally stopped smiling. He licked his lips, leaned back in his chair, and assumed a fuck you posture.

“As you are probably aware, Sheriff, employment records are confidential. And without a warrant—a warrant from either the city of Portland or Multnomah County—I’m sorry, I have to respect my employees' rights. You understand, of course.”

“What I understand, Isaiah,” Steve said, practically spitting the man’s name, “is that this is your busiest time of the year.”

“Yes, summer is—”

“What I understand, Isaiah,” he repeated, cutting the man off, “is that if the fire department were to come in here based on a tip from a local sheriff citing overcapacity, they would be required to shut you down for some time.” Isaiah’s eyes darkened, but Steve kept going. “And if that were to happen, they might also be inspired to inspect your facilities, especially that row of beautiful Porto Pottys. Maybe they aren’t cleaned as often as required or maybe you just simply don’t have enough of them. And if that’s the case… well, they’re going to have to respect civilian rights. You understand, of course.”

The man continued to stare at Steve as if expecting him to back down. But the Bear County Sheriff wasn’t about to be intimidated by a man who managed a mobile fun center. Especially not when they were searching for a man who had murdered at least two, and probably, more women.

“Margo, can you print out a list of all employees, temporary and full-time, from the beginning of the season until the end of May?”

The secretary looked at her boss, nodded, and then allowed her eyes to skip past the sheriff without meeting his stare.

“Of course.”

The sound of clacking keys filled the trailer and the sheriff sat patiently as he waited. Moments later, the printer started up and Margo announced that the pages were ready.

“Thank you for your cooperation, Isaiah,” Steve said, rising to his feet. He thanked Margo as he took the papers from her and was about to leave when he heard the sound of a lighter clicking.

“There’s no smoking indoors in Portland,” Steve said. “So please, put that out. You understand, of course.”


Chapter 39

The first mistake Veronica made was turning on the radio during the short drive from the precinct to Dr. Jane Bernard’s office. Every station made some mention of the dollmaker, but that wasn’t what bothered her. Or, at least, there was something that bothered her more: Steve’s voice. Veronica doubted that anyone else would notice the panic in his tone, but she sure did. To her, Steve’s desperation and frustration was clear as day.

Bear County Sheriff’s Department was no closer to finding the man the media dubbed ‘the dollmaker.’ And with two bodies being found in a matter of days, the pressure was on.

Veronica didn’t doubt Steve’s competencies and knew that he had a group of very capable deputies surrounding him. But she also knew that she could help. Her synesthesia might be sporadic as of late, but at least her ability to sniff out a liar was still intact. And once they had a suspect—additional suspects other than Rob Pinkerton—her ability would be of great value to the sheriff and his team.

Veronica’s second mistake was telling this to her psychiatrist.

Up until the last meeting, she’d been fairly open about everything that had happened in her life. After all, Dr. Jane Bernard had been with her for more than a decade and had guided her through all of her tough times.

But sometimes, saying what was on your mind inspired responses you simply didn’t want to hear… whether they were true or not.

“I should be helping Steve on this—the sheriff, I mean. Someone else, someone junior can handle these stupid watch robberies.”

“You’ve said this before, Veronica,” Dr. Bernard noted.

“Because it’s true,” Veronica shot back, exasperated. “It’s true.”

Dr. Bernard sighed, which was an unusual response from the psychiatrist, and Veronica wasn’t sure how to interpret it.

“What? You don’t think I can help?”

Dr. Bernard quickly shook her head.

“No, of course, you can help. No one’s doubting that.”

“Then why don’t they let me on the case?”

“You know why.”

Veronica screwed up her face.

“I don’t need to be babied. I need to be back in the action. I need to do something that really matters.”

“Veronica, since the fire, we’ve spoken very little about your brother.”

Her face became even more twisted, and she actively forced herself not to rub her hands.

“What? That’s it? Not even a vague attempt at a segue?”

“I may not have your abilities, Veronica, but I have the benefit of being outside of the situation. I think that one of the main reasons you’re so desperate to save these people, these women, is that you couldn’t save your brother.”

This was an unusually blunt observation from Dr. Bernard, and Veronica was taken aback.

“No, I—this—this isn’t about my brother. My brother’s decisions were his own.”

A second after the words left her mouth, Veronica wished she could take them back. The decision for Benny to lure the Sheriff and her to their childhood home and set it on fire had been his and his alone. As was driving Maggie and Susan to suicide by reminding them of the decisions they’d made as children.

But when Benny had been bound and sitting on the couch, it was Veronica who had decided his fate.

Eenie, Meenie, Miney, Mo.

“No,” Veronica said dryly. “That’s not it. I knew my brother for what? A handful of hours over the last decade? If that? I’m not gonna let what he did affect my life.”

“Let indicates that you have complete control over how others impact and influence your life.”

“You know what I mean,” Veronica said more harshly than she’d intended.

“I do, but I think you’re missing the point: you must appreciate that your brother, regardless of how much time you spent with him as an adult, wasn’t just someone who passed through your life. Not all time spent with others is equal, Veronica. And in order to fully heal, you need to come to grips with the decisions that led to Benny’s death.”

Decisions.

Eenie, Meenie, Miney, Mo.

She shuddered.

“I’m not forgetting what happened, and I’m not denying their impact,” Veronica said. “But I won’t let what Benny did change me as a person.”

“Let… there’s that word again.” Dr. Bernard was speaking in dulcet tones now. “While we can consciously ignore most things, you know firsthand that our brain incorporates sights, smells, even touches that we might not even notice.” She drew a deep breath and leaned closer to Veronica. “I admire you, I admire the way you do your job. I won’t sit here and pretend that what we do is even close to the same thing. You’re a good detective, with or without your synesthesia—you have your father to thank for that. And you chasing this man who’s out there killing and leaving a trail of bodies in the woods is noble. You should be commended for that.”

“I’m not really sure—”

“But ignoring your other duties and responsibilities for this single-minded pursuit suggests that it's driven by guilt about not being able to save your brother. And while at face-value you might think that this is a positive trait, that it will keep you motivated and engaged, the harsh reality is that Benny’s dead. And because nothing you can do will bring him back, this can very easily lead to an unhealthy obsession.”

Veronica considered Jane’s words. The psychiatrist was right about one thing: their jobs were very different. And what outsiders didn’t realize, couldn’t understand, is that in order to be a good cop or detective, you needed to be obsessed. It was a prerequisite and an occupational hazard.

The will to survive is ingrained at birth, Lucy.

A nugget of wisdom uttered amidst a whirlwind of chaos and insanity.

The reality was that murderers and rapists were unrelenting, dedicated to their heinous crafts, and to them, survival meant not getting caught.

Mirroring their obsession was the only way to stop them.

Veronica was rubbing the back of her hands now and the compulsive act did not go unnoticed by Dr. Jane Bernard.

“I think you should take another few weeks off.”

Veronica’s eyes bulged.

“What?”

“I said, I think—”

“I heard what you said, but I’m not taking any more time off. Jane, I spent three months sitting on my ass doing nothing. I need to work.”

Dr. Bernard held up a cautious hand.

“That’s my concern, Veronica: you think you have to work, but you don’t. You want to work. The difference isn’t semantics, either.”

“What do you know about—” Veronica stopped herself by biting her lip so hard that she tasted blood. “I’m sorry. It’s just—there’s someone out there killing women, Jane. How can I stay home and do nothing?”

“It’s not your responsibility to save everyone.”

No, not everyone. Just them… the girls in the woods with their faces painted and their bodies posed.

“You’re not going to recommend more time off, are you?” Veronica’s desperation was palpable. “Please.”

Dr. Bernard settled in her chair and stared directly into her eyes, saying nothing for a good five seconds. When the woman finally spoke, it appeared as if it took great effort to get the words out.

“If you stay focused on your current case, and if you keep things in perspective, I think you’ll be fine.”

“I will. I’ll just work the robbery case. I won’t interfere with the sheriff’s business.”

The smell of gasoline was suddenly strong in the small office, but the real problem was, Veronica wasn’t sure which was the bigger lie: Jane saying that she thought she’d be fine, or Veronica promising to stick to looking for stolen Rolexes.


Chapter 40

Employee records in hand, Sheriff Steve Burns almost made it to the front gates, back to Bruno with the pockmarked cheeks and nicotine-stained fingers, when a voice called to him.

“Sheriff? Sheriff Burns?”

Margo, drawing heavily on a cigarette and looking far frailer than she had back in the trailer, hurried up to him.

“Yes?”

“I heard what you said back there to Isaiah.”

“And?”

“And there was this one girl who used to work here.”

Steve, frustrated at how long this was taking to get to the point, prompted Margo.

“A Columbina?”

The secretary exhaled a cloud of smoke.

“I don’t know what that is. But she was like a… like one of the jesters?”

“Yeah, same thing.” The woman glanced around furtively, and Steve prompted her again. “If you have anything to tell me, anything that might help, now is the time—”

“Her name was Felize Hoffman. Nice girl, really nice girl. She was working here because she was helping her mom who was sick, but she wanted to go to Uni. Saving every dime she could. Anyway, I know you probably think what we do here is silly or whatever, but she was good. Like, really good.”

Steve narrowed his eyes and closed the distance between them.

“Did something happen to her?” he asked softly.

Another shaky drag of her cigarette.

“I don’t know.”

“Margo, if Isaiah —”

“No,” she interrupted, shaking her head. “Isaiah didn’t do anything. He’s an asshole, but he wouldn’t hurt anybody. At least not intentionally. But he’d be mad if he knew I was talking to you. He loves this place.” Margo held her arms out and indicated their surroundings. “But Felize… one day, she just didn’t show up for work. I tried calling her at home, but there was no answer. I don’t know if it means anything, but when you came in there asking about missing girls, Felize was the first person I thought of.”

“Isaiah mentioned that this industry is transient. Is it possible Felize just got a job somewhere else? Or maybe she went to university?”

“I don’t think so. She was very dedicated, and her mother was sick. They needed the cash. I guess she could have gotten another job, but she was here all day, every day. Overtime, too. And then nothing. Gone. I tried to follow up, but when Isaiah found out, he said to drop it, that it wasn’t important. I don’t know if her name is included on that list.”

Steve tapped the stack of papers on his palm.

“Thank you. I appreciate it.”

With that, the sheriff passed Bruno and made his way back to his car. Once behind the wheel, he finally looked at the list of employees.

Then he groaned.

Transient was an understatement. There were perhaps a hundred names on the pages that Isaiah had given him, and they weren’t in any discernible order.

Why didn’t I ask for a digital version?

Steve took a pen from the center console and then flipped the pages over and wrote Felize Hoffman in capital letters on the back. Then he snapped a picture of all the pages and sent them off to Deputy McVeigh.

It was getting late, and the sun was tired and lazy. But for Sheriff Steve Burns, his work was only getting started.

He still had five suspects to interview. But they could stew. It was after five and that meant his daily ritual was overdue.

And as much as Steve wanted something stronger, coffee at Daphne’s would have to do.

***

“Just a coffee?” Daphne Hawkins asked. As she spoke, she placed a hand on her hip and bent in the opposite direction.

“I mean, I want a beer, Daph,” Steve replied, interlacing his fingers, and stretching them out in front of him. When he was done, he let out a sigh and then tapped the Sheriff star on his chest. “But I’m still on the clock.”

“You sure?” Daphne asked, switching her stance.

No, Steve wasn’t sure. In fact, he was dying for a drink. Not just a beer, either, but something stronger.

“Just coffee, please,” he said with a smile.

Daphne retrieved a fresh pot of coffee and poured him a cup.

“Gonna be a long night?”

Steve looked down at the sheet of paper containing the names of JYP Inc. employees.

“Yeah, you could say that.”

“Well, I’ll keep your cup full then, Sheriff.”

“Thanks.”

When Daphne left, he checked his cell phone again. Deputy McVeigh had yet to reply, despite several additional messages inquiring into whether or not any of the names Steve had sent popped up on missing persons lists.

This radio silence was unlike McVeigh, but Steve trusted the man. He’d extended his Chief Deputy a long rope of autonomy and independence, and in return, McVeigh worked his ass off.

Now wasn’t the time to start reining him in.

Yet, Steve wasn’t going to waste a good cup of coffee by performing the bitterly mundane task of looking up a hundred random people on the Internet.

He flipped the sheets over and read the name Margo had given him: FELIZE HOFFMAN.

He didn’t immediately see her name on the employee list, but Steve didn’t waste too much time going through the unorganized mess, either. Instead, he searched the Internet for Felize. Within minutes, Steve found the woman. And as soon as he did, he knew it was her.

He knew without a shadow of a doubt that Felize Hoffman was the original doll.

Like Kelsey and Megan, Felize was Caucasian, petite, with small features and a thin waist.

Steve cocked his head and moved the photograph of the woman he’d found on the Internet a little further away from him.

Then he imagined her with makeup.

The image was so startling—Felize as a Columbina, a jester, a Harlequin model, a doll, whatever you want to call it—that Steve was forced to close his eyes to dispel the mirage. When he opened them again, all he saw was a pretty young girl.

And then his phone rang, and it startled him so badly that he nearly dropped it. Expecting it to be Deputy McVeigh, Steve answered even before the first ring was complete.

“Yeah?”

“Sheriff, I just heard from the phone company.”

It wasn’t Deputy McVeigh’s clipped tones but Deputy Lancaster’s characteristic southern drawl.

“And?”

“I’ll send the details to your phone, but I’ve already mapped out the last GPS coordinates that Kelsey’s and Megan’s phones pinged. Looks like you were right: Kelsey’s phone went dark pretty much at the exact spot on the road where you’d expect her to loop back. Same as Megan’s, only hers was a little further west. Looks like they were trying to avoid police.”

As he spoke, Deputy Lancaster pushed a text through to the sheriff. Steve opened it and saw two new Xs on the map that Lieutenant Crouch had made.

Both were along the route he’d drawn earlier with his finger.

“Thanks, Deputy Lancaster. Listen, have you heard from McVeigh?”

“No, sir. He left with Lieutenant Crouch a couple of hours ago.”

“All right, good work, deputy.”

Steve hung up and then downed what was left before slapping a ten on the table.

“Back at it?” Daphne asked from behind the bar.

“Back at it. Thanks for the coffee, Daph.”

Steve intended on going back to the office but once in his car, he found himself heading east instead of west.

They might know where the victims had gone after leaving the bar, but the key piece of information they were missing was why they’d stopped.

If it wasn’t because their own cars had broken down, could it be because another vehicle was stranded on the side of the road?

Doubtful.

What about a wounded animal? A dog, perhaps?

More plausible, but unlikely.

A bear?

Steve scoffed at the ridiculous idea. A half-drunk girl driving on the back roads to avoid being seen pulling over to snap a photo of a bear? Influencers had done more dangerous and idiotic things in the past, but if that were the case here, what kind of unsub were they looking for? A jester-obsessed bear handler? A fucking circus ringleader?

Steve drove on autopilot, mostly because he was lost in thought and also because he was tired. Less than half an hour later he found himself at the very crossroads where the girls should’ve turned right and looped beneath East Argham to head home.

He pulled to the side of the road and then got out of his car.

The dirt here was less compacted than on Regional Road 2 in front of the Bellinger Ranch—not as much farm equipment came this far north. But as Steve bent down on one knee to inspect the dirt, he knew the likelihood of getting any sort of tire prints here was going to be a losing cause.

“Why did you stop?” he asked the night air. “What could possibly make—”

A scream cut Steve off mid-sentence.

Like a hawk, his eyes locked in on the source of the sound: Hilltona Forest.

And when he heard it again, Steve drew his gun and broke into a dead sprint.


Chapter 41

The man approached the body with caution. As usual, he tried his best to avoid looking at her for as long as possible. In one hand, he held a leather bag, and inside that bag were the clothes and the paint.

No matter how many times he performed this act, it never got any easier. Whoever had said that was a liar.

The man pushed his revulsion aside and continued moving. He’d entered Hilltona from the western border, and although he had yet to spot a deputy, he knew that they were around. The last he’d heard was that they were making their way north from the southern edge.

Eventually, they would get here, too. But that would take time—there was just so much land for them to cover.

And when they did, they would find her.

The man steeled himself against the waves of nausea he knew were coming, and then bent close to the body. He felt his stomach lurch as he took in her pale skin, the deep red ligature mark across her throat.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m so—”

The corpse coughed and its eyelids fluttered.

The man’s heart skipped a beat and he fell backward, landing hard on his ass.

It’s a ghost… a demon. A demon coming to drag me to hell for what I’ve done.

But when the girl’s eyes snapped open and she scrambled to her feet, he realized that the truth was far worse: she was still alive.

Gripped by the shock of what had happened, he was too slow in getting to her.

“Please,” he said, holding out a gloved hand.

Her reply came in the form of an ear-piercing scream. He didn’t think that she was capable of such a sound, given the marks on her throat.

But she was.

And then she started to run.

“Shit.” The man pushed himself to a knee and then stood. “Wait!”

It was a ridiculous request, one that went predictably unheeded.

The man dropped his bag and then as he watched the doll weave her way through the trees, screaming at the top of her lungs, he had a decision to make.

Run after her or run away.

Logic recommended the latter, but that wasn’t an option.

Because the doll had seen the dollmaker.

And that meant he could never let her go.


Chapter 42

Sheriff Steve Burns saw the cars first. Two of them, a dark blue Mazda of some sort and a pale gray Nissan. There were only about forty meters from the forest edge, but they were hidden by a particularly dense series of shrubs and trees. They were so well disguised that Steve nearly ran into the Nissan while avoiding tripping over a tree root.

He noted the cars but didn’t slow.

It was the person uttering the high-pitched scream of sheer terror that he was interested in finding now.

It wasn’t often that you heard a sound like this, but once you did, you never forgot it. It was a type of scream that made the hackles on the back of your neck stand up, your eyes to go wide, and to involuntarily exhale all the air from your lungs.

Steve spun away from the car and headed deeper into the forest, which became thinner the further he went.

Another twenty, thirty seconds, and he spotted her.

On the other side of a small clearing, a woman was running with reckless abandon. Her arms pumped furiously, and her legs moved in a frantic, uncoordinated fashion.

“Hey!” Steve shouted. “Stop!”

The forest swallowed his cries before they reached her ears.

More movement caught his eye from the direction the girl had come. Steve unholstered his gun as he continued to move quickly between the trees.

There was someone chasing the woman. A man all in black, wearing a balaclava and thick boots that crushed the growth beneath his feet.

“Stop!” Steve shouted again, this time directing the word at the man in black. But it was he who stopped running.

His heart was racing, but when he lined the pistol sight up with the sprinting man, his training immediately kicked in. In seconds, the sheriff’s heart rate normalized, and his focus became solitary: the dollmaker.

He watched the man’s stride, calculated his gait, and planned to shoot just before the man exited the clearing and dipped into the Douglas firs.

It was not designed to be a kill shot—he was aiming for the hip or thigh. Wound, immobilize, but not kill.

Steve applied slight pressure to the trigger, sucked in a deep breath, and held it.

Three… two…

It was difficult to imagine a sound more terrifying than the scream the woman was making as she disappeared from sight. But in stark contrast to this ear-splitting sound, a guttural noise so visceral and full of resounding bass that it rattled his molars erupted from behind him.

Two shots rang out as a bear’s claw tore through the back of his shirt and sliced his flesh to ribbons.

Sheriff Burns collapsed to the ground and in the split second, before everything faded to black, he had the presence of mind to consider how red his blood looked as it leaked onto the leaves beneath him.


Chapter 43

“You know, popcorn might have been a better snack for this sort of thing,” Veronica said, as she watched Detective Furlow grab a handful of fries and shove them into his mouth.

“Popcorn?” He gnashed on the fries. “I thought you were more of a kale chip kinda gal.”

Veronica rolled her eyes.

“What if—”

“Nope—nope. We’re not doing that again. No what ifs. We’re just gonna sit here and watch as—”

“There he is,” Veronica interrupted. They were parked near the mouth of a wide alley, and while the sun had set and the only illumination came from a cirrhotic yellow street light, she recognized the man with the limp as he entered from the opposite end. This was the first step of her plan, and perhaps the most tenuous. Veronica had been hard on the CI and sometimes when you pushed too hard, the other party didn’t push back.

They just ran.

But the allure of cash was apparently too great and here Terry was, limping down the alleyway, his head low, strings of greasy hair dangling in front of his eyes.

“Yep, and there’s our lawyer friend.”

Less distinguishable than Terry, Peter O’Keefe appeared next, dressed all in black with a hood over his head and his shoulders rolled forward. The pristine New Balance sneakers he wore were a dead give away.

“No time for popcorn or fries,” Veronica remarked.

Freddie reached for the door handle, but she put a hand on his shoulder, staying him.

“Not yet—we still need one more.”

Even with their windows rolled down and the sound bouncing up the brick walls of the alley, neither Freddie nor Veronica could make out any distinct words. The men were speaking, as evidenced by their gesticulations, which, in the case of Peter O’Keefe, were becoming more animated.

“What if our lawyer friend runs?” Freddie muttered under his breath.

Veronica had to smile.

“I knew you liked the what ifs.”

“I hate them. But I hate running even more.”

But even after the third party arrived, wearing the outfit that Veronica was fairly certain was the exact same one he’d worn when he knocked off Alfred’s Jewelry, Peter didn’t run.

He looked scared, he looked shocked, but he remained rooted in place.

“Now, we move.”

Veronica opened the door and drew her gun at the same time.

She moved silently and stuck to the shadows, wanting to hear what was being said before she announced her presence. Unfortunately, Detective Freddie Furlow lacked both her dexterity and agility. The sound of him getting out of the car was enough to raise Terry’s eyebrows and the grunt he made as his weight settled over his feet was enough to draw everyone’s attention.

“What the fuck is this?” Peter’s gaze bounced from Collard to Freddie before finally resting on Veronica. “Oh no.” He started to back up, only to bump into Terry.

“Peter, I want to talk to you about your watch.” Veronica moved her gun into the light. It was still pointed downwards, resting against her thigh but it was obvious now.

“I don’t… I don’t wear a watch.” Peter flashed his wrists, which were indeed bare.

“Maybe not right now, but…”

Out of the corner of her eye, Veronica saw Collard trying to start to slink away.

“You’re going to stay, too,” Freddie announced. His girth made for an imposing figure in the shadows.

“What’s going on here?” Peter licked his lips and looked at Terry, who was shrugging dramatically. “Did you—did you set us up?”

“N-n-no.” The man’s lie was apparent to everyone within earshot. “I don’t know what they’re doing here. I just thought that you and—”

Veronica was tempted to burn the CI right there but decided on a different tactic.

“So, here’s the thing, guys,” she interrupted. She indicated with her gun for all three men to put their backs against the wall. They obliged. “We know that you were all working together to knock off the three jewelry stores.”

“Don’t say anything,” Peter advised. “We’re not under arrest and we don’t have to say anything. In fact, we can just leave right now.”

“If you do that, then I will arrest you,” Freddie said, sounding bored.

Veronica continued to scan the three shady men. Collard was sweating profusely—the blue watercolor splashes were extending a few feet from the top of his head—as was Terry, but to a lesser degree. But none of the men showed any hint of impending violence.

There were no bright yellows or reds or oranges coming from any of them. Not fully trusting her synesthesia, however, Veronica remained on high alert.

“I didn’t do nothin’,” Collard complained.

“And I—” Terry started, but Veronica shut him up with a look.

“All right, hear me out, Three Stooges. I’m going to ask all of you a few questions. We can do this here, or my partner can cuff you and we can do it back at the station. Up to you. Peter?”

Peter scowled, knowing that he’d been literally backed into a corner.

“Good. Now, as I’ve already established, we know that you three were involved in the watch thefts. But we also know that you Three Stooges couldn’t plan a poker game, let alone something like this.” Peter opened his mouth to protest, but Veronica continued. “Even you, Peter, cool commercials and all. How else would you come in contact with Collard without someone else setting this whole thing up? Is he a secret real estate mogul?”

“Fuck you,” Collard said.

“Quiet,” Freddie barked.

“And you, Terry, you’re the intermediary here, aren’t you? You’re the one who was going to help fence the stolen goods?”

Terry was too confused to contradict her, which was all the same to Veronica.

“So, the real question is, who put you guys all together?” Veronica gave them a moment to think about it. “All right, how about a little incentive? The first one to speak gets to walk.”

When still nobody spoke up, Veronica waved her hand towards the alley entrance and then looked at her partner.

“I’m serious—you can walk away. No charges, no nothin’.”

“She’s serious,” Freddie confirmed. “First person to open their mouth can leave.”

Terry finally found his tongue.

“I don’t even know who these guys—”

“Alfred Cohen,” Collard blurted.

Peter immediately groaned and looked skyward.

“All you had to do was keep your mouth shut.”

“You mean Matthew Cohen?” Veronica inquired.

“Naw, Alfred. I don’t know Matthew.”

There really is an Alfred behind Alfred’s Jewelry?

Veronica shook her head and remained on task. Unraveling the Cohen family tree would have to wait for another time.

“See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” She wagged her gun at Terry. “You can go.”

“Wha—?” Collard protested. “I told you it was Alfred Cohen, not him. I get to go.”

He pushed off the wall, but Freddie blocked his path.

“True, but you didn’t read the fine print,” Veronica replied, now grinning. “I said the first one to speak—and that was him. Go on, Terry, get out of here.”

It took two more encouraging looks before the man slowly limped into the darkness.

“This is bullshit,” Peter said. And then to Collard, he added, “Don’t say anything else, you fucking idiot.”

“I’m the fucking idiot? You’re my lawyer! You cracker-ass motherfucker. I should—”

“Shut up,” Freddie growled.

“All right, and now we’re left with Curly and Moe. Who else wants to leave?”

Veronica’s phone rang and with her eyes still locked on Peter’s, she reached into her pocket and answered it.

“Hello?”

“Is this Veronica Shade?” An unfamiliar voice asked.

Veronica pulled the phone away from her ear and looked at it. The caller was identified as ‘Unknown’.

“Yeah? Who’s this?”

“I’m calling from Portland General. You are listed as the emergency contact for Steve Burns.”

Veronica’s eyes went wide, and she felt her vision start to tunnel while at the same time, sparks of fiery colors flicked at her periphery.

Her heartbeat was so loud in her ears that she could barely understand the nurse.

“Detective Shade, you okay?” Freddie asked.

“Either arrest us or let us go. This is unlawful confinement,” Peter snapped.

“Veronica?” Freddie asked again, ignoring the lawyer.

“I have to… I have to go. You—you can handle this, right?”

Freddie stared at her as she started to back away.

“Your keys, Freddie.”

“My what?”

“Your keys,” she said, gesturing with a hand that had gone completely numb. “Give me your fucking keys, Freddie.”

“What’s going on, Veronica?”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out his car keys. Veronica snatched them from him.

“Veronica? Veronica?”

But she was already gone.


Chapter 44

“Put these on,” Detective Freddie Furlow ordered, tossing a set of zip ties at Collard. They struck his large belly and fell to the ground. As he bent to pick them up, Peter tried to slip away.

Freddie trained his gun on the lawyer.

“Don’t even think about it—I know who you are and where you work, Peter.”

“You can’t keep me here,” Peter said, continuing with the classic refrain. “We’re not under—”

Freddie had had it.

“Fine. You’re under arrest. You have the right to remain silent…”

Veronica’s plan had been impressive, and she’d managed to pull it off without burning his CI even though it was clear she didn’t like Terry. That was a nod to him, no doubt, but now? As he stood in a dark alley with his gun trained on a lawyer watching a career criminal struggle to put zip ties on himself, he felt less than conciliatory toward his partner.

Veronica leaving without so much as an explanation was becoming a pattern. A pattern that he knew from experience would be hard, if not impossible, to break. And one that wasn’t favorable for a long, fruitful career in law enforcement.

This time, however, Freddie had seen the look in Veronica’s eyes.

She was terrified.

Had something happened to her dad? To Sheriff Burns?

“This is fuckin’ bullshit. That bitch cop said we could go if I told you who set this all up. It was that prick, Alfred Cohen.”

“Shut up,” Peter hissed.

“No, I ain’t gonna shut up. That fucker Alfred told us it’d be easy, untraceable. We didn’t even need no weapons.”

“Who is this Alfred Cohen, anyway?” Freddie asked.

“You don’t know?” Collard said.

“They don’t know shit, you idiot. Not until you opened your fat mouth.”

Freddie didn’t hear the man approaching from behind, but he saw Peter’s eyes flick over his left shoulder.

He swung his hand holding his service pistol to the left while shrinking to his right to make himself as small a target as possible. Freddie heard a whoosh, and had he been more agile and perhaps a hundred, a hundred and twenty pounds lighter, he might have gotten the jump on his assailant.

But he wasn’t. He was morbidly obese and the blood in his veins was thick as the oil that his favorite French fries were cooked in, which wasn’t conducive to rapid movement.

Something hard struck Freddie on the side of the head. It made an almost comical ‘dong’ sound and then he dropped to the ground, his gun clattering harmlessly to the pavement. It was still within reach and Freddie stretched for it, but then stopped when a foot came down on the butt and a man bent to pick it up.


Chapter 45

“Where is he?” Veronica yelled. She grabbed the person closest to her, a thin nurse with hawk-like features. “Where is Sheriff Steve Burns?”

The nurse, unsure of what to do, just gaped at her and Veronica let her go, then she turned around in the hospital and repeated the query, this time loud enough for everyone to hear.

“Where is Sheriff Steve Burns?”

Desperation threatened to take over. All around her, Veronica was seeing waves of blue. Only, the sweat wasn’t coming from individuals—it was as if the walls themselves perspired.

“Where is…” she gasped, struggling to get the words out. “Where is he?”

A hand came down on her shoulder and she whipped around. The man who had touched her took two large steps backward and held up his hands. The corners of his thick lips turned upward in a smile.

“Woah, sorry, pretty girl.”

“Where’s Steve?”

“Come with me, I’ll show you.”

Lieutenant Philip Crouch reached for her waist to guide her down the hallway, but Veronica deliberately moved out of his reach.

“All right, be like that then,” Crouch muttered under his breath.

“What happened? They wouldn’t tell me what happened on the phone, only said that Steve was here, that I was his emergency contact. Is he—”

“He’ll be fine. Just a flesh wound. Almost got him though.” Phil poked his chest proudly. “Would’ve gotten him if it wasn’t for me.”

Veronica allowed herself a modicum of relief.

He was alive. Thank God, Steve was alive.

“What? Who almost got him? What the fuck happened?”

Phil stopped in front of a hospital room door, positioning his large frame so that she couldn’t see inside.

“The bear. Can you believe that? Your boy toy almost got eaten by a bear.”

Envisioning Kelsey Astor’s mangled corpse, Veronica shoved Lieutenant Crouch out of the way and then burst through the door.

Now, relief washed over her in undulating waves. Steve was lying on the bed, eyes closed. The outline of his body beneath the sheet was intact and the monitor to his right showed a normal sinus rhythm. His pulse was strong and regular.

Veronica ran to him, kissed him on the cheek, then stroked his scratchy beard.

“What happened?” she asked softly, holding back tears. “What the hell happened?”

“Like I told you, the bear—”

“I came as fast as I could. How’s he doing?” Deputy McVeigh asked as he entered the room.

“Geez, y’all are so dramatic,” Crouch said. “Just a little scratch.” He pointed at his back as he spoke.

McVeigh noticed her presence and gave her a sharp nod, then he addressed Lieutenant Crouch.

“We couldn’t find him,” the deputy said, shaking his head. “I had a dozen deputies comb the entire western edge of the forest, but they came up with nothing.”

At first, Veronica thought that they were referring to the bear. That all changed with what Crouch said next.

“What about the girl?”

McVeigh’s nose crinkled and his eyes darted to the medical equipment that monitored Steve’s vitals.

“Swelling of the brain. She’s in an induced coma, they’re trying to give her brain a chance to heal.”

“The girl?” Veronica asked.

No one seemed to hear her.

“Found the man’s gear though—the clothing, the paint. It was him all right. It was the dollmaker,” McVeigh continued.

“What about the bear?”

McVeigh shrugged.

“Your shots spooked him, I guess. Hopefully, it headed north.”

“What the fuck is going on?” Veronica pulled away from Steve. “Would someone please tell me what the fuck is going on?”

The two men exchanged glances before McVeigh answered.

“The sheriff was following up on some intel from the phone company. My guess is that he was out there trying to figure out why the girls got out of their cars. He must have heard something in the forest, and that’s when he saw the girl and the dollmaker.”

Veronica’s eyes narrowed.

“He saw them?”

“Yep,” Crouch said, hooking his thumbs through his belt loops. “I saw them, too. But then this big fuckin’ bear attacked Burnsy. I shot at it but didn’t want to hit the sheriff. The bear got spooked and ran off. By the time I got to the girl, she’d taken one hell of a tumble. Slipped down a small embankment and cracked her head on a rock. The dollmaker was gone.”

Veronica blinked three times, trying to wrap her mind around what she’d just heard.

“There was another victim?”

“Ehh, something like that,” Crouch said. “She’s—”

“In a coma,” McVeigh interrupted. “Induced, as we said. Doctors don’t know if she’ll come out of it.”

“Who is she?” Veronica asked. “Do we know her name?”

McVeigh shook his head.

“Not yet. Didn’t have any ID on her. We have someone at Shooter’s going over footage to see if she was there.”

A fifth person entered the room, the only one in a uniform who wasn’t a member of law enforcement. The doctor had thick glasses and dark hair that was shaved close to his scalp.

“The sheriff needs his rest,” he said without preamble. He looked at Veronica. “I presume you’re his emergency contact?”

“Yes.”

The man held his hand out.

“Dr. Kincaid.”

“Veronica.”

Another nod, then he turned and faced McVeigh and Crouch.

“I’m sorry, but the sheriff needs his rest. Given that Ms. Shade is his emergency contact, she can stay. I’m sure she can also update you if his condition changes.”

The two men were clearly not happy about this, but Dr. Kincaid didn’t back down. And for the first time since entering the room, Veronica noticed that Deputy McVeigh was holding a folder in one hand. He tapped the corner of it against his palm, as if unsure what to do with it.

“That for the sheriff?” It was Lieutenant Crouch who asked the question, and McVeigh nodded.

“Transcript from our interviews with the men from Shooter’s Lounge,” he said almost absently.

“I’ll take it for him,” Veronica moved quickly, grabbing the folder from the deputy’s hand.

“I don’t—”

“Thank you, gentlemen,” Dr. Kincaid said, putting himself between the cops and his patient.

“If you need anything, please call,” Deputy McVeigh said. “And keep us updated, Detective Shade.”

Then they were both gone, leaving Veronica with Dr. Kincaid and Steve.

“The sheriff got very lucky.” Dr. Kincaid moved about the room as he spoke, checking vitals and making notes on a clipboard. “Bear clawed into his back, but the lacerations weren’t deep enough to strike any organs. I stapled his skin together and he’ll have some nasty scars but no permanent damage. He’s also on some pretty heavy-duty painkillers and antibiotics, which is why he’s still sleeping.”

The adrenaline finally flushed out of her system and Veronica felt weak.

“Take a seat if you want,” Dr. Kincaid suggested, noticing her fatigue.

Veronica slumped into the oversized chair without hesitating.

“Thanks.”

She was exhausted. The lack of sleep over the last few days combined with all the emotion was enough to drain even the heartiest of people.

But she wasn’t ready to close her eyes just yet.

In her mind, Veronica heard Dr. Jane Bernard’s voice uttering words like obsession and responsibility and guilt, but she blocked the woman out. The silence didn’t last long.

Jane was gone, but a new voice immediately replaced the psychiatrist’s.

Her brother’s.

The will to survive is ingrained at birth, Lucy.

This was true for Veronica, but it was also true for those girls. For Kelsey and Megan and the girl lying in another room in this very hospital, struggling to stay alive.

Someone had taken that will away from them.

The dollmaker.

Veronica opened the folder that she’d grabbed from Deputy McVeigh and started to read.

She was going to find him. She was going to find him and stop him before he made another one of his sick dolls.


Chapter 46

Interview conducted by Deputy Marcus McVeigh, transcribed by Suzanne Granger.

Interviewee is Thomas Lemieux, male, 32 y/o, 6’1, approx. 210 lbs.

Start time: 2:48 PM.

“Mr. Lemieux, my name is Deputy McVeigh, and you’ve already been instructed of your rights. Your participation in this interview is completely voluntary and you’re free to leave at any time. Do you understand your rights as they’ve been explained to you?”

“Yes.”

“Right, before we get started, would you want something to drink?”

“Water, please.”

“Sure. Can someone get Mr. Lemieux a bottle of water? Thanks. So, the reason we brought you in here today is that you were present at Shooter’s Lounge on both the evening of the fourteenth and on the nineteenth. Is that correct?”

Inaudible.

“For the sake of the recording, Mr. Lemieux, can you please speak clearly?”

“Sure—yeah, I think I was there both nights.”

“And do you go there often? To Shooter’s, I mean?”

Inaudible.

“Mr. Lemieux—”

“Sorry, yes, I go there a couple of times a week. I like Shooter’s.”

“And do you usually go by yourself?”

“Most of the time—sometimes I go with friends.”

“And would you say that your main goal at Shooter’s is to pick up women?”

“Yeah, I guess so.”

“Sure—you’re a single man, right? A single man in his early thirties trying to meet somebody?”

“Yeah.”

“Any luck? I mean on those two days in particular? Did you end up going home with anyone?”

“Not those days, no.”

“How many times would you say you’re successful in taking women home after meeting them at Shooter’s? What would you say your batting average is? One in two? Every three or four times?”

“I don’t know.”

“Take a guess, give me your best estimate. You’re a good-looking guy, you’re in good shape… do you have a job?”

“I’m a mechanic.”

“All right, all right. So, what do you think your odds are of leaving with somebody?”

“One in three, maybe. On a busy night, maybe every other time.”

“Some pretty good odds, I’d say. Let me show you this photo… have you seen this girl before?”

Mr. Lemieux is shown a photograph of Kelsey Astor.

“I don’t think so, no.”

“What about her?”

Thomas is shown a photograph of Megan Milonakis.

“No.”

“You sure?”

“Pretty sure, yeah.”

“Are you aware that on the fourteenth the woman in the first photo I showed you was there, and on the nineteenth, the woman in the second photo was at Shooter’s?”

“I don’t know. It’s a busy place.”

“It can be, sure. On a Thursday, Friday, or Saturday night. Occasionally on a Sunday if there are a bunch of college football games on. But the fourteenth was a Tuesday. Now, I’ll be honest with you, I’m not a regular at Shooter’s, but I don’t imagine that Tuesday is one of their busier nights. Which makes me wonder why, if your main goal is to pick up women, why you’d go there on a Tuesday?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?”

“I guess I just went for a drink and to shoot some pool.”

“I thought you said that your primary goal was to go home with a woman?”

“Well, I mean, it is, but I also like to go there for a drink too. I don’t always go just to pick up chicks, sometimes—”

“Mr. Lemieux, have you ever seen either of these women before?”

“Like I told you already, no.”

“I find that hard to believe. I find it hard to believe that a man like yourself on the prowl doesn’t notice someone like Kelsey Astor. She’s young and pretty. Do you know how many people were in the bar that night? On the fourteenth, I mean?”

Inaudible.

“Please speak clearly.”

“I said, I don’t know. Maybe I saw her, but I didn’t go home with her.”

“Sixteen—that’s it. That’s the number of people who came into Shooter’s during the time that you were there. And we have you on tape talking to her at the bar. You mean to tell me that of the sixteen—”

“Wait, did you say Kelsey Astor?”

“Yes, she—”

“She’s one of the dead girls, isn’t it? She’s one of the dolls?”

-----

Veronica rubbed her eyes and sank deeper into the hospital chair, which was surprisingly comfortable.

She’d turned a food tray into a makeshift desk, and when Deputy McVeigh mentioned Kelsey’s name in the interview, she’d pulled out the accompanying photographs that had been in the file. There were two of them, one of Kelsey in what appeared to be an Instagram photo, smiling, carefree, the other of her face, scalp pulled back, that Kristin Newberry had taken at the crime scene.

Veronica was annoyed that she had to read Thomas Lemieux’s interview second hand. If she’d been there, she would’ve been able to tell if the man was lying. As it was, if the man was the killer, based on all the efforts he’d made to keep the crime scene clean, the likelihood of him breaking down in a voluntary interview was next to nothing.

With a grunt of frustration, Veronica looked up. Steve had since rolled onto his side, but he hadn’t opened his eyes yet.

Veronica watched his chest rise and fall for several seconds before flipping to the next interview.

-----

Interview conducted by Deputy Marcus McVeigh, transcribed by Suzanne Granger.

Interviewee is Barret Jenkins, male, 28 y/o, 5’9, approx. 180 lbs.

Start time: 3:18 PM.

“Here’s your Coke, Mr. Jenkins. Enjoy. Now, you’ve been informed of your rights, and you are aware that you’re free to leave at any time.”

“I understand. If there’s anything I can do to help find whoever did that to those girls in Hilltona, then I’m all in.”

“What makes you think that this has anything to do with the girls in the forest?”

“Just a guess. Like I said, I’m willing to help.”

“Well, you can start by telling us what you were doing at Shooter’s Lounge on the fourteenth and nineteenth of this month.”

“On the Tuesday, I was there with a work colleague havin’ drinks, on Sunday I was there with my girlfriend. I don’t know if you ever tried the food there, deputy, but it’s real good.”

“Can’t say that I have. And during either of those visits do you remember interacting with these women?”

Mr. Jenkins is shown photographs of both Kelsey Astor and Megan Milonakis.

“Yeeeah, I think I remember her. She was sad looking, you know?”

“For the record, Mr. Jenkins is indicating Kelsey Astor.”

“What else do you remember that night, Mr. Jenkins?”

“Well, to be honest, deputy, not all that much. It was a rough week at work, so I had maybe one too many... you know what it’s like.”

----

Interview conducted by Deputy Marcus McVeigh, transcribed by Suzanne Granger.

Interviewee is Gordon Trammel, male, 32 y/o, 6’2, approx. 205 lbs.

Start time: 3:42 PM.

“Mr. Trammel, thanks for coming in and speaking to us today. Would you like something to drink?”

“Diet Coke, if you have one.”

“Sure, I’ll get one of the deputies to fetch one for you. Now, do you have any idea why I asked to speak to you today?”

“Honestly, no.”

“Well, Mr. Trammel, it’s because you were at Shooter’s Lounge on both nights that two women went missing. Do you recognize either of these women?”

Mr. Jenkins is shown photographs of both Kelsey Astor and Megan Milonakis.

“No, I don’t think so. I like to go to Shooter’s with my family. The food is great.”

“So I’ve heard. Are you sure that you’ve never seen either of these women before?”

“I’m positive.”

-----

Veronica sighed. A man with his family, a man at the bar to pick up women. Another who seemed like a regular Joe just blowing off steam after work. Nothing any of them said seemed overtly suspicious to her.

If only they’d asked me to officially join the case… if only I hadn’t been chasing Collard and Peter and Terry, I could have been there. I could have told them if any of these men were lying. If they’d interviewed the dollmaker, I would have known.

She flipped to the second to last interview.

-----

Interview conducted by Deputy Marcus McVeigh, transcribed by Suzanne Granger.

Interviewee is Paul Smoak, male, 24 y/o, 5’9, approx. 155 lbs.

Start time: 4:08 PM.

“Here’s your coffee, Mr. Smoak.”

“Why’d you pull me out of work? Am I under arrest?”

“No, you are not under arrest. We just want to ask you a few questions.”

“‘Bout what? I was supposed to be on overtime tonight. I need that money.”

“I apologize for the inconvenience, but—”

“Apologies ain’t goin’ pay my child support.”

“Right, well, we just want to ask you about some women who—”

“Can I leave?”

“Mr. Smoak, you are not under arrest. If you want to leave, you are more than welcome to.”

“Then I’m out. I gotta get back to work.”

End time: 4:10 PM.

-----

Mr. Smoak was angry and had a dislike for cops, but that wasn’t uncommon among the working class. Among any class, really.

Despite his animosity, and his unwillingness to cooperate, Veronica didn’t put too much stock in the man’s quick exit. The unsub who had posed and painted the victims had patience, was calculated. Mr. Smoak didn’t strike her as the type.

Veronica moved on to the final interview, the one she was most interested in.

-----

Interview conducted by Deputy Marcus McVeigh, transcribed by Suzanne Granger.

Interviewee is Rob Pinkerton, male, 26 y/o, 5’11, approx. 190 lbs.

Start time: 4:22 PM.

“Are you sure you don’t want a drink, Mr. Pinkerton? A Coke? Coffee? Water, even?”

“No, I’m not thirsty.”

“First of all, thank you for taking the time to come down here. I know it’s—”

“Did you find him?”

“Find who, Mr. Pinkerton?”

“The asshole who did this!”

“Well, that’s something we were hoping you might be able to help with.”

“Me? I don’t have any fucking idea who would do something like this.”

“You seem very upset, Mr. Pinkerton.”

“Upset? Really? Of course, I’m upset. My girlfriend was fucking murdered, and you guys haven’t done shit about it!”

“Please, Mr. Pinkerton, this will be much easier if you remain calm.”

“Remain calm? How can I be calm? And enough of this Mr. Pinkerton crap, all right? My name’s fucking Rob.”

“Okay, Rob, what was your relationship with Megan Milonakis?”

“My relationship?”

Inaudible.

“Rob?”

“Nothin’.”

“Nothing? Okay, well, allow me to tell you something, then? Would that be all right?”

Inaudible.

“Okay. Here’s what I think, Rob: I think that you were messing around on your girlfriend, Kelsey, with Megan. I think that after Kelsey got into a fight with her mom about the tattoo that you took her to get, she came to see you. Only, you weren’t alone—you were with Megan. Kelsey catches you cheating on her and goes to Shooter’s to blow off steam. You follow her there. You’re angry and—”

“No, that’s not what happened “

“—and you decide that you’d rather continue your relationship with Megan and that maybe Kelsey is the problem. What better way to get rid of a problem than—”

“I didn’t kill her.”

“After Megan found out what you did—”

“I didn’t kill either of them! I didn’t kill Megan or Kelsey! Fucking hell! Yeah, I was sleeping with both of them, but I didn’t fucking kill them! I loved Kelsey!”

“Mr. Pinkerton—”

“This interview is over. It’s fucking over!”

End time: 4:31.

-----

Veronica felt vindicated. She didn’t feel good, but she felt vindicated; her theory about Rob Pinkerton’s relationship with both of the deceased was correct.

What she was less confident in was his involvement in their murders. If Rob was responsible, and Kelsey and Megan were part of his twisted love triangle, what was with the makeup?

And who was his third girl that had hit her head in the forest?

Her back sore from sitting for so long, Veronica rose to her feet. As she did, she glanced down at Steve. He looked peaceful, which was not an expression that she associated with the man—at least, not recently. He also looked closer to his real age.

The idea of him waking up alone wasn’t one that she wanted to entertain, but she needed to stretch her legs and clear her head.

Veronica gave Steve a kiss on the forehead, brushed his hair back from his temples, and then left the hospital room. The corridor was quiet now, empty save a motherly nurse who was typing away at a drug dispensing terminal.

She looked right first, then left. Toward the end of the hallway, just before heavy double doors with ‘Day Surgery’ written on the placard above, sat a deputy.

Veronica walked up to the man, whom she didn’t recognize.

“Detective Veronica Shade, Greenham PD.” She flashed her badge and lifted her chin toward the window in the door. “Is she the girl from the forest?”

“Yeah. Still no change—in an induced coma to try and bring the swelling in her brain down.” The deputy’s eyes softened. “Were you with the sheriff?”

Still on her toes, trying to see through the glass, Veronica replied, “Yes. He’s going to be okay. Hasn’t woken yet, either, though.”

The woman lying on the hospital bed was almost a carbon copy of Kelsey and Megan. Her hair was shorter than the two other victims’, and her ears stuck out, but even with the oxygen mask covering her face, it was clear that she had a slightly upturned nose and a smallish mouth. Her throat was covered in bandages, but Veronica knew what lay beneath: a ghastly, purple and red smile.

“Can I go in?”

How close were you to becoming the dollmaker’s next victim?

“I’m sorry, but nobody’s allowed in—doctor’s orders.”

Veronica didn’t acknowledge the deputy. She just kept staring at the girl who was so still that she could have been a mannequin.

Or a doll.

The thought was unexpected, and it made her shudder.

As if inspired by this movement, the girl’s eyelids began to flutter, and Veronica thought that she was going to wake. But then they stopped and settled, showing just a sliver of whites.

Veronica scratched her jaw as she stared at the woman’s nearly closed eyes. There was something odd about them.

She staggered and backed away from the door.

“Detective Shade? Everything alright?”

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

Veronica hurried back to Steve’s room and scooped up the crime scene images of Kelsey and Megan.

“Veronica?”

She startled and lowered the pictures from her face.

“Steve…” she kissed him again, this time on the lips.

A sheepish grin appeared on the sheriff’s face.

“Nice to see you, too.”

She felt like hitting him.

“A bear? Really?”

“Snuck up on me.” Steve’s smile suddenly disappeared. “The girl, I saw a girl. And I saw—”

“He got away.”

Veronica quickly updated Steve on the situation with the girl in the coma, and how Lieutenant Crouch had scared the bear off by shooting around it. The sheriff’s face darkened with every word.

“What are those?” he asked when she was done.

Veronica forgot that she was holding the crime scene photos. She glanced at them once more and then showed them to Steve.

“I think we’ve been looking at this all wrong. We’ve been thinking about what makes them dolls—the makeup, the clothing. Maybe the posing. But what about them is different from a doll?”

Steve squinted. Even after what he’d been through and despite the drugs in his system, the sheriff was still calculated and analytical. It took him less than a minute to come up with an answer.

“The eyes,” he said dryly.

Veronica nodded.

“You’re right: the eyes. Dolls’ eyes are open when they’re sitting upright. Lay them down, and they flutter and close.”

Steve grunted and he reached for his cell phone on the chair beside him. As he lifted up, Veronica saw that nearly half of his back was covered in a large section of gauze. It was pink in some areas, dark red in others.

“What are you doing?” she asked, wincing at the sight of his back.

“I’m calling Dr. Thorpe. Cross your fingers, Veronica, let’s hope we get lucky for once.”


Chapter 47

Dylan Hall watched from the shadows. He saw Veronica and her fat partner corner a man with a limp, a guy wearing brand-new running shoes, and a portly black man whom Dylan knew as Collard.

He almost stepped from the shadows when Veronica answered her phone and rushed back to the car, but that’s when he noticed someone else.

Tall and lean, this new man was pretty much the yin to Collard’s yang.

Dylan knew him well, too. Unlike that bumbling idiot Collard, this man had hard features and soulless eyes and was capable of very bad things.

Perhaps he could’ve reached the fat detective before this man did, perhaps not. Dylan was in the best shape of his life, but he had a lot of ground to cover. A man his height needed specific shadows to lurk within. Besides, it wasn’t as if this man had a gun or knife.

He had a metal bowl of all things. One of the large types used to sauce chicken wings without scattering them to the floor. And it was almost comical, especially the way the bowl vibrated on the ground seemingly forever after it struck the fat detective in the side of the head.

“Collard, move your fat ass, nigga,” the man said in a husky voice. “Get the fuck outta hea’.”

This was none of Dylan’s business. If anything, he was disincentivized to interfere. No longer dealing, his only current source of income was as a CI. And if he stepped forward and helped the fat detective, word would get out that he was a snitch.

And when snitches weren’t being targeted on the street, they were being avoided.

If Dylan got involved, he knew his days as a CI were numbered.

But as much as he hated the fat detective, he owed Veronica.

Without Veronica, Dylan Hall would only be in one place: the ground.

Everyone else thought he was a worthless piece of shit, himself included. But for some unknown reason, Veronica had stood up for him. Even after he’d groped her.

That was another reason he owed her.

Because that was one of the final straws, the tipping point that brought him to the long and winding road of sobriety.

Dylan was no saint, never professed to be one. He did a lot of bad shit and had seen a lot worse. But until that day with Detective Shade, he had never assaulted a woman.

“Collard, you dumb fuck. Move!”

Dylan Hall, who had stopped the sliding gun by stepping on it, stooped low and picked it up. Then he and his entire six-foot-nine frame finally stepped into the light.

“No, Collard, you dumb fuck, I think you should stay right there.”

He pointed the gun at the lean man with the dead eyes.

“You too, Devon. Don’t you fucking move.”


Chapter 48

“Sheriff Burns, I was just about to call you. The murder weapon wasn’t a wire as I first thought, but some sort of string. A tightly wound cotton-nylon blend.”

“Dr. Thorpe, this is Detective Veronica Shade. You’re on speaker phone with the sheriff. Are you in the morgue right now?”

When Dr. Thorpe answered, her tone was slightly guarded.

“Yes. I found fibers embedded in Megan Milonakis’ throat.”

Veronica, who had only taken the phone from Steve so that he could get comfortable in his hospital bed again, handed it back.

“Dr. Thorpe? It’s Sheriff Burns.”

“Good afternoon, Sheriff.”

It was clear by the medical examiner’s tone that she had no idea what had happened to Sheriff Burns. And as much as Veronica wanted to enlighten the woman, it would only slow things down.

“Can you do me a favor?”

“Sure.”

“I know you already tested the bodies for prints, but I need you to dust their eyelids.”

There was a short pause.

“Excuse me?”

“Their eyelids—I think whoever did this might have closed the women’s eyes after they were dead.”

“All right, give me a second.”

Veronica heard the phone being put down and what sounded like a metal refrigerator door being opened. More indiscernible sounds and Veronica looked at Steve.

At some point during the very brief conversation with Dr. Thorpe, he had managed to sit up. The peaceful look that had been on Steve’s face when he’d been sleeping was gone. Now, his cheeks were pinched in obvious discomfort.

He should be resting, Veronica realized. I should be encouraging him to rest.

But Veronica knew that Steve was doing exactly what she would in his situation.

“Steve, did you fingerprint Rob Pinkerton when you interviewed him the first time?” Veronica asked.

Steve thought about this for a moment. It was a simple question, one that shouldn’t have taken as long for him to answer as it did.

“No,” he admitted finally. “He wasn’t very cooperative.”

Clearly, the painkillers were still affecting his system.

“Shit.”

The longer they waited, the more wind was let out of their sails. Even on the off chance that Dr. Thorpe came back with something, what could they compare it to? Was their unsub in the system?

Possibly.

But, if that—

“Wait,” Steve said. He tried to prop himself up even further, then grimaced and stopped. “What do you mean, first interview?”

“Oh, I forgot to tell you. Deputy McVeigh stopped by.” Veronica reached for the stack of papers on her makeshift desk. “Brought transcripts from the interviews he performed.”

Steve looked bewildered, which was alarming to Veronica. She kept thinking of the woman in the hospital room down the hall.

Had Steve also sustained a head injury, perhaps?

“The four people that were at Shooter’s both nights? Oh, and Rob Pinkerton, too,” Veronica explained.

Steve blinked.

“Who performed the interviews?”

“Deputy McVeigh.”

Steve scowled, but Veronica was pleased to discover that he hadn’t completely lost his memory.

“McVeigh performed the interviews? I told him to wait. I told him not to—”

There was a rustling from the phone and Dr. Thorpe came back on the line.

“Okay, I got something: a partial on Kelsey’s left eyelid. Looks like a thumb print. You want me to run it through CODIS?”

“Yes, please,” Steve answered.

Veronica glanced down at the interview transcripts. By sheer luck, her eyes landed on a line from Barret Jenkins’ interview.

Here’s your Coke, Mr. Jenkins.

“Dr. Thorpe,” she said excitedly. “Did Deputy McVeigh bring you any prints to run this afternoon? A coke can, water bottle, that sort of thing from some interviews he was performing?”

Steve eyed her curiously.

“Yes, I was actually working on them when you called. Do you want me to compare the partial with these?”

“Yes. Yes, please.”

Steve finally caught on.

“Top priority. Compare them, and then give me a call back as soon as you have the results.”

“Not a problem.”

“Thanks, Dr. Thorpe.”

As soon as he hung up the phone, the sheriff started to get out of bed. The pulse oximeter on his finger got tangled and he yanked it off.

“What are you doing?” Veronica asked.

“Getting dressed.”

As if to add credence to his comment, the sheriff reached for his clothes, only to gasp.

“Steve, you were mauled by a bear. You need to rest.”

“I know.” His mouth became a thin line, barely visible through his beard. “But I was this close, Veronica. I saw him. I saw the fucking dollmaker. If only—”

Another gasp of pain and Veronica saw fresh blood spread like a Rorschach ink blot on his bandage. It reminded her of her synesthesia, only this existed in the real world.

“Just stay there, I’ll get Dr. Kincaid. He can get you something for the pain. But I really think—”

Steve’s phone rang and despite his obvious discomfort, his hand shot out and he answered it and put it on speaker.

“We got a match,” Dr. Thorpe said, sounding out of breath. “Sheriff, we got a match from the fingerprint on Kelsey Astor’s eyelid and one of the cups that Deputy McVeigh brought in this afternoon.”


Chapter 49

To this point, Freddie had done all he could to insulate Veronica. But now, after what happened in the alley, the task had become impossible.

It didn’t help the first person to arrive on the scene was IA Officer Cole Batherson.

“Detective Furlow, are you alright? Do you need medical?”

Freddie touched the side of his head where he had been struck by the bowl. There was a lump but no blood. It could have been so much worse.

“Naw, I’m fine.”

“So, these three are behind the big Rolex caper, are they?” Cole asked, his eyes flicking to the three men, all seated, hands tied behind their backs.

“Yeah, that and one more: Alfred Cohen.”

“Alfred?” Cole asked, clearly not familiar with the name.

Freddie, who had spent time looking the man up on the Internet while waiting for backup, nodded.

“Yep. Son of Matthew Cohen, owner of Alfred’s Jewelry.”

The alley was suddenly alive with flashing blue and red lights as more cops pulled up.

“Really?”

“Collard likes to run his mouth. I guess he was more confident in Peter’s legal skills back in the precinct than sitting in a dingy alley. According to him, Alfred was pissed at his dad and decided to teach him a lesson by stealing his fancy watches. I guess he got greedy, or maybe he thought it was too obvious if he only robbed his dad, so he got Devon and Collard here to knock off three stores instead of just the one.”

“What’s the lawyer's deal?” Cole asked, looking at Peter.

“I’m not making a deal unless I get it in writing.”

Freddie rolled his eyes.

“Insurance policy. In case one of these dumbasses got booked, they were to call him to make sure they kept their mouths shut. Gave him a Rolex as a retainer. I’m telling you, Cole, you can’t make this shit up.”

“I did not admit to anything,” Peter said, but his voice wavered.

Two uniformed officers approached, and Freddie instructed them to put Collard and Devon in one car, Peter in the other. As they did as they were instructed, another car came to a stop.

Freddie shrunk a little when he saw who got out from behind the driver’s seat.

“What happened?” Captain Peter Shade demanded.

“Captured these two,” Freddie said, indicating Collard and Peter as they were ushered into the backseat of the cop cars. “The third brained me with a bowl.”

Normally, the captain was completely unreadable, but the word ‘bowl’ sent him for a loop.

“Don’t ask. Anyways, I managed to regain control of the situation. As per their own admission, they were behind the jewelry store robberies.”

To this point, Freddie had deliberately not mentioned Dylan Hall. The lanky man’s actions would come out—Collard just couldn’t shut up—but he wanted to make sure that Dylan was as far away as possible before that happened.

Someone with his past and record wanted to avoid being brought in, even if they were on the other side of the law this time.

Freddie had good reason to detest the man, and it wasn’t just because he grabbed Veronica’s ass one time when he was high. Although Freddie was resigned to placing all the blame on Dylan Hall, he was fairly confident that his own life would be very different if the man had never existed.

Still, without Dylan jumping in when he had, Freddie would be a lot worse for wear. A bowl could only do so much damage, but his gun?

That was a different story.

Captain Shade had more questions for him, but he stayed quiet until Cole Batherson excused himself. Once IA was out of earshot, Peter lit a smoke.

“Where the hell is V?”

“I don’t know.” Freddie was surprised by the anger that framed the edges of his words. “She got a call, family emergency or something. I thought something happened to you.”

Captain Shade looked at the burning end of his smoke, and even though he had only taken a few drags, he stomped it out with his heel.

“Nope, not me.”

Freddie sighed and rubbed his head again. The lump had grown to the size of a golf ball.

A fucking bowl?

“She’s getting more—”

“I know,” Captain Shade cut him off midsentence. “You bringing in Alfred Cohen?”

Freddie nodded.

“Good. I want this wrapped up tonight, Freddie.” He pulled another cigarette and rolled it between his thumb and forefinger. “Tonight.”


Chapter 50

It was a Bear County Sheriff’s Department operation, no question about it, but nothing the sheriff or the deputies could’ve said would’ve kept Veronica away.

She stood beside Steve as he spread the house blueprint on the hood of his truck. Aside from the small lights on the deputies’ vests illuminating the paper, it was pitch dark.

“McVeigh, you take the back side with Lancaster. I’ll go in the front with Dubois and Farrehty. Given the late hour, and the lack of movement inside, we should have the element of surprise on our hands. That being said, we can’t go in too hot. We expect that there is a woman and a child inside along with our unsub.”

The sheriff gave further instructions to the other deputies, telling them to form a wide perimeter around the house. Veronica didn’t need to be told where she was going—she was not going to leave Steve’s side.

“All right, let’s go. Set up, and we breach in three.”

They broke, staying low and out of view of the windows as they approached the small wooden house. Their unsub lived in a hexagonal bungalow, with two doors, one in the front, and one in the back. It was isolated, at least ten miles from the nearest neighbor.

The perfect place to commit murder without being seen or heard.

Except… he wasn’t alone.

Veronica had read the interview with the unsub three times trying to tease out something indicative of a killer. But there was nothing there. If anything, the fact that the man was at Shooter’s with his wife and child made him trustworthy. While he wouldn’t be the first family man who was also a serial killer, Robert Lee Yates being one of the most prominent, it was rare.

They made it to the wraparound porch and the Sheriff indicated with the blade of his hand for Dubois and Farrehty to post up on the right side of the door. Then he signaled for Veronica to get behind him. When they were in position, he pointed at his eyes with two fingers and then at his watch, before holding up a single digit.

One minute to breach.

The moment immediately preceding a raid was a strange time. It was akin to the second before the sun blinked below the horizon, when the air was calm, when the diurnal animals were safely hidden, and the nocturnal ones were waiting with bated breath.

Veronica always used this time to perform the breathing techniques that Dr. Bernard had taught her. Anything to help dampen her synesthesia, to avoid being overwhelmed once they broke into the house.

The sheriff counted down on his fingers.

Five… four… three… two… one…

Deputy Farrehty, fully prepared to kick the door in should he find it locked, tried the handle. It turned freely and he shoved.

Guns drawn and at the ready, Sheriff Burns entered, and Veronica followed.

“Sheriff’s Department!” someone yelled.

Veronica heard splintering wood as McVeigh and Lancaster breached the back door, which, unlike the front, had been locked.

They found themselves in a dark kitchen, with a modest family room to their right. Veronica identified four closed doors toward the eastern side of the hexagon, doors that were splattered with yellows and oranges.

This place had seen violence, but not on the level she expected.

They knew from the plans that the first closed door was the bathroom and they passed it without stopping. The next was the master bedroom and the sheriff yanked the door open.

“Sheriff’s Department, on the ground, now!”

Veronica started to enter the room and saw two people lying in the bed, a man and a woman. The former appeared to be wide awake, his pale blue eyes staring back like twin moons. He had a square jaw and a short, dark beard. Beside him was a woman, who was fumbling to remove a navy eye mask.

“On the ground!”

Just as the man rolled off the bed, Veronica heard the squeak of another door opening.

“Dad?”

In one motion, Veronica holstered her gun and spun around. Emerging from the bathroom was a small girl in a nightgown with long, messy pigtails. Her eyes were filled with tears.

Worried that in the dark one of the deputies might mistake her for a threat, Veronica embraced the girl, wrapping one hand over her eyes and twirling her around, effectively covering her entire body with her back.

“It’s okay, it’s okay, darling. We’re the police, okay? We’re not going to hurt you.”

The girl said nothing—she just whimpered. This intensified when Sheriff Burns’ booming voice filled the bungalow.

“Gordon Trammel, you’re under arrest for the murders of Kelsey Astor and Megan Milonakis. You have the right to remain silent…”


Chapter 51

“What is the meaning of this?” Matthew Cohen demanded. He seemed even more incensed now than after he’d been robbed and struck in the head by one of his own watches.

“Mr. Cohen, your son is being questioned in connection with the robbery of both your store and two other Greenham jewelry stores,” Detective Furlow informed him. This was simply a courtesy. At twenty-four years old, Alfred Cohen was an adult, and the detective didn’t have to keep the man’s father apprised of anything. “If you have a lawyer, I suggest—”

“Questioned? What are you talking about?”

Freddie considered the diminutive man. Though incensed, he detected something else beneath Matthew Cohen’s anger. He seemed… frightened. Freddie might not have Veronica’s intuition, but he had experience on his side. Rather than get his back up about being challenged by the civilian, Freddie encouraged it by coming off as feeble.

“Well, right now, we’re just asking him some questions. If you want to get him a lawyer, I suggest you do it as quickly as possible. But I’d stay away from Peter O’Keefe.”

“Who?”

“Peter O’Keefe, the lawyer who—”

“Detective Furlow? Matthew’s ready for you now,” Officer Furnelli informed him, indicating interrogation room two.

“I’ll be right there.”

Fear was plastered all over Matthew Cohen’s face.

“No, not you, Mr. Cohen. A different Matthew.”

Freddie left the owner of Alfred’s Jewelry standing there, but before entering the interrogation room, he whispered something into Officer Furnelli’s ear.

***

This time around, Collard’s lawyer didn’t have a fancy suit or new shows—the public defender’s outfit looked as if it was a second or third-degree hand-me-down. And while he tried to play hardball, a reminder of Collard’s tome of a rap sheet, his earlier confession, and the promise of a good word with the DA was all it took to get the perp talking again.

And once Matthew ‘Collard’ Barnaby opened his mouth, the man simply wouldn’t shut up.

His story was fairly straightforward and unoriginal, and the more he spoke, the more Freddie couldn’t help but think about how Veronica had been right all along, that this was an inside job.

And about how Detective Shade should be by his side during the interview.

Collard had met Alfred Cohen about six months ago when the latter was looking to score some weed. This part of the story was clearly a lie, as the recreational use of marijuana was legal in the State of Oregon, but Freddie took it with a grain of salt. Weed was a surrogate for something else, likely cocaine.

Then, three weeks ago, Alfred had approached Collard with a job. Easy money: score a bunch of luxury watches that could be flipped or held onto while they appreciated in value. Alfred had set him up not just with the locations and the best times to hit the stores when there would be no security present, but he’d also given him schematics.

“You wouldn’t happen to still own these schematics, would you?”

Lawyer and client conversed.

“He can provide them, yes.”

Freddie jotted this down on his notepad.

“What about Devon? How did he get involved?”

“Alfred told me to find a partner, just in case. Me ‘n’ Devo go way back.”

Freddie made another note.

“Okay, and how did you get hooked up with Peter O’Keefe?”

Collard told him that Alfred and Peter used to smoke weed together and that the lawyer offered, in return for a couple of watches, to be their attorney. Alfred assured them that this was simply a last resort measure as they’d never get caught. The watches themselves were split evenly between Alfred, Devon, and Collard after the robberies. Collard claimed that his share had since been stolen, which was why he was eager to meet with Terry, thinking that the man with the limp had been stupid enough to try and sell his shit back to him.

When prompted about Alfred’s and Devon’s shares, the man claimed ignorance.

Freddie, who wasn’t built for long interviews, shifted uncomfortably in the hard metal chair.

“I just have one more question for you, Collard.”

“What?”

“Why did you hit Matthew Cohen with a watch? You never hit Gregor or Noah.”

“Who?”

Freddie shook his head.

“Never mind. Why did you strike Alfred’s dad and not the others?”

Sheer confusion crossed over the man’s dark face.

“Alfred’s… dad?”

Freddie couldn’t believe it. Collard wasn’t that stupid, was he? The fucking store was called Alfred’s Jewelry.

Perhaps the man couldn’t read. That would be the only explanation other than sheer idiocy.

Freddie sighed loudly and his stomach followed this up with an angry growl.

“Let’s try this a third time, shall we? You only hit one of the men in the jewelry stores. Why? Did he attack you?”

“That wasn’t me. Was Devo.”

“Fine. Why did Devo hit the man, then?”

Collard shrugged and folded his hands on his large stomach.

“Alfred told me to. He said don’t hurt him too bad, just give him a little bruise, you know? Make it believable.”

Believable?

“What did he mean by that?”

“I ‘on’t know. Ax him.”

“Okay, thank you, Collard. You’ve been very helpful. I’ll pass on a good word to the DA.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

Both the lawyer and Collard tried to call him back, but Freddie was already in the hallway, reaching for the bottle of Coca-Cola he’d left outside the door. His blood sugar had plummeted during the interview, and he felt lightheaded.

“Well, that was eye-opening,” Officer Furnelli said.

“Man’s an absolute idiot,” Freddie replied between gulps. “Any luck with getting in contact with Detective Shade?”

“No, sorry. Must have shut her phone off. I can keep trying if you want.”

Freddie shook his head.

“No, that’s alright.”

“They already served the warrant on Devon’s place, by the way. Came up with nearly two dozen brand-new Rolexes, no boxes. They’re still running the serial numbers, but…” he held his hand out as if to say, they’re the stolen watches, all right.

“Two dozen? I thought…” Freddie smirked. “Collard wasn’t lying, his watches were stolen… by Devon.”

“Can’t trust a career criminal, I guess.”

“Nope. What about that other thing?”

“Ah, yeah, we were just waiting for you. Hold on.”

Officer Furnelli clicked his radio three times in rapid succession. This was followed by a reply of two clicks.

“They’re coming now, just like you asked.”

“Thanks.”

A cuffed Alfred Cohen, who, while younger by several decades, was a spitting image of his father, was led into the hallway by a heavily muscled officer. Even though coming from the other direction would have been more economical when trying to reach the first available interrogation room—with three of them already occupied—this route ensured that they would pass directly by Matthew Cohen who peered through thick glass from inside the waiting room.

As expected, upon seeing his son, Matthew pulled the door open, which Officer Furnelli had intentionally left unlocked, and rushed toward him.

Freddie took in every aspect of the interaction.

The first thing Matthew did was squeeze the back of his son’s arm hard enough to make the man wince. Then he shot him a look. Not a look that said, hey, how dare you, how dare you rob your own father.

A different kind of look.

Matthew then proceeded to whisper something in Alfred’s ear. It was impossible for Freddie to overhear, it was inaudible for even the muscle-bound cop to hear, but the detective would bet his life that he knew the nature of those words.

And who was really the mastermind behind the heists.

You better keep your mouth closed, son.


Chapter 52

Something was wrong. Something was terribly wrong with the interview. At first, Veronica didn’t know why her gut felt so tight and clenched. She was convinced that had she been inside the room—watching through one-way glass wasn’t ideal—she would be able to quickly identify the origins of her discomfort.

But Sheriff Burns had instructed her to wait outside, something about not wanting to complicate things by involving another law enforcement agency. This was particularly annoying because standing directly behind the sheriff as his second was Lieutenant Philip Crouch of the State Police.

Veronica knew that Crouch had been invited onto the case because they’d needed an ODFW warden’s involvement, but that didn’t explain why he hadn’t officially invited her onto the case.

After all, she’d been the one who had found out about the fingerprint on the victim’s eyelid, which had led to Gordon Trammel’s capture.

He couldn’t possibly still be trying to protect her, could he?

It wasn’t Gordon’s appearance that set her off, either, quite the contrary. The man was handsome, something that Veronica knew to be disturbingly common among serial killers. He had shaggy dark hair, pale eyes, and a square jaw framed by a dark beard. He was also tall, six two and a half, and lean.

Gordon was sweating profusely, his blue aura melding with the Sheriff’s whenever the latter leaned in close. Both had dark sweat stains beneath their arms and a small V pattern of perspiration at their collars, but the back of Steve’s shirt was also dark. This, Veronica knew, wasn’t sweat.

The blue watercolors were what finally tipped Veronica off.

Just like when she’d first entered Alfred’s Jewelry, it wasn’t so much what she saw, but what she didn’t see.

Gordon Trammel didn’t bleed red, yellow, and orange flares. How could a man capable of such violence, of murder and desecration, not exude the classic synesthetic signs of extreme violence?

Things became even more unsettling when Sheriff Burns put pressure on the man.

He laid the crime scene photographs in front of Gordon and said nothing. Try as he might, Gordon could only avoid looking at them for so long. And when he eventually did, Veronica saw no pride or twisted sense of accomplishment in his handsome face. Instead, she saw disgust. In fact, Gordon Trammel’s Adam’s apple bobbed several times, as if he were trying to swallow bile.

Dr. Bernard had warned her about the possibility of her synesthesia waning or disappearing entirely, but she was confident that wasn’t the case. When Rob Pinkerton had lied, the smell of gas had been pungent.

Could it be that Gordon Trammel was so good at lying that he had tricked her synesthesia the way a pathological liar could pass a polygraph?

Perhaps. It wasn’t infallible. But Veronica still felt that she was missing a key piece to the puzzle.

“Do you know either of these women?”

Narcissism was a trait of almost every serial killer on record. The fact that Gordon had refused counsel reflected this attribute. But he wasn’t boastful, brash, nor did he exhibit any other qualities of an egoist.

“I have seen them.”

The man was reserved, but his voice was clear and easy to understand. It helped that it was being broadcast into the observation room.

“And where have you seen them, Mr. Trammel?”

“On the news.”

The sheriff nodded.

“Have you ever met these women? Interacted with either of them?”

This time, Gordon didn’t answer right away. He appeared to be considering his reply. Veronica was ready. She didn’t know if she would be able to smell a lie through the glass, but if she could, she would.

A door opened behind her, and Deputy McVeigh walked in. Like her, he was clearly upset that the sheriff hadn’t allowed him in the interview room.

“They fingerprint bombed both cars—Kelsey’s and Megan’s—they were wiped clean.”

Veronica turned her attention back to the glass.

“Any evidence at the house?”

“Not yet.”

McVeigh joined her by her side.

“Yes,” Gordon said at last. “I remember them from Shooter’s Lounge. I think I spoke to this one.” He indicated Megan’s photograph.

No gas smell, but Veronica didn’t expect any. This lie wouldn’t make sense.

“And have you ever met Angie Caufield?”

The sheriff didn’t immediately offer an image of the third victim.

Gordon Trammel squinted.

“I’m not... I’m not sure.”

Now Steve produced the photo, which must have been taken of the girl while in the hospital.

This time, Gordon didn’t hesitate.

“Yes.”

“Mr. Trammel, have you ever touched any of these girls before?”

Gordon’s mouth twisted, and Veronica saw conflict in his face. Every one of his reactions seemed strange, just a little off. Some appeared orchestrated, like the confusion when the sheriff asked if he’d interacted with the victims, while others, like his revulsion at the crime scene photos, seemed genuine.

What the fuck is going on here?

Split personality?

Odds suggested not. But, statistically speaking, multi-modal synesthesia was rarer than a legitimate murderous split-personality disorder.

“You all right? You’re breathing funny,” Deputy McVeigh remarked.

“This case…” Veronica stopped herself. It wasn’t her case, and she didn’t want to come off as obsessed.

A loud sigh from the sheriff saved her from answering. He produced one final photograph, a zoomed-in image of Kelsey’s eyelid. The fingerprint dust was barely visible amidst the awful face painting.

“You don’t have to answer, Mr. Trammel. You don’t have to answer because I know that you touched these girls. I know because this is your fingerprint. When my deputy interviewed you earlier today, you drank a Diet Coke, didn’t you, Mr. Trammel? Well, we pulled a print off that can and compared it to—”

“I killed them.”

The words were spoken so softly that even the two men in the room, Sheriff Burns and Lieutenant Crouch, looked at each other, trying to confirm what they’d heard.

Steve even went as far as asking for clarification.

“Excuse me?”

Beside her, Veronica felt Deputy McVeigh tense and lean forward, until his face nearly touched the glass.

“I said,” Gordon Trammel began, lifting his icy blue eyes and leveling them at the sheriff, “I killed them. I killed both Kelsey and Megan and I tried to kill Angie.”


Chapter 53

He was lying—Gordon Trammel was lying.

“He’s lying,” Veronica whispered to herself, forgetting that Deputy Marcus McVeigh was standing beside her.

“You think?”

Startled by the man’s voice, she turned to look at him, stared into his face, tried to peer into his soul.

“No, not think—I know.”

She expected the man to argue with her, but he didn’t. Instead, he posed a solitary question, one to which she had no immediate answer.

“Why?”

Instead of replying with something that wouldn’t make sense to the deputy, she turned her attention back to the interrogation.

Sheriff Burns was a much better poker player than she was. She knew he felt the same because he was too surprised by this admission, but he didn’t let it show on his face. In fact, Steve didn’t skip a beat.

“Tell me how you did it,” he asked, his voice surprisingly calm.

Was this how Steve normally acted in the face of evil? Or was it because he didn’t believe the man’s confession?

“I met them at the bar, at Shooter’s.” Gordon looked down at his hands as he spoke. “I saw that they were drinking, and I knew they’d be taking the back roads to get home. So, I left early, went ahead of them, and waited. Then, when they stopped, I grabbed them, dragged them into the woods, and strangled them.”

“And then you changed their clothes and painted their faces?”

Gordon, eyes still downcast, nodded.

Veronica was suddenly confused. She smelled gas for part of the man’s story but not all of it. Some of what Gordon was saying was true, she concluded, but not the most important part.

It took her a few moments to realize that this man was responsible for dressing the bodies and applying their gaudy makeup to make them look like dolls.

But she was almost positive that Gordon didn’t actually kill them.

“How did you get Kelsey and Megan out of their cars?” Steve asked. It was a common misconception that all a person had to do was say that they committed a crime, and they would go to jail. In the eyes of the law, this was insufficient. They had to describe how they actually did it.

Gordon shrugged.

“I pretended that my car had broken down.”

Another lie.

“That’s it?” Now Steve’s incredulity bled through his mask of neutrality. “You just pretended that your car broke down and they stopped for you?”

Gordon doubled down on his lie.

“Yes. I blocked the road with my car so they couldn’t get by without stopping.”

The problem was that even if Gordon drove a massive truck, which he didn’t—the man had a medium-sized SUV registered in his name—there would still be enough room on the dirt road to swerve around him.

Steve cast a glance at Lieutenant Crouch who almost looked bored.

“Then what happened?” he pressed.

“I dragged them into the forest, where I strangled them.”

Cold, heartless, unbelievable.

“You just left both cars on the road?”

Gordon had been consistently looking at his hands up until this point, but now his eyes shot up and Veronica saw fear in those pale irises.

“No, no, of course not. I took their car and drove it into the woods.”

“Did you kill the girls first and then drive their cars into the woods?”

“What?”

Sheriff Burns repeated the question, this time more deliberately.

“No—I mean, I made them drive their car into the woods.”

The sheriff no longer made any effort to hide his skepticism.

“Let me get this straight. You parked your car in the middle of the road so they couldn’t get by and when they stopped to help you, you forced them back into their car and made them drive into the woods. Is this correct?”

“Yes.”

“Tell me what happened next, Mr. Trammel.”

The man took a deep, shuddering breath.

“I strangled them. I strangled them and then posed their bodies.”

“Right. And how long did this take? The whole killing and dressing and painting and posing?”

“What? How long did… how long did it take?”

Steve just stared.

“About an hour.”

Nearly everything that came out of Gordon’s mouth was a lie now. And she wasn’t the only one who was catching on.

“And during this hour or so, you just left your car in the middle of the road?”

“Well, I mean—”

“That’s what you said, isn’t it, Mr. Trammel? You said that you pretended that your car had broken down and you used it to block the road. And then… well, an hour or so later, you were finally done and returned to your car. Now I know that that road isn’t very busy, but an hour? Weren’t you worried that someone else would have come along and also not be able to get by? And if they were blocked, they would… what? Logically, not seeing anyone around, they would call the Sheriff’s Department to come and move it, right?”

Gordon looked like he was going to be ill.

“I don’t feel well.”

“I’m sure you don’t. But let me ask you one more thing, Mr. Trammel. Do you know Felize Hoffman?”

The expression on the man’s face was answer enough. But he couldn’t actually confirm this fact because Gordon suddenly leaned over, retched once, and then vomited on the floor.

Steve jumped back just in time to avoid being splattered.

“What’s wrong, Mr. Trammel? Thinking about what you’ve done makes you feel sick? I’m not surprised because it’s making me—”

For the first time since the interview began, Lieutenant Phil Crouch started to move. He took a step forward and grabbed the sheriff by the shoulder. At first, Steve tried to shake him off, but he was in obvious pain from his injury and put up little resistance.

“We’ll get some nurse to come in and check you out,” Crouch said.

Lieutenant Crouch was clearly concerned that anything that was said from this point onward was in jeopardy of being thrown out on account of Gordon being ill. The sheriff and lieutenant left the interview room and joined Veronica and McVeigh.

Steve looked tired, Crouch fresh.

“This reeks of an accomplice,” Lieutenant Crouch informed the room.

They all thought the same, but there was something missing. In every murder, there was a power imbalance, one that almost always led to a sexual assault. If more than one man was involved in the crime, a sexual assault was all but guaranteed. But, according to the ME and coroner, none of the victims had been molested. Stripped nude, posed, but not touched. At least, not as far as any professional could tell.

“My back is killing me,” Steve muttered through gritted teeth. Veronica watched the sheriff take a prescription bottle of Oxycontin out of his pocket, pop a white pill, and swallow it.

“I’ve already called the nurse, should be here in ten. Why don’t you take a break and have a glass of water?” McVeigh offered.

“I’ll be fine. What about the wife and kid?” Sheriff Burns asked.

“They’re here, on the second floor. You want to talk to them?”

Veronica drifted into the shadows. She knew that she should be comforting Steve, offering him professional and personal support, but she also felt that her chance, maybe her only chance, was coming soon.

“Yeah, just a few words while the nurse is on her way.”

They didn’t notice her. Lieutenant Phil Crouch, Deputy Marcus McVeigh, and Sheriff Steve Burns left the observation room preoccupied, none of them paying any attention to Detective Veronica Shade.

Still chained to the table, Gordon Trammel was shaking, his entire body coated in a sheen of sweat that made him look like a member of the Blue Man Group.

After she was alone, Veronica counted to ten. Then she opened the door and walked into the interrogation room occupied by a confessed serial killer.

And then Veronica started a conversation with the dollmaker.


Chapter 54

“We want to make a deal.”

“I’m sure you do. Just like Collard and Devon and Peter. But here’s the thing, your client was the ringleader behind this entire operation,” Freddie said, knowing that this wasn’t exactly true but wanting to apply pressure.

“Ringleader? Really? Please, detective, stop with superlatives. What we have here is three simple robberies. Nonviolent thefts, I might add.”

“Yes, ringleader. Unless, of course,” Freddie leveled his eyes at Alfred Cohen. He might look like a younger version of his father, but while Matthew was disgruntled and angry, Alfred was just terrified. “There is someone else who may have put you up to this?”

“Please, detective, let’s just stick to the facts,” the lawyer implored.

“The facts—okay, okay.”

Freddie strategically arranged the sheets of paper and images that Officer Furnelli had supplied him on the table, placing them down one by one.

“Do you know what these are,” Freddie asked.

“They’re my dad’s financial—”

The lawyer silenced his client by putting a hand on top of his and squeezing it hard. Unsurprisingly, considering that he’d been hired by Matthew Cohen and not his son, Alfred.

“I’ll help you out. These are the financial statements for Alfred’s Jewelry, your father’s store and your namesake. Now, I’ll be the first to admit that I’m no expert when it comes to running a business and I don’t know jack about expensive jewelry, including watches. But if you look here,” Freddie indicated a particular line on one of the first sheets of paper, “it looks like about six months ago, your dad started buying up more inventory at premium prices. And you know what? I think he did this as a strategic move to cripple the competition. Particularly Noah Seidel and Gregory Kastinov. I believe he thought that he could cripple their supply chain and after squeezing them out, raise his prices and recoup the losses. Eventually, he’d be the only jewelry store in Greenham. That’s why Noah and Gregor were, how do I put this, not so fond of your father.”

“Detective, this speculation is just wasting our time. If want to make a deal, outline your terms and I’ll discuss them with my client.”

“If you want to deal then I suggest you listen to what I have to say.”

Freddie waited, but the lawyer just waved his hands. Irrespective of who hired him, he still had a legal obligation to serve his client as best he could.

“Good. So, as I was saying, your father’s strategy didn’t pan out, and the loans that he secured in order to pay for this increase in stock were being called in. Do you want to know what I think your father did?” Freddie held up a finger, preemptively silencing the lawyer’s protests. “I think that he came up with a scheme. An idea. A way of squashing his competition while getting out of debt. It’s quite simple, actually. He knew that you had some shady connections because of your recreational drug use, and he said, hey, Al, what would you say to making a little extra cash while helping my business? Knock off the competition by stealing watches, then take mine. I’ll get the insurance money, and you can pawn the watches. I’ll even show you how to do it.” Freddie slapped his meaty hands together in a fait accompli. “Does that sound about right, Alfred?”

At some point during the speech, Alfred’s eyes had started to water.

“Detective, this sounds…” Accurate? One hundred percent true? “…like absolute dog shit. It’s make believe, all of it. I’m actually disappointed in you.”

Freddie figured this would happen, because of another sheet of paper that Officer Furnelli had discovered.

“Now,” the sleazy man in the suit continued, “we’re willing to talk if you take all jail time off the table. Six, maybe ten months’ probation seems about right.”

Freddie balked.

“Six months’ probation? Now, who’s into make-believe stories?”

“They’re nonviolent crimes, except for what happened to Matthew, and he won’t be pressing any charges. It’s my client’s first offense, who may or may not have been coerced by career criminals next door. Probation seems appropriate.”

“No deal. If your client isn’t interested in talking, in rolling over on his father, I’ll take this to trial.”

Freddie collected his papers and stood.

The reason why Alfred would never snitch on his father was because he was the sole beneficiary should anything happen to the man.

“Maybe you should speak to the DA before you make any threats, detective.”

Freddie scowled and left the two men alone. The lawyer was right, it wasn’t his call. All he could do was pass the information he discovered on to the DA. It was up to him to decide what to do next.

And, truthfully, he suspected that if things went to trial, Alfred Cohen would get more than six months’ probation, four years behind bars and out in eighteen months was more realistic, what with overpopulation.

Matthew Cohen was still in the waiting area when Freddie passed through.

“Pretty fucking shameful, you know that?” the detective snapped, unable to control himself.

“What?”

“Pretty fucking shameful that you set your son up.”

“Detective Furlow,” Officer Furnelli said, reaching for his arm.

Freddie ignored the officer and pointed his finger directly at the fat jeweler’s face.

“Shameful.”

When the officer pulled him again, he stepped away from Matthew Cohen.

“I’m done here.” He shoved the binder against Furnelli’s chest. “Give this to the DA when he gets here.”

“Where are you going?”

Freddie didn’t look back.

“To get something to eat.”

And find out what the hell happened to my partner.


Chapter 55

Gordon Trammel’s eyes were closed, and he was holding his face in his hands when Veronica entered the room. She did so silently and took him in, observing the blue waves of sweat coming off him, searching for buried hints of violent tendencies in the form of orange and red watercolors.

She saw none. Even the smell of gasoline had been usurped by the acrid reek of vomit.

“Gordon,” Veronica said the man’s name softly, so as not to startle him.

Gordon pulled his face out of his hands and looked at her. His cheeks were wet with tears.

Every serial killer had their type. Some are more obvious than others. The dollmaker preferred women in their mid-twenties, dark hair, shoulder length or shorter, petite stature, with small facial features.

Veronica wasn’t a perfect match, but she was close enough. And yet, there was no lust or hatred or anything but shame in Gordon’s eyes.

“Tell me what really happened. Tell me who really killed those girls.”

The man swallowed hard.

“I know you didn’t kill them, Gordon. I don’t know why you’re lying, or if you’re protecting someone or what, but I know you didn’t kill them.”

“I did,” he pleaded. “I murdered them.”

Veronica scrunched her nose in response to the powerful scent of gasoline.

The absurdity of this conversation wasn’t lost on her. Him, admitting to killing three women, her, trying to convince him to recant his statement.

It was absolutely preposterous.

Knowing that she didn’t have much time before the nurse arrived, Veronica decided on a more aggressive tactic.

“Tell me who really killed them.” Her voice wasn’t much louder than half a shout, but the man recoiled as if he had been struck. Gordon hadn’t reacted this way at all in response to anything Sheriff Burns had said.

“I’m sorry,” Gordon pleaded. “I’m sorry—don’t, please.”

“Sorry for what, Gordon? It’s not for killing those girls. For dressing them up? I’m going to be honest with you, I don’t believe in heaven or hell, and I don’t really care what you did after these girls were dead. What I care about, is who really strangled them.”

Gordon was on the verge of breaking down completely, but Veronica didn’t let up. She slammed her hands on the table and he pulled back as far as his bindings would allow.

The tried-and-true good cop, bad cop routine typically required two police officers, which, of course, Veronica didn’t have. She decided to try something different to break through to the man: she was going to play both sides herself.

Veronica reached out and gently grasped the confessed serial killer’s hands in her own.

Gordon immediately softened.

“Please, I know you’re lying. You’re protecting someone—I get that. But you’re going to spend the rest of your life behind bars, Gordon, for something you didn’t do.”

The man’s demeanor changed again. It was as if he was mirroring her emotions. Whether this was instinctual or planned, Veronica couldn’t tell.

“I can’t. I want to, but I can’t. I—”

A commotion from the hallway stole the words from Gordon’s mouth.

Veronica was close to getting the truth out of the man. So close.

The door opened wide, and Sheriff Burns entered, staring at her with eyes wide.

“Detective Shade, what are you doing in here?”

The man shook his hands free of hers. At first, Veronica thought it was because of Steve’s intrusion. But he was looking past the sheriff and at a woman and a girl who were being led down the hall by Deputy McVeigh.

Gordon Trammel’s wife and daughter. The former appeared to be in shock, her eyes drawn, face downcast, while the latter was completely oblivious. The little girl, who Veronica had embraced to protect back at their family home mere hours ago, was bouncing a yo-yo in one hand while looking at a cell phone in the other.

“He was just about to tell me who killed those women,” Veronica protested.

“You can’t be in here,” Sheriff Burns said. Behind him, another woman bustled into the room: the nurse.

Veronica disengaged from Gordon completely and stepped aside.

“He was… he was so close.”

“Detective Shade.”

It wasn’t Steve this time, but Detective Freddie Furlow.

The man’s massive frame filled the doorway.

“Fuck,” she whispered under her breath.

She’d fucked up. Fucked up bad.

Fucked up again.

Veronica couldn’t even look at Steve as she left the interrogation room. She couldn’t even speak to Freddie as she followed him down the hall, into the foyer, and outside.

Even back in his car, she kept her mouth firmly closed.

Freddie settled into the driver’s seat, took three deep breaths, and then said, “You fucked up, Veronica.”

“I know,” she said, rubbing her hands so hard that her skin started to turn red. “I know, I know, I’m sorry. I just—Freddie, this—”

“No, Veronica, you really fucked up this time.”

Her partner’s tone forced Veronica to look at him, deep creases forming on her forehead.

“What? What happened?”

“You almost got me killed, Veronica. That’s what happened.”


Chapter 56

Maybe it was the Oxy, or the pain, or the lack of sleep, or the fact that this whole case was all fucked up, but Sheriff Steve Burns wasn’t in the mood to talk with anybody.

And that included Veronica Shade.

What the hell was she thinking, sneaking into the interrogation room while they waited for the nurse?

She put everything at risk, including setting Gordon free on a technicality—stranger things had happened. And for what?

Just to get involved? To prove her worth?

Was this all an ego thing?

Steve shook his head, which only exacerbated his pain. It wasn’t like Veronica. Sure, she regularly toed the line between stubborn and determined, but behavior this risky, this selfish, was new.

Or maybe this was who she really was. Maybe he was finally seeing the real Veronica Shade.

Thoughts continued to race through his head.

The nurse claimed that she’d put a moratorium on interviewing Gordon Trammel for eight hours on account of him being ill. Steve thought that Veronica stepping in after he’d vomited contributed to her harsh decision.

Eight hours…

Would he change his mind after being alone in a cell for that long? Would he try to recant his confession?

Would he tell the truth for once?

On the other side of the glass, Gordon Trammel wept into his hands.

Were they crocodile tears? Or was he genuinely sorry for what he’d done?

“They’re waiting for you,” Deputy Lancaster said softly.

Steve nodded. He was stalling.

All he wanted to do was go home, change his dressing, and go to bed. But first, he had to pass through the gauntlet.

Somehow, the media had caught wind that they captured the dollmaker. They even knew his name, despite bringing him in under the dark of night. And now they were the hunters, the information seekers, waiting outside like predators.

Steve huffed.

“Thanks.”

“One more thing, I dug into the names that you gave McVeigh?”

Steve pulled his eyes away from Gordon and looked at the deputy.

“Hmm?”

“The names of the employees at JYP Inc.?”

“Yeah, what about them?”

“Well, Gordon Trammel was on that list.”

Steve wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly.

“What? Why did it take so long to tell me this?”

“Because we didn’t know—at least, I didn’t know. McVeigh was doing interviews, I guess, and he only gave me the list like twenty-minutes ago. And look, they spelled his name wrong: Gord Tramell. One m two l’s. Gotta be the same guy, though.”

Deputy Lancaster pulled his phone out and opened the image of the list the sheriff had sent McVeigh earlier in the day.

“Three months ago, Gordon Trammel was an assistant manager at JYP Inc., at least that’s what I think he was—these titles are a bit strange to work out.”

The sheriff looked at Lancaster’s phone. He was so tired that the tiny text appeared blurry.

“Sheriff?”

Steve shook his head.

“You’re not serious.”

“That’s what it says right here.”

“Did he work there at the same time as Felize Hoffman?”

Deputy Lancaster’s upper lip curled as he flipped through the images of all the employment pages.

“That’s the thing, her name wasn’t on the list. If Felize Hoffman was an employee at JYP Inc., her name was removed.”

Of course, it was, the sheriff thought as a mental image of the slimy bastard Isaiah flickered in his mind.

“If you want, I can check with the IRS—”

“Don’t bother. She worked there, I’m sure of it.”

“Well, I can’t find any record of her anywhere after the start of summer. No social media posts, nothing.”

Again, unsurprising to the sheriff.

“Who is she?” Deputy Lancaster asked.

Steve chewed the inside of his cheek before answering. So far, he’d told nobody about his theory.

Because that’s all it was: a theory.

The sheriff was confident that he was right, bordering on about ninety percent. But he didn’t have any proof or evidence. And they couldn’t all just go around reacting to their gut instincts with reckless abandon.

Too many Veronica Shades meant too many problems, too many breaches of protocol, too many opportunities to make a fatal mistake.

Fatigue was the world’s greatest simplifier, rendering complex deflections or elaborate circumventions nigh impossible.

It was also the impresario of lies, but that wasn’t a road Steve was interested in traveling on.

“I think… I think Felize Hoffman was the first victim.”

Unlike Deputy McVeigh, Lancaster had no aspirations of public office. As such, he simply nodded.

Felize Hoffman was the key, the link, the original Columbina, the first doll.

And the first victim always told you the most about the killer.

But why had Gordon Trammel killed her? They worked together, presumably him as her manager.

Lust, or unrequited love by another name, came to mind. If that were the case, however, if Gordon’s advances toward Felize were not reciprocated, sexual assault on the subsequent victims wasn’t just expected, but all but guaranteed.

Maybe he didn’t kill her, then. Maybe someone else did.

Was Isaiah involved somehow? Was Gordon protecting the chain-smoking leprechaun?

“This is some messed up case, ain’t it, Burnsy?”

Lieutenant Philip Crouch was standing in the doorway with his hands on his hips. Lancaster excused himself and Steve followed Crouch into the hallway.

“But hey, at least we got our man. Admitted to it and everything. Broke like a motherfucking pencil.”

The sheriff tried to ignore the lieutenant, but it was easier to disregard a woodpecker driving holes in your temple than Phil Crouch.

“Wait a second—don’t tell me… Burnsy, you don’t think he did it, do you?”

Don’t engage, don’t engage.

“No, I don’t.”

And then Lieutenant Crouch laughed. The man actually laughed. Not a belly rumbling laugh, more of a thick chuckle, but it rubbed Steve the wrong way.

“I gotta hear this. My money’s on because that hot piece of ass detective told ya so.” Crouch whistled. “I don’t know what her deal is, but God dammit wouldn’t I like to take a big ol’ bite outta that ripe peach. Hell, I’d probably listen to every damn word she—”

Steve lost it. For the first time in as long as he could remember, Sheriff Steve Burns lost all control.

He reached out and grabbed Crouch by the shoulder and shoved him against the wall. Then he laced a forearm across the man’s throat.

“Don’t you fucking talk about her,” Steve warned, spit speckling the other man’s reddening face. “Don’t you fucking talk about her.”

Crouch tried to speak but could only manage a strained wheeze.

“What’s your fucking problem anyway, Crouch? First, you leak the news of the body to the press and the forest across from Kurt Bellinger’s ranch is flooded with hillbilly hunters, which almost gets a little girl killed. And then I tell you to wait for me before you interview the men from Shooter’s and the second I leave, you’re in there, trying to run the show. Now this bullshit with leaking Trammel’s name to the press? So, I’ll ask you again, what the fuck is your problem, Crouch?”

Lieutenant Phil Crouch finally came to his senses. In one move, he grabbed the wrist of the arm across his throat. He yanked it one way and then spun Steve around, pushing it up the small of his back. His own knuckles scraped against the wound inflicted by the bear, and he immediately felt blood leak from between the staples.

The pain was intense.

“First of all, Burnsy, you fucking twat, I didn’t call the media, not ever. Not when the first body was found, or the second, or after we brought Gordon Trammel in. I didn’t plan the fucking interviews either—it was your own deputy who was gung ho on those, not wanting to wait for you. I was only there to make sure he didn’t fuck things up. Because we both know, Burnsy, that people around you are prone to either fucking things up or getting fucked up.”

Steve tried to free himself from Crouch’s grip, but the man was too big and too strong.

“Let me go.”

Lieutenant Crouch ignored him.

“But you want to know what my real problem is, Burnsy? Yeah? Well, my real problem is what happened to your wife. She was my friend, you know? A good friend. And when I find out you guys get into a fight and the next thing I know she’s gone and there’s about a gallon of blood on your kitchen floor? That’s my fucking problem. And then you just up and leave, quit the State Police, and become a fucking sheriff of all things? I don’t have any idea how you managed that, but, yeah, that’s also my fucking problem. Last, but definitely not least, the fact that your wife was never seen again after that night? That’s. My. Fucking. Problem.” The lieutenant’s breath was hot on Steve’s ear, and he eased the pressure on his arm before continuing. “She doesn’t know, does she? Your cute little detective girl with the weird fucking eyes and crinkly nose like she’s sniffing out lies? I’m betting she doesn’t know about your wife, does she?”

Steve started to shake his head when Crouch let go of him entirely.

“Well, if you want it to stay that way, I advise you to stay in your fucking lane, Burnsy.”

When Steve turned around, the lieutenant was gone.

His back soaked with blood, Steve pulled out his prescription pills and popped two more Oxy.

Fuck him—fuck Crouch, fuck Trammel, fuck the media.

Steve snuck out the back and went home. And then he did exactly what they said not to do when on painkillers.

He drank.

He drank a lot.


Chapter 57

It might be clichéd, but every woman knows that the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach.

This was particularly true for Detective Freddie Furlow.

He was pissed, rightfully so—hell, Veronica was pissed at herself for all the mistakes she made today. But two double cheeseburgers, a large fries, and a chocolate milkshake later, his attitude had softened somewhat.

There was a deep irony here, what with Freddie being upset at her for nearly getting him killed in the alley and him not just being complacent but actually enjoying Veronica contributing to his slow death by poisoning him with about four thousand calories of fast food.

But humans were much better at understanding short time scales. Nearly ten percent of Americans are scared to board an airplane, one of the safest methods of travel, and yet a nearly identical percentage smokes cigarettes every day.

They can easily visualize death by crashing into the side of a mountain, but malignant changes to their pulmonary system over time are an abstraction.

Long-term versus short-term consequences, prolonged versus immediate.

“I can’t believe that Dylan Hall saved your ass. And you were brained by a bowl?”

Saturated with fats, Freddie was more amenable to her humor.

“True. Ridiculous, but true.”

“Why was he just walking around with a bowl?”

“I have no idea. Why does Matthew Barnaby prefer to go by Collard? I dunno—maybe Devon liked to mix collard greens in the bowl for his friend.”

Veronica chuckled. She picked at the fries in front of her, dipping one in ketchup before sticking it in her mouth.

“I guess Dylan’s not such a bad guy after all,” she remarked.

“He’s still an asshole. Once an asshole, always an asshole.”

“I mean, I’m not saying he’s not. But he’s also an asset, and if we could get him off the streets—”

“He’s a grown man, he made his own decisions.”

Veronica put the half-eaten fry back on her tray.

“I know, I know. But I still feel bad for him—some of what happened, maybe a lot of it, was outside his control. Imagine if he had a small outfit of his own.”

Freddie sucked on his straw and then rattled the ice cubes at the bottom of the plastic cup.

“Outfit? The guy barely wears pants.”

“Good one. I meant like a PI firm or something, you know? Living on the street, Dylan can only do so much.”

Freddie stared at her as if trying to determine whether she was being serious or not. Eventually, he decided that she was.

“Well, unless you won the lottery and haven’t told me, I think we should focus our efforts on keeping our jobs for now.”

And just like that, the illusion of conviviality was gone. Freddie was right, they were in a precarious position with IA looking over their shoulders and Veronica’s insistence on erratic behavior.

“I’m really sorry.”

Veronica left it at that. She’d already tried to explain her actions, but it was difficult to sound rational without revealing her synesthesia, something she was loath to do. Enough people in the department hated her for putting Ken Cameron behind bars and them knowing about Veronica’s ‘superpower’ would only make her more of a target.

She decided to change the subject instead.

“So, you really think that Matthew Cohen is behind all of this? That he told his son to rob his own store?”

Freddie swallowed a bite of his hamburger.

“I’m as confident of that as I am that I have atherosclerosis.”

“Jesus,” Veronica whispered. She didn’t like this type of joke—the kind with a firm footing in reality.

I should never have brought him here.

“What’s going to happen to him?” she asked.

Freddie wrapped up what was left of his second cheeseburger, two bites, and pushed it aside.

“Nothing.”

Veronica grimaced.

“Really?”

“Really.” More rattling of those damn ice cubes. “He was smart. Matthew got his son Alfred to do everything: talk to Collard, reach out to Peter O’Keefe. I mean, Matthew told him exactly what to do, but he never got involved. Collard is so stupid that he didn’t even know who owned Alfred’s Jewelry. And with a clean record, Alfred will only spend maybe a year and a half behind bars.”

“Why go to prison at all?” Veronica asked. “If he flipped on his dad, I bet the DA would grant him immunity.”

“No doubt about it. The problem is, if Alfred did that, his dad would sooner donate his business to the Hitler Youth Foundation then bequeath it to his son.”

“Shit.”

“Yep, like I said, he’s smart. We only found two-thirds of the watches, by the way. Alfred’s share is still missing. And there’s nothing stopping Matthew from pushing forward with his insurance claim because he won’t be charged with anything. When Alfred gets out, the watches will have appreciated in value, and they’ll have those, too. Maybe it’s enough to get them out of debt. Who knows.”

“Who knows,” Veronica repeated.

The case felt incomplete, but it also felt inconsequential.

She picked up the tab for their late-night dinner, apologized another three times, and then went home, countless other apologies at the ready for Steve.

But they proved unnecessary.

Lucy greeted Veronica at the door, and she gave the cat a scratch under her chin, followed by fancy food and fresh water.

Not wanting to startle Steve, she quietly called his name as she headed upstairs.

The sight in their shared bedroom was enough to take her breath away. Steve was lying on his stomach, wearing only his boxers. His back was a mess. The gauze that had been applied in the hospital was rumpled and bloodied. It had peeled up in spots, and Veronica could see six crude staples keeping one of the gashes the bear had made closed. After she got over the shock of the wound, Veronica retrieved supplies from the bathroom. They didn’t have large gauze pads like the ones in the hospital, but she figured a patchwork job of several smaller ones would be better than what he had on now.

She sat on the side of the bed and, as gently as possible, removed the bandage. Once again, Veronica inhaled sharply.

The claw wounds were gruesome, about eight inches in length, four in total. The staples made it look even worse, an unnatural cohesion of organic and metallic.

When Veronica applied a warm, damp cloth to his back, Steve hissed.

“It’s okay, it’s okay, it’s just me.”

Veronica leaned down and kissed his bare shoulder gently before continuing to clean the wound. She worked carefully, trying not to remove any of the hard scabbing or snag on any of the staples. In addition to the staples, Dr. Kincaid had applied internal sutures, which had kept the bleeding to a minimum. After she was done, Veronica applied iodine, and then re-bandaged Steve’s back as best she could. It was a bit of a Frankenstein job on account of the pads being too short, but she was proud of her work.

Surprisingly, Steve slept through the entire procedure, even though it couldn’t have been comfortable. A quick look about the room revealed why: in addition to the bottle of prescription pills, which made a considerably more muted ‘cha-cha-cha’ when Veronica picked it up and shook it, there was a half-empty bottle of Johnny Walker on the side table.

Veronica sipped from the bottle, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

“I’m sorry.”

She took another big swig.

The next words out of her mouth surprised even her. Perhaps it was because of Steve’s sheer vulnerability or maybe it was her own exhaustion.

“I love you.”

Veronica managed one more sip of whiskey before completely passing out.


Chapter 58

“How bad is the media presence this morning, Deputy Lancaster?” Sheriff Steve Burns was speeding down the highway while at the same time trying to open a prescription pill bottle.

“Well, I don’t know how you quantify something like that.”

Steve finally managed to open the bottle but spilled half of its contents onto his lap in the process.

“Shit,” he cursed and then struggled to scoop up the pills. A horn honked, and he swerved to avoid a head-on collision. “God dammit.”

“Sheriff?”

“I’m fine. What did you say about the media presence? How bad is it?”

“I’m a go with ‘real bad’.”

“All right, nobody says anything till I get there. Ten minutes is all I need.”

Veronica had been sleeping soundly when he’d awoken. Despite his indulgences the night prior, he actually felt pretty good. His back still ached, but at least his head was clear.

There was carnage in the bathroom—bloody gauze, crusty towels. Veronica had cleaned his wounds last night and he’d slept through it all. Fearing that a shower would undo all her hard work, he cleaned his pits and privates with a clean washcloth.

Then he thought about what he was going to say to the press. Knowing the DA and mayor the way he did, Sheriff Burns was confident that neither would hesitate in accepting Gordon’s confession. Anything to wrap this case up. Directly contradicting either was tantamount to professional suicide but the platform Steve had run and won on was transparency.

This was going to take some next-level finagling.

Seven minutes later, Steve pulled into the parking lot of the Bear County Sheriff’s Department headquarters.

Deputy Lancaster needed a more robust vocabulary, it seemed. Because ‘real bad’ meant just about every single news outlet in all of Oregon.

He almost turned back. Steve seriously considered just turning around and going home. But then he remembered that Gordon Trammel’s eight was almost up. Besides, while he was a lot of things, Steve Burns wasn’t a quitter.

He closed his eyes for a moment only to see a pool of blood coagulating on white tile.

And when I find out you guys get into a fight and the next thing I know she’s gone and there’s about a gallon of blood on your kitchen floor? That’s my fucking problem. And then you just up and leave, quit the State Police, and become a fucking sheriff of all things?

Steve opened his eyes.

Well, I’m not a quitter anymore.

The sheriff stepped out of his car, adjusted his hat, and made his way to the front steps. The press crowded around him, but he waited until his back was to the front door before addressing any of them.

Unsurprisingly, Lieutenant Crouch and Deputy McVeigh arrived just in time to flank him during his media address.

“Thank you for gathering here this morning,” even though you were not invited. “As many of you know, we have an update on the bodies that were discovered in Hilltona Forest and the pursuit of the person responsible for these homicides,” a partial update, but you’re still going to have enough to run with for days. “We are happy to report that the Bear County Sheriff’s Department, in conjunction with the State Police, made an arrest last night. We believe that—”

“Is it Gordon Trammel? Is that who you arrested?”

“—we believe that this individual is involved in these homicides. Last night, there was another victim discovered in Hilltona who is presently in critical care at Portland General. As we are still investigating whether this third victim is related to the previous two, it is officially considered an open case. As such, I am limited in what information I am at liberty to share with you today.”

There was a collective groan.

Fucking scavengers.

“Who was the third victim, Sheriff? Was it another woman who was strangled? Made to look like a doll.”

“As I stated, the case is open, and thus I am not at liberty to discuss the details.”

More groans.

Fucking rats.

“I promised you transparency,” Steve said loudly, cutting through their indignation, “and that’s a promise I intend to keep. But not at the expense of civilian safety.” His phone started to ring. “As soon as my department deems it safe, I will deliver you another update. Thank you.”

Steve’s phone ringing was a welcome distraction and he answered it, leaving McVeigh and Crouch on the hook to field questions.

He just hoped that they followed his lead.

“Hello?” Steve pressed his finger into the ear opposite the phone. “Hello?”

“Sheriff Steve Burns?”

“Yeah, who’s this?”

“This is nurse Fontana from Portland Gen. I’m calling because—”

“I need a refill on my pain meds,” he said preemptively. “Almost out.”

“That’s something you’re going to have to discuss with your doctor,” the nurse said hesitantly.

Steve was confused.

“What’s this about, then?”

“It’s about Angie Caufield.”

He had never heard the name before.

“Who?

“Angie Caufield… the girl who was in a coma? From the forest?”

The sheriff stopped cold. Had the poor woman died? Would he have to give an update to the press sooner rather than later?

“What about her?”

“She’s awake. She’s awake and she wants to talk.”

Steve immediately did an about-face and pushed his way through the crowd. They shouted questions at him, but he ignored them. Didn’t even look at them.

“Nobody gets in that room, nurse. Do you understand me? Nobody speaks to Angie but me.”

“Y-y-yeah, sure. That’s why I called you.”

“I’ll be there in half an hour.”

Steve rushed to his car and started it up. He wasn’t even out of the parking lot when his radio squawked.

“Sheriff? Everything okay? Over.”

It was Deputy McVeigh. Steve could see him, standing with his back to the crowd, Crouch beside him.

“Fine. Gotta go. Over.”

“What about our suspect? His moratorium is about to expire. Over.”

Steve made his way onto the main road.

“Sheriff? Over.”

“Yeah, you can get started on that.” Sheriff Burns cocked his head. “On second thought, I want Lieutenant Crouch to lead the interrogation. Over and out.”


Chapter 59

Three-coffee day. It was a three-coffee day.

One for Veronica, one for Freddie, one for Cole Batherson.

Unfortunately, Veronica didn’t even get to drink her own.

She was fumbling with the tray of coffees as she walked to the precinct door when her phone rang. Freddie was waiting for her outside, a clear indication that he’d already forgiven her, and he took the tray out of her hands.

“Morning, Freddie.”

“Morning, Veronica. I’d ask you how you slept, but the dark circles under your eyes…”

“Fuck you,” she said with a smile. Veronica held up a finger and answered her phone. The call was from an unlisted number. “Detective Shade.” When there was no answer, she said, “Hello?”

“H-h-hello?” a timid female voice replied.

Veronica’s smile disintegrated.

“Who is this?”

“It’s… it’s Gloria Trammel.”

Veronica felt her heart kick into high gear.

“Do you know… who I am?”

“Yes, of course. What can I do for you, Gloria?”

Freddie lowered his head so that he was on her level, showing her that he was interested in helping in any way he could. Veronica turned slightly away from her partner.

“I-I think I found something. I don’t know what to do with it.”

“Where? At your house?”

“Yeah.”

The woman sounded scared, which was to be expected given what her husband had admitted to.

“Where are the Bear County Deputies?”

Last she’d heard, they were searching the Trammel house top to bottom.

“They were here, but they left about an hour ago.”

“How did you get this number, Gloria?”

During the intervening silence, Freddie folded the plastic tab back on one of the coffee lids and steam wafted in front of his face. She reached for it, but he deliberately brought it to his own lips, denying her the jolt of caffeine she so desperately needed.

“I saw you. I saw you last night. You helped my daughter.” Gloria sobbed. “I can’t believe this is happening. It doesn’t make sense. None of it makes any sense.”

“Calm down, Gloria. If you think you found something related to the crimes, don’t touch it. Just call the Sheriff’s Department and they’ll send someone out right away.”

“I can’t,” Gloria whimpered. “I can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“Because… it’s only men in the Sheriff’s Department. I can’t… I can’t show this to a man. I don’t… please, Detective Shade. Please, I won’t touch it, but I don’t want to have to show a man what I found.”

Veronica looked skyward and mouthed the word fuck.

What the hell could she have found? Pictures? Clothes? Paint? What?

After the disaster that was the last few days, Veronica had woken up this morning with a new sense of purpose. As per Freddie’s comment, she hadn’t slept well, but that was because she’d been making resolutions.

Promises to become a better partner to Freddie… and to Steve. Layered on top of that was figuring out a way to smooth things over with IA so she had a job at the end of the week.

And now this.

This.

This.

“All right, I’ll be there soon as I can.”

Veronica kept her head down, unwilling to meet Freddie’s eyes.

“Just go, Veronica. Go and I’ll tell Cole that you had another department-mandated psychiatry session.”

She looked up now and gave her partner a weak smile.

“Thank you. I owe you.”

From inside her car, she saw Freddie toss one of the coffees into the garbage and she found herself wondering if a greasy meal would be able to smooth things over this time.

Somehow, she doubted it.

***

Veronica knocked on the wooden door, which rattled loudly.

Ten hours ago, she’d been here with a dozen armed men, busting in, and dragging Gordon out.

Today, the sun was shining, birds chirping, and her gun was securely holstered.

“Hello? It’s Detective Shade.”

She heard a giggle from inside followed by the patter of small feet. The door was pulled wide, and Veronica found herself staring at the big brown eyes of a girl with pigtails.

In one hand she held a yo-yo that she flung down and then rolled up with expert precision.

Not only did the girl not seem fazed over what had happened here in the middle of the night, she didn’t seem to recognize Veronica.

There were a handful of fiery tones inside the wooden hexagon—remnants of Gordon no doubt. Not bright, intense yellows, reds, or oranges, more like the afterglow of a beautiful sunset.

“Hi there, darling, my name’s Veronica. What’s yours?”

“Beverly, but everyone calls me Bev. Wanna see a trick?”

“Sure.”

“It’s called walking the dog. I don’t have a real dog, my dad is allergic, but it’s still a cool trick.”

The mention of her father threatened the smile on Veronica’s face, but she managed to keep it steady.

The girl extended the yo-yo all the way to the floor, where it skipped along the wood. Bev walked with it for two paces, and then sucked it back up.

“See? Walking the dog.”

“That’s amazing.”

“Yeah, it’s real easy because the string is super strong and stretchy.”

“Bev’s getting good at a lot of things,” a woman said, appearing behind her daughter. Like Veronica, Gloria Trammel didn’t appear to have slept well the night before.

Who could blame her?

“Hi, Gloria.”

“Hello, Detective Shade.”

“Please, just Veronica.”

“Sure, Veronica. Pretty name. Would you like to come in for a coffee?” She hooked a thumb over her shoulder indicating the kitchen table and beyond that an old stove. “I was just boiling some water.”

Veronica wanted to get in and out, pick up whatever Gloria found related to her husband’s crimes, and head back to her job. But Freddie had thrown out her coffee, and she needed one badly.

“I would love that.”

“Come on in and take a seat.”

Veronica entered the home, hardly believing that this sunny abode was the same place as last night. She sat at the end of the table while Gloria went to the stove to finish preparing the coffee.

“How do you like it?”

“Just black.”

Bev joined Veronica at the table, putting down the yo-yo and picking up the cell phone she’d seen the girl using back at the station.

Six years old and already using a cell phone, Veronica thought. It looked like an expensive one, too, maybe an iPhone, with a protective case with a butterfly on the back, and not a kid version.

As if hearing her thoughts, Beverly said, “This one’s getting old. I want a new one. Mommy says I can get a new one soon.”

“Is that right?”

“Yep. I’ve had like three of them already.”

Veronica took her own cell phone out of her pocket, government issue plain black, and set it on the table.

“Mine’s getting old, too.”

“Can I see it?”

“I’m not sure my boss would—”

“Why don’t you go and play,” Gloria suggested.

“But mom, I want to see her phone. It’s—”

“Bev, now.”

Beverly, pouting so dramatically that a bird could perch on her lower lip, scooped up her yo-yo and phone and bolted.

Realizing that they were getting down to business now, Veronica was the one who prompted Gloria.

“You said on the phone that you found something? What did you find?”

Gloria was rooting around in a cupboard full of ceramic cups.

Thinking that the woman hadn’t heard her, Veronica said, “What did you find? You can tell me. If you found something related to—”

Veronica stopped.

What had Bev just said?

“Yeah, it’s real easy because the string is super strong and stretchy.”

Veronica swallowed hard and slowly started to move her hand to her hip. Dr. Thorpe’s words now echoed in her head.

“The murder weapon wasn’t a wire as I first thought, but some sort of string. A tightly wound cotton-nylon blend.”

A yo-yo string.

And the girl’s phone… the butterfly looked a hell of a lot like the tattoo that Kelsey had on her hip.

No wonder Bear County deputies didn’t find anything in the house related to the dolls.

Because Bev had the evidence with her at the station.

It was right in front of everyone, and they’d missed it.

Veronica got as far as unclipping the holster buckle when Gloria finally turned.

She wasn’t holding a cup of hot coffee.

She was pointing a gun directly at Veronica’s chest.

“I found you, Veronica Shade. That’s what I found. I saw you—I saw you touching my husband. And I saw the way you looked at him, you slut.”


Chapter 60

“She’s stable, but still quite weak,” Nurse Fontana warned the sheriff. “If she starts breathing heavy, or her heart rate spikes, I’ll have to call the doctor. And Dr. Malley will not hesitate to throw you out, sheriff or not.”

“Thanks for the head’s up. I’m not here to upset her. I’m just here for what she has to say.”

The nurse nodded and held the door for him.

Steve stepped into the hospital room and the first thing he noticed was Angie Caufield’s eyes. They were open, and he wondered if she knew how close she had come to having them painted and closed forever.

“Angie? My name is Sheriff Steve Burns.”

“I saw you in the forest.” Her voice was like dry leaves in a food processor.

“Yeah, I was there. I couldn’t get to you. I’m so sorry. We caught the guy, though. We caught the man responsible.”

The woman’s eyes went dark, and she fell silent.

“Angie?”

Her irises regained lucidity.

“What?”

Steve cautiously moved deeper into the room.

“We caught the man responsible. His name is Gordon Trammel. Did you know him?”

“I—I—” Angie suddenly yawned, and one of the machines beeped. “I don’t understand.”

“That’s okay, that’s okay. You might still be confused because of the medication. And that’s all right. I just want to—”

“No,” she said, her voice gaining strength. A different machine beeped angrily. “No, I’m not confused. It’s just… who’s Gordon Trammel?”

“He’s the man who did this to your throat. You are very lucky—”

“No.” This time Angie shouted the word.

Steve looked over his shoulder, concerned that Dr. Malley, whoever that was, would overhear and shut the conversation down.

“Angie—”

“You’re not listening, Sheriff. Gordon Trammel didn’t do this to my neck.” She ran a finger across her throat and then swallowed.

“His fingerprint was—”

“A man didn’t do this, sheriff. A woman did.”

She had to be confused.

“What?”

“A woman did this to me, Sheriff, not a man. She grabbed me and wrapped some string around my neck. Choked me until I blacked out. I thought I was dead.”

Steve, not quite believing what he was hearing, held his hand up, trying to slow her down.

“A-a woman?”

“Yes.”

He tried to keep his emotions in check.

“Can you—can you start from the beginning? I know it hurts to speak. But I need to know what happened. Just tell me what you can.”

Angie cleared her throat, and her eyes started to water.

As she prepared to speak, Steve thought about Veronica and how she didn’t believe Gordon killed those girls.

And how he doubted the man’s confession, too.

A horrible idea settled in his brain and began to take over like a cancerous growth.

“I was at the bar with my friend,” Angie began painfully. “I had two drinks maybe—maybe three. I don’t know. And then I left. I was driving, and everyone knows if you leave Shooter’s and go toward Hilltona, no cops will stop you.”

Steve was fully invested now.

This was their exact theory. But as the cancerous idea metastasized, Steve felt that somewhere along the way, their theory had dangerously diverged and that they’d made a terrible mistake.

“I was driving—”

Even though he had instructed her to slow down, Steve couldn’t help but interrupt.

“Why’d you stop, Angie?”

“Because there was a kid in the middle of the road, sheriff. Cute girl with pigtails, just standing there. Playing with her yo-yo like she was in her front yard. I had a little too much to drink, but I know that I was still okay. But that road? Some assholes get wasted and speed out there. I thought that if one of them came by, they wouldn’t be able to stop in time.”

Sheriff Burns’ blood didn’t turn to ice. It felt like it had vacated his body entirely.

“Then what?” His voice was barely a whisper.

“And then this woman came out of nowhere, yelling at me, calling me a fucking slut. I don’t even know who the fuck she was. I tried to get back in my car, but she slipped something around my throat and used it to drag me into the forest.” Angie pushed her chin to the ceiling, revealing a horrible mess of dark, nearly black bruising. “She did this to me.”

Devoid of blood or not, the sheriff somehow managed to get his phone out and dial a number.

“McVeigh, we fucked up, McVeigh. It wasn’t Gordon. It wasn’t Gordon who killed those girls—it was his wife. It was Gloria.”

“What? What are you talking about?”

“It was Gloria! Gloria was the one who choked those girls. Gordon got rid of the bodies, but she’s the killer.”

Even though he had spoken clearly, there was no reply from his deputy.

“McVeigh!” he moved into the hallway and an angry man in a lab coat with a stethoscope around his neck tried to intercept him. Steve kept walking. “McVeigh!

“Steve, Gloria called this morning.”

Steve’s eyes became slits, and the blood that had just returned to his body threatened to evacuate once more.

“What did she want?”

“She wanted Detective Shade’s number, Steve. I gave her Veronica’s phone number.”

Even before Deputy McVeigh had stopped speaking, Steve was in a full sprint, blowing by orderlies and patients alike.


Chapter 61

“You—you killed them,” Veronica gasped.

She’d been wrong—the colors she saw inside the Trammel house weren’t from Gordon.

They were from Gloria.

“Gee, you’re smart for a dirty slut,” Gloria spat.

Veronica glanced over at Bev, who had reappeared and now stood in her bedroom doorway, walking her dog.

“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about her,” Gloria said with a sadistic grin. “She’s seen far worse than a gun.”

Veronica squinted, still trying to figure out exactly what was going on.

“You still don’t get it, do you? You still don’t even know what you’ve done.”

“What I’ve done?”

Gloria’s face changed and she bared her teeth like a wild animal. And the gun—she raised the gun a little and flexed her arm. The muzzle started to quiver as she aimed it on Veronica’s face.

“You were going to fuck him. I know you were going to fuck him. I saw you.”

“What?”

This was getting more confusing by the second.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Gloria. Put the gun down, please.”

Her lips reappeared, and Gloria threw her head back and laughed.

“You’re all the same—you always say the same thing. Even that bitch in the clown makeup, even when I caught her in the forest with Gordon, she still said, nothing’s happened, nothing’s going on. It’s all a misunderstanding. A mistake. Yeah, the mistake was wearing nothing but that skirt and that blouse. The mistake was being a slut. The mistake was dancing for my husband. The mistake was fucking him. But she won’t make that mistake again because I made her pay, just like I made those three girls who looked at Gordon and touched him at the bar pay.”

The word ‘pay’ was spat with such vehemence that each one was associated with a lip pucker.

Veronica finally understood.

Last night at the station, Gloria wasn’t disturbed by the fact that her husband was just arrested on two counts of first-degree murder and one count of attempted murder. She was upset because Veronica was touching Gordon.

“But Gordon didn’t learn with the first one—Felize. I made him bury her, but that wasn’t good enough. He kept talking to other women, flirting with them, preparing to fuck them. So, I made him dress them up and put on them display, so that everyone could see what dirty sluts they were. And you… I can see it in your face now, your pretty face with those gold eyes. Cute hair, too. You were going to fuck him. Not anymore.” Gloria sighed almost forlornly. “I was young and pretty like you once. I used to look like you—like his type.”

“Walking the dog is so easy now… look, mom, I can even do it backward.”

Bev had moved back into the kitchen and was indeed performing the trick backward. As Veronica focused on the string, she thought she could see dark red stains on it. Probably her mind playing tricks or her.

Or maybe not.

Maybe it was Kelsey’s and Megan’s or the girl who was in the coma’s blood.

“Very good, dear. Now go back to your room and shut the door.”

The fact that Bev wasn’t even a little concerned by what her mother was doing, was alarming. She had a cell phone—Kelsey’s cell phone—which meant, chances were, she knew what a gun was.

Bev was jaded. A six-year-old, jaded.

“Gloria, I didn’t want anything to do with your husband, other than see him behind bars. Trust me, he’s not my type. Please, lower the gun and we can talk—”

“You sound exactly like her. You sound exactly like that bitch from his work, the one from the carnival—Felize.”

With every word, the heat map of colors that came off Gloria became more intense. When Veronica had entered the house, they were mild, barely noticeable, their origins unknown. Now they were extending several feet from Gloria’s shoulders and the crown of her head.

Unlike when Gordon had made a similar confession, there was no doubt that the words coming from Gloria’s mouth were one hundred percent true.

This woman before her, this frumpy woman wearing an oversized sweatshirt and mom jeans, was a stone-cold killer. She had murdered three women with a fucking yo-yo string of all things. Her daughter’s yo-yo string. Nothing got more personal than that.

Veronica figured that the woman’s first kill was probably one of passion. Maybe Gordon was fucking a jester in Hilltona, a woman from work—Felize—and Gloria caught them together. She grabbed the closest thing and choked her with it. A terrible crime, but not premeditated. With a good lawyer, it might even qualify as voluntary manslaughter.

But the rest… Kelsey and Megan, they were different. After her first kill, Gloria Trammel had caught the scent of murder and she inhaled as deeply as she could.

She was a killer, and she loved every minute of it.

The will to survive is ingrained at birth, Lucy.

Veronica may have lost her brother’s song, she may no longer hear la la la la laaaa laaa, but she definitely heard his voice. A flicker of a memory, perhaps imagined, perhaps real, came to her then.

She saw a boy playing with a red yo-yo, making it dance.

“Lucy, check out this trick!”

Veronica’s eyes darted from the gun to Bev. There was only one way out of this. But it was risky, irresponsible.

Gloria wouldn’t pull the trigger with her daughter in the way, would she?

No, Veronica didn’t think so.

The will to survive is ingrained at birth, Lucy.

Ingrained at birth.

What if she was wrong? If Veronica’s read on the woman was incorrect, there would be two more dolls added to the dollmaker's list of victims.

The stakes were impossibly high, but she didn’t see any other way.

“Bev, have you heard of Rock the Baby?”

“What’s that?” The girl pulled the plastic yo-yo into her palm with an audible smack.

“Don’t talk to her, Bev. She’s one of them. One of them sluts I told you about.”

Veronica focused all of her attention on Bev, silently imploring her to do the same. Not an easy task with a murderer training a gun on you.

“It’s a trick, a yo-yo trick. My brother used to do it when he was your age—ah, maybe a little older. Rock the baby. But you know what? I think it’s too old for you.”

“No, I can do it. Just tell me, tell me how to do it.”

Bev moved a couple of steps closer.

“Stay where you are, Bev,” Gloria warned.

But no matter how jaded a six-year-old was, they were still six years old. Which meant that they didn’t listen to their parents.

“It’s complicated and involves two hands, not just one.” Veronica didn’t know where this information was coming from, but she could picture the trick clearly in her mind as well as her brother performing it. Veronica, still staring at Bev, snaked her hand up her hip.

“I can try! Mommy always says that I should try things. That’s what you say, right?”

“Bev, listen to me. Go outside. Go outside right now and—”

“Well, the first thing you do is take the yo-yo and spread the string.” Veronica opened up her left hand showing her palm, and then she tucked her middle fingers in, like Spider-Man shooting his web. “Can you do this?”

“I don’t know,” Beverly replied, examining her hand closely.

“Bev,” Gloria nearly shouted. “Get outside! Now!”

“Try! You’ll never know if you don’t try. There’s only one way to find—”

A shot rang out, and all of the fiery tones in the Trammel house suddenly went black.


Chapter 62

When Steve saw Veronica’s car on the grass in front of the Trammel house, instead of slamming on the brakes, he accidentally hit the gas. It was probably the Oxy coursing through his system that was to blame—he’d popped two more pills after finding out that Veronica had been contacted by Gloria. He corrected his mistake seconds before he careened into the back of her car. His own vehicle spun out, and he opened the door before it was completely stopped.

Steve fell on the grass as his car rolled and bumped into Veronica’s.

It was the Oxy.

It had to be.

He scrambled on all fours and then he saw her.

Detective Veronica Shade, the woman who he’d been living with for the last six months, was sitting on the porch, a yo-yo dangling between her fingers.

Sitting beside her was a girl with pigtails and a giant smile on her cherubic face.

They heard him approach, it was impossible not to, given the way he’d been driving, but they weren’t alarmed.

“Veronica?”

She looked up and offered Steve a sad smile.

“What—” his eyes darted to Bev Trammel who was hypnotized by the yo-yo trick that Veronica was performing. “What happened?”

“Well, I was just teaching this cute little girl how to do a trick—it’s called Rock the Baby. How many times have you tried it now?”

“About a hundred. But I think my hands are too small,” the girl whined.

“You can do it. Here, you try—I need to talk to my friend for a minute, okay? And remember, no going inside.”

“Okay.”

The girl had no intention of going inside. She was obsessed with trying to Rock the Baby.

Veronica tousled the girl’s hair, then met Steve beside her car.

“What the fuck happened? Where’s Gloria?” Steve hissed under his breath.

Veronica grabbed him tightly by the arm, and if it hadn’t been for the painkillers, it would have hurt like hell. She didn’t speak until they were safely out of earshot.

“It was Gloria who killed those girls,” Veronica said. “Jealous of her husband who was unfaithful. Convinced herself that every woman who even came near Gordon wanted to fuck him. Remember when I was in the interview room with him? I touched his hands and she saw me.” Veronica’s brow furrowed. “Wait—what are you doing here?”

Steve repeated every word that Veronica had said inside his own head.

“Where’s Gloria?”

Veronica gave him a strange look.

“Did you hear what I said?”

“Yeah, but where is she?”

“She tried to kill me, Steve. She had a gun, and she was going to kill me.”

Steve licked his lips, which were suddenly dry and tacky.

“What happened to Gloria, Veronica?” His tongue felt thick.

“She’s dead, Steve. I shot her. She’s dead.”

Emotion overwhelmed him then. Everything from the past week—shit, had it only been a week?—came crashing down on him. He grabbed Veronica and squeezed her tightly. The bandages on his back, the bandages that Veronica herself had applied, stretched, and tore, but he didn’t care. All he cared about was that she was safe and that they were together.

“I love you,” he whispered.

Veronica pushed against him.

“What?” She looked up at him with those gold-flecked irises.

For some reason, he couldn’t bring himself to repeat the words.

“Nothing.”

But she knew he was lying. Veronica always knew.

But had she heard him?

Steve wiped the tears from her cheeks with his thumbs and kissed her on the lips. He would’ve kept on kissing her, but another car pulled up.

A woman with a bob haircut that looked about ten years out of style and small glasses on a pointy nose, got out.

“This is Dr. Jane Bernard, specialist in child trauma.”

Steve somehow managed to slip into professional mode.

“Dr. Bernard, I’m Sheriff Burns.”

The woman returned his smile.

“I know who you are. It’s nice to finally meet you.”

It was an odd comment, but before he could challenge her on it, several more cars drove onto the grass.

“Here comes the cavalry,” Veronica whispered. She pulled Steve in for one final hug, before disengaging and bringing Dr. Bernard over to the child with the yo-yo.

“You must be Beverly,” Dr. Bernard said. “My name’s Jane. I like your yo-yo. Do you know any tricks?”

Bev beamed.

“I sure do!”


Chapter 63

Veronica placed her hands on the cool one-way glass as she stared into the interrogation room. The scene inside was very different from when Gordon Trammel had been sitting in the chair.

Beverly Trammel was playing with her yo-yo. She was right, she was good at tricks—the girl had mastered Rock the Baby.

“Is this your cell phone?” Dr. Bernard asked, picking up the phone with the butterfly case.

“Yes.” All of Bev’s attention was on her yo-yo.

“Where did you get it from?”

“My mom gave it to me.”

“Was it for your birthday? Or maybe for Christmas?”

The yo-yo string got tangled and Bev made a face before starting over again, her tongue poking into her cheek.

“Bev, why did your mom give you the phone?”

“It was a reward.”

Reward sounded like ‘weeward.’

“For what, Bev?”

“For playing yo-yo in the street and making those cars stop. She did good. Real good. And this is me weeward.”

***

Veronica wiped the tears from her eyes. Even Dr. Bernard looked spent when she left the interrogation room.

“They used her—her mother used her to trap those girls and her father let it happen.”

Veronica’s throat was constricted, making her words sound whistly.

Jane nodded and both of them watched the social workers enter the room and address Bev.

“What’s gonna happen to her?”

Veronica knew the answer to her own question, but she was stalling.

She didn’t want to leave the girl.

“She’ll spend time with me and a couple of other psychiatrists who are better suited for dealing with this sort of trauma. When she’s ready, Bev will be placed in the foster system.”

Veronica grabbed her forehead and felt more tears fall.

The foster system.

The foster system that had fucked up Dylan Hall. The foster system that had twisted her own brother Benny Davis into a killer.

That foster system.

“Is there nothing you can do?”

It was a tough question that had no answer.

For as long as she’d known the woman, Dr. Jane Bernard always had something to say. Sometimes, Veronica didn’t want to hear what came out of the psychiatrist’s mouth. Sometimes—rarely—the woman was wrong.

But for the first time, Jane was at a loss for words.

Eventually, the social workers got Bev to take a break from her yo-yo and they brought her into the hallway. Veronica met them there.

“Excuse me,” one of the social workers, a heavyset woman with curly gray hair, said as they tried to pass.

Veronica ignored her.

She crouched and grabbed Bev’s hands in her own.

“You need to stay strong,” Veronica said, fighting back tears. “You need to stay strong, okay, Bev? The past… the past is boring—it’s already happened. The future is far more interesting.”

The girl likely had no idea what Veronica was talking about, but she nodded anyway.

“Detective, we really need to go.” The social worker tried to rouse Veronica off one knee.

“If you ever need anything, you come looking for me, okay? Veronica Shade. Detective Veronica Shade. Remember that name.”

“Veronica Shade?” Bev repeated.

“That’s right. Veronica Shade.”

“Please.”

The orderly was now physically trying to get Veronica to her feet.

“Veronica?” Sheriff Steve Burns approached in full uniform.

Veronica whispered her name one final time and then stepped aside. The social workers whisked the girl away.

They tried to keep their relationship professional while at work, but this was an exception.

Steve wrapped his arms around Veronica and held her close to his chest.

And then the tears came. The tears came hard and fast and Veronica did nothing to stop them.

She knew that children were resilient.

She was living proof that you could come back from having your parents murdered in front of you. You could also come back from having your estranged brother try to kill you before committing suicide.

But could someone come back from this?

Could Beverly ever be normal after luring women to their deaths? After her mother had murdered three people and was then killed in front of her? The sheriff was pushing to charge Gordon with four counts of murder, but if those fell through, at minimum he’d be convicted of conspiracy, accessory, desecration of a corpse, and was likely to spend at least twenty years behind bars. Could the little girl be normal after that?

Veronica hoped to God she could.

But only time would tell.

Peter Shade like to say that the past was boring, but it also shaped our future.

Veronica was living proof of that.


Chapter 64

To his credit, as much as he hated the man, Lieutenant Phil Crouch ran a mean interrogation. After Gordon found out that his wife had been shot and killed, the man had gone into shock. Phil pulled him back. And then when he started to get angry, Phil shut that down, too.

Gordon Trammel then became relieved and opened up about everything. Every horrible detail

“I promised you transparency, and I stand here before you living up to that promise,” Steve said to the crowd of media mongrels. It had grown considerably since the last time he’d spoken in front of them just a few days ago. The media attention this case had received was statewide now, with a handful of national networks stopping by. “I was guarded in my previous comments, but I can now report that we have charged Gordon Trammel with the murders of Kelsey Astor and Megan Milonakis, and the attempted murder of Angie Caufield. Very early this morning, Bear County Deputies uncovered the buried remains of another individual whom we believe to be Felize Hoffman. Estimates put her death at having occurred between three and five months ago—it is expected that Mr. Trammel will also be charged in relation to her death. I was hesitant to share this information with you until now, because we believed that he was working with an accomplice. State Trooper Phil Crouch and City of Greenham Detective Veronica Shade identified the accomplice as Gloria Trammel, Gordon’s wife. During their attempt to arrest Mrs. Trammel, she was fatally shot and killed. No officers were harmed in the process. We thank you for your patience and are confident that the people of Bear County can sleep more soundly tonight knowing that it is a safer place because of their hard work.”

Questions came fast and furious, but one in particular deserved a response.

“Was the City of Greenham officially brought into this case—this is the first we’re hearing about their involvement.”

Sheriff Burns chose his words very carefully.

“Detective Shade was brought on as a special consultant for this case only. Thank you again for your patience.”

With that, Steve turned and headed inside. Once the doors were closed behind him and he was safe behind the frosted glass, he allowed his shoulders to slump and took a deep breath. Then he popped an Oxy and ground it between his molars.

McVeigh, who had been beside him during the press conference, walked by without saying a word.

That was okay. Steve had successfully put the man in his place and put him on notice as well. McVeigh went behind his back and made the case more difficult for his own benefit. He was a good cop, but he was young and had a lot to learn.

Lieutenant Crouch, unfortunately, did not pass without comment. Instead, he squeezed Steve’s shoulder, which sent a shooting pain all the way down to the small of his back.

“Great job out there, Burnsy. Thanks for the kind words.”

“Yeah, no—”

Problem, Steve was going to say, but then Crouch pulled him close and whispered in his ear.

“But this doesn’t make up for what happened to her. I won’t forget about that. Not ever.” Crouch let go and stepped back, the grin returning to his thick lips. “I guess we finally found out why he never fucked ‘em, hey?”

Don’t answer. Don’t. Fucking. Answer.

“What?”

“The girls—stick with me, Burnsy. Gordon didn’t fuck the girls ‘cuz he didn’t kill them. And it ain’t like Gloria was gonna’ be doing some scissor action, know what I mean? But I told you something was weird about that.”

“Right,” Steve replied dryly. “You told me.”

Crouch chuckled.

“How ‘bout we have a drink to celebrate tonight, Burnsy?”

“Can’t. Have dinner plans already.”

The lieutenant winked.

“Another time then. Another time soon.”

I fucking hope not, Steve thought. But he knew, deep down, that this wouldn’t be the last time he saw Lieutenant Phil Crouch.

He also knew that next time their interaction wouldn’t be as congenial.

With a shaking hand, Steve swallowed another Oxy.


Chapter 65

They arrived in separate cars, but at nearly exactly the same time and fifteen minutes before they were scheduled to arrive.

But neither of them had any intention of going inside just yet.

“No work talk at dinner, am I right?” Steve said with a laugh.

Veronica laughed, too. She looked at the bottle of red wine tucked under Steve’s arm and then glanced down at the six-pack of craft IPAs in her hand.

“Yeah, I was in a rush,” Steve admitted with a grimace.

“I know—heard you on the news.”

The grimace remained.

“I didn’t want to bring you up, Veronica, but I had to. I know you didn’t want any credit or publicity, especially—”

“It’s fine,” Veronica lied. It wasn’t fine, and there would be repercussions. She just hoped that putting a man behind bars and a bullet in his psychopathic wife’s head would help IA overlook how badly she’d bungled her actual duties.

“I need to apologize. You said that Gordon was lying and that he was protecting someone. I didn’t listen. I just—”

“I was wrong, Steve. I thought he was protecting his accomplice. But when I snuck in there, in the interrogation room, and spoke to him alone? I yelled at him, and he recoiled. Violently. In some ways, Gordon was a victim, too. I’m not condoning anything he did but—are you okay?”

Steve’s face had become deeply lined and his breathing was shallow.

“Yeah, fine.”

Liar.

Veronica let it pass.

“I thought he was protecting an accomplice, but he was protecting his daughter.”

Steve sucked his teeth.

“Shit job he did.”

Veronica couldn’t argue with that.

“You sure you’re okay? You’re shaking.”

“Tired. By the way, we dug into Gloria’s past and discovered court documents from years ago. Apparently, her father and mother got divorced when she was young, about Beverly’s age. Pretty messy, with her mother citing infidelity on his part. Custody battle was bad, and Gloria’s mom, fearing that she wouldn’t get to live with her daughter, took her and moved around a lot. I’m guessing when she caught Gordon with Felize, it triggered something in her.”

“Yeah, that first murder? A crime of passion.”

Steve’s expression soured.

“I hate that term.”

“Me too,” Veronica agreed. “But I think that after killing Felize, Gloria Trammel found herself a new hobby. And used every excuse she could think of to justify it.”

Steve shuddered, an indication that he was almost done with this conversation.

She was too.

“Wanna go in?” Veronica asked.

“Wait, one more thing.” He exhaled loudly. “We did a quick DNA test on Beverly.”

“And?”

“You’re not going to believe this, but she’s not Gordon’s child. Not biologically, anyway.”

Everything up to this point had been unsurprising to Veronica. It filled in several holes, but most she’d suspected with a high degree of certainty.

But not this.

“You’re kidding.”

Steve shook his head.

“Nope. They were married for ten years, which means—”

“She cheated on him,” Veronica finished.

“Yep.”

“Well, that’s fucked up.”

“Yep.”

Veronica shut her eyes and shook her head.

What a mess. What a fucking mess.

“Did you speak to IA about—”

The door opened suddenly, startling both parties.

Sporting a black-and-white pinstripe apron and large rosy cheeks, was Peter Shade.

“Are you guys done talking work? The food is getting cold,” Peter said.

Veronica smiled.

“Work? What’s work?”

Peter reached for the IPAs. Then he eyed the bottle of red beneath Steve’s arm.

“He can take that back with you.”

Veronica gave a knowing look to Steve, then to her father, she said, “Also, that’s bullshit about the food getting cold. I know you’re sous viding everything.”

***

“As always, that was amazing.” Veronica licked her lips. “Really amazing.”

“I told you, dry aging makes all the difference in the world. It makes meat taste better. Meatier.” Peter took a sip of his IPA, one of four that Veronica had seen him drink already. Her father was no stranger to alcohol, but usually, during their Sunday night dinners, he kept it to three or less.

He’d also snuck away for two cigarettes, thinking that she hadn’t noticed.

What kind of detective would Veronica be if she couldn’t smell cigarettes on her father’s breath?

“To be honest, I think it was the blue cheese and roasted garlic compound butter that put this meal over the top,” Steve chimed in.

Still beaming, Peter interlaced his fingers.

“It all works together.”

“Where did you learn to cook like this?”

Peter shrugged.

“Just something I do in my spare time. I’m hoping to take some more classes soon.”

A curious comment, one that Veronica was going to call him on, when Steve’s phone rang.

“Shit, I’m sorry.”

He sat there not turning off the phone and not answering it.

“Go ahead, go ahead,” Peter said, taking another sip of his drink.

“Sorry.”

Steve pushed his chair back and then answered his phone. Veronica tried to pick up pieces of the conversation, but it was so short that she got nothing.

“I’m sorry, that was—” Steve stopped himself before saying the word work. “I have to go.”

“I understand. Take care.”

“Thanks again.”

Steve looked at Veronica, but she just playfully shooed him away.

“Go.”

After the sheriff was gone, Veronica helped her dad with the dishes. The next time he tried to sneak out and have a cigarette, she joined him on the back porch.

“It’s not mine!”

Veronica chuckled and rolled her eyes.

“I’m trying, Veronica,” Peter said as he stared at the glowing ember. “And to be honest, I was doing well, until…”

“Until what?” Veronica probed when he didn’t continue.

Peter replied by taking a big haul of the cigarette.

“I got bad news about Grant, Veronica. And I know—I know—smoking is the worst way to deal with something like this.”

“What happened?” Veronica asked, knowing that it was a stupid question, and also knowing exactly what had happened to her father’s mentor Grant Sutcliffe.

“He died, V. Grant died.”


Chapter 66

After the call had come in, Sheriff Steve Burns had mentally prepared himself for another interaction with Lieutenant Phil Crouch. But the man who met him at the border of Hilltona Forest was a different Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife Warden.

The man, tall, a little on the pudgy side, introduced himself as Nick Hendrix.

“I appreciate you calling me first,” Steve said. “Last time… well, last time was a bit of a shit show.”

“Of course.” Nick adjusted the rifle on his shoulder, grabbed another from his trunk, and handed it to Steve. “Just in case. These animals can be fast and lethal. And the fact that they’re this far south east? Not a great sign.”

Steve felt what could only be a psychosomatic burning sensation on his back.

“Yeah, I hear you.” Nick moved to close the trunk when Steve noticed something else inside, something that looked like a chunky, yellow handgun made of plastic. “What’s that?”

The man picked it up.

“Nonlethal, shoots tranq darts. But in this case given what the bear has already done—”

“Can I see?” Steve interrupted.

“Sure.”

He handed it over. It felt light and cheap.

“Mind if I take it with, just in case?”

Nick shrugged, and together they headed into the forest.

It didn’t take long to find the bear. It blended in well, but it was prowling the same area where it had taken a bite out of Kelsey Astor’s corpse.

It was Steve who spotted it first, but Nick was quicker to put it in his sights. His tongue hung out slightly and he looked about to pull the trigger when Steve stopped him.

“Can I take care of this? We have a history.”

Nick lowered his rifle.

“Suit yourself.”

The sheriff stabilized the butt against his shoulder and aimed right between the bear’s eyes.

This bear had mauled him, and if it hadn’t been for Lieutenant Crouch, it probably would’ve devoured him.

The bear was also the reason why Gordon Trammel got away and probably why Angie Caufield had smashed her head against a rock.

Steve’s finger tensed on the trigger, and the bear, as if sensing his impending doom, seemed to turn its dark eyes until they stared directly into his.

Stephen inhaled, held his breath, and then—

Brought the gun to his side.

“Want me to take a shot?” Nick asked.

Steve shook his head. He swapped the rifle for the tranq gun.

“No, I’ll do it.”

This time, he didn’t hesitate before pulling the trigger.

***

Veronica jammed her hands into her pockets, lowered her chin to her chest, and took a deep breath.

Then she freed one of her hands and knocked on the door in front of her.

The woman who answered was even more disheveled this time. She reeked of vodka, alcohol oozing from her very pores. The odor was so powerful that it usurped the blue hues of sweat coming off her in waves. She looked as if she hadn’t showered since the last time they’d spoken.

Despite the level of intoxication, when the woman raised her rheumy eyes, she recognized Veronica.

“You.” The word was part gag.

“Mrs. Astor, I came here to apologize.”

“Apologize? Fuck you.”

Veronica lowered her head again.

“I deserve that. Truth is, I wasn’t prepared when I came here before. And that wasn’t fair to you.”

She saw a fire licking at a two-story home, and she saw a cop running toward her, scooping her up in his arms.

Then she heard her brother’s voice.

Survive.

“I just wanted to say I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. But you’re a survivor, Kathleen. There’s no shame in that. None of this is your fault. I know you’d do anything to change places with your daughter, but that can never happen. You owe it to her to take care of yourself.”

The woman sobered up, if only for a moment.

“You lost someone, too.”

Veronica opened her mouth, then closed it again, unsure of how to respond.

She settled on something simple.

“Yes.”

More than just someone. Many someones.

“Take care of yourself, Kathleen.”

Veronica went back to her car and watched Kathleen Astor. Last time she’d been here, the woman had been distraught, now, she looked like she was remembering her daughter.

And that was a good thing. We should never forget those we’ve lost.

A strange alert sounded from her phone. A message on Facebook. It was from Rob Pinkerton.

“What’s up, bro?”

Bro?

Veronica clicked a few buttons and quickly realized that she wasn’t logged into her own Facebook account. Instead, it was Brent Wolseley’s account, the fake frat boy.

She no longer had any need for Rob Pinkerton, who had been exonerated from any involvement in his girlfriend’s death and apparently had no interest in stolen Rolexes.

But instead of erasing the message, Veronica decided to play along.

“How’s it going?”

Rob Pinkerton may be a grieving man, but he could also be an asset.

A different asset, Dylan Hall, had saved her partner’s life.

In Veronica’s line of work, especially given how many people despised her in the City of Greenham PD, you never know when someone completely unexpected could come in handy.


Epilogue

It was a quiet funeral. Just a handful of police officers, including Veronica and her father, and the young nurse who had looked after Grant in his final days, Meadow.

Quiet, but nice.

Grant had been a religious man, which surprised Veronica, and the Catholic priest offered kind words about him. Cops were a lot of things, including loyal for the most part, but they weren’t big talkers. When the offer was given to the small gathering to say a few words, only one man, Peter Shade stepped forward.

“As you guys know, Grant was my mentor. He took me in during the early days, the tough times. Even when I had more experience and moved away, I knew I could reach out to him for pretty much anything. He was a busy man, but he always made time for me. I loved him with all my heart. He was… family.” Peter gestured toward Veronica. “When my daughter told me that she wanted to go into law enforcement, well, it was Grant who talked me off the ledge, said she was destined to be a cop. A good one, too. Grant was a voice of reason in this irrational world.”

Veronica remembered talking to Grant when he was lying in bed dying of cancer. He’d told her a story of a car accident.

He’d also called her Lou.

Peter was right, Grant Sutcliffe was a good man.

So was her father.

Peter finished his speech and joined her as they lowered the coffin into the ground. He comforted her, even though it should have been the other way around.

The ceremony ended and Peter guided her toward his car.

“I need a few minutes, Dad.”

Peter nodded and Veronica made her way to the back of the cemetery. There, she found two simple headstones: Trevor and Roberta Davis.

“I miss you Mom, I miss you, Dad,” she said softly.

Veronica took two of the three flowers from her hand and placed one on each of her parents’ graves. The third, she put on the grass beside the headstones.

This area had no markings and there was no body buried beneath. But in her mind, this is where her brother lay.

“I miss you too, Benny. I hope, wherever you are, you’re playing with your yo-yo.”

***

“What’s going on?” Veronica asked as they pulled up to the precinct. The front doors were blocked by several men in uniform and several others in suits.

They all looked serious.

“Damn,” Peter grumbled.

“Dad?”

“I missed a meeting with the mayor today. Completely blanked.”

Veronica leaned forward. One of the men in suits was Mayor Tom Dixon. He was tall, with round spectacles, and sandy blond hair. Freddie was there too, she realized, but he wasn’t looking at her even though he must have recognized the captain’s car.

“I think they’ll understand.”

But there was something wrong. If the mayor had hung around waiting for Peter to return from the funeral, he would have done so in the captain’s office.

Peter parked, and they walked side-by-side to the front doors. As they neared, two cops from another precinct stepped forward.

“Okay, V. It’s all right. Just stay calm.”

Peter moved in front of her.

“Freddie?” Veronica said. Her partner looked at her, but his only response was to shake his head ever so slightly.

In addition to Freddie and the mayor, Veronica recognized other people now. There was their union rep, a woman whose face looked like a crumpled piece of paper.

And there was Cole Batherson.

“I’m sorry, Peter,” Mayor Dixon said.

Another person came forward, holding a box of items, some of which Veronica recognized from her dad’s office.

Peter seemed to know what was going on here, but Veronica was still in the dark.

“What’s happening?” She sounded desperate but didn’t care.

“It’s okay, Veronica,” her father placated her. “Stay calm.”

“You’ll get your full pension,” Mayor Dixon continued. “No one’s touching that.”

Peter nodded and took his box of belongings.

“Wait—you’re firing him? You’re firing my dad? Is that what’s happening here?”

“Veronica, please.”

She wasn’t sure who said this. Freddie? Cole? Peter? The mayor?

It was probably Cole because he was the one who tried to calm her down.

Veronica was having none of it.

“Dad, tell them where we were.”

“Everything has been worked out,” the leathery union rep said.

“Dad!” But Peter had no fight left in him. That was fine because Veronica’s teeth were sharp. “We were at a funeral! That’s why he missed the meeting! You can’t fire him over this!”

“It’s not because he missed the meeting,” Cole Batherson explained. “It’s because—”

Freddie physically moved Cole aside and took her by the arm. She tried to resist but had no chance against the three-hundred-pound man.

“Keep moving, Veronica.”

“Freddie, what the fuck? Why did they—”

“Detective Shade, take a walk.”

“Freddie?”

Veronica had never seen him like this. Even when she’d almost gotten him killed, her partner hadn’t been this serious.

What the hell was going on?

Veronica tried again to stop, but Freddie just kept on plodding forward.

“If you want to keep your job, walk, Veronica. Please.”

And so she did. But not without turning back and looking at her father one last time.

He wasn’t sad, he wasn’t happy. He just was.

And as she watched, Peter Shade mouthed the words, “It’ll be okay, V. It’ll be okay.”

Veronica Shade wasn’t one to normally doubt her father. But in this case, she knew he was wrong.

And he knew it, too.

Even at more than a dozen feet away, she could smell gasoline on her dad’s breath as clearly as she had cigarette smoke the night prior.

No, it won’t be okay.

It won’t be okay ever again.

Like Gloria Trammel, Veronica Shade was a killer now. And when some people experience the scent of murder, they choke and gag.

Others enjoy breathing it in… and the bitter smell lingers forever.

END


Author’s Note

Veronica’s back! It’s only been a few months since our last visit to Bear County, but it feels like a lifetime. It was good to reconnect with Veronica, Steve, Dylan, Freddie, and others.

But as fun as it’s been, bad things are brewing in Bear County and big changes are on the way. Throughout this book, more so than in The Color of Murder, I layered some hints of the plans I have for certain characters. There’s one character in particular who, while they played a critical role in this book, their involvement was relatively minor.

That won’t be the case moving forward. Trust me, they’ll have a major impact on Veronica’s life one way or another.

That’s my plan, anyway. But anyone who’s been following my writing journey for a significant amount of time knows that my plans have the tendency to change (*cough* pre-orders *cough*).

Sometimes when I push a character in a certain direction, they don’t like it and they push back.
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Montreal, 2023
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Prologue

“More bills, Ronnie. More bills.”

Ronald Milligan raised his eyes from his coffee and stared at his wife. Sporting a long white nightshirt, she stood with her back to him, her shoulders hunched.

He sighed.

I thought we agreed not to talk about money in front of Laura?

Ronald glanced to his left and offered his daughter a wan smile.

“Bill? I’m sorry, honey, you’ve mistaken me for someone else. My name’s Ronnie.”

Laura giggled and slurped Cheerios off her spoon.

“You think this is funny?”

Both of their smiles vanished.

“You really think this is funny, Ronnie?” Zinnia Milligan had since turned and was flapping a handful of envelopes in her right hand. “How long do you think this is gonna last before they cut off the TV?”

“They’re gonna cut off the TV?” Laura asked, her eyes going wide.

Ronnie patted her head.

“No, they’re not.” Then, to Zinnia, he said, “I’m doing the best I can here. I’ve already worked three overtime shifts this week.”

Zinnia’s face dropped and Ronnie stood with the intention of comforting his wife. But the woman was having none of it. At thirty-six, Zinnia was still as attractive as the day they’d met. Smooth dark skin, full lips, and the most intense eyes that he’d ever come across.

But at this moment, as a sneer crept onto her face, she looked absolutely hideous.

“Well, clearly whatever you’re doing is not good enough.”

If his daughter wasn’t there, if Laura wasn’t sitting beside him and staring at them both, Ronnie would’ve been tempted to say what had been on his mind for the last three months.

I’m working overtime and you’re not even trying to get a job. It might not be your fault that you were let go—the hotel industry, like everything else, is constantly downsizing. But you could try. You could change out of that fucking nightgown that you wear day in and day out and try. Hell, if you don’t want to work, that’s fine—you could just stay home with Laura. That would save us a bundle on daycare costs.

“Nothing? You’ve got nothing to say for yourself?”

Ronnie had to bite his tongue to avoid speaking. After an intense stare that lasted several seconds, Zinnia raspberried her lips and shook her head. Then she turned her attention to that damn cell phone that never left her sight.

Ronnie took a final sip of his coffee.

“I love you, sweetheart,” he said.

“I love you too, Daddy.”

Ronnie bent, kissed his daughter on the forehead, and then smoothed her curly black hair.

“I’ll be home late tonight.”

Zinnia didn’t even look up from her phone.

With a sigh, Ronnie grabbed his Bear County Deputy hat off the counter, put it on, and then dipped the brim toward his daughter.

“I’ll be back, pilgrim.”

***

People have this idea about law enforcement—about cops, State Troopers, County Deputies. They think that they get their jollies pulling people over for exceeding the speed limit by as little as a single mile per hour.

This couldn’t be further from the truth.

Pulling people over meant paperwork. And Ronnie Milligan would much rather just sit in his car and listen to a podcast or audiobook all day, take his mind off his failing marriage than fill out forms.

But there was a difference between speeding and speeding. Even on rural roads, Ronnie would only allow a twenty, maybe twenty-five percent over the limit buffer. But if anything looked reckless or dangerous?

He wouldn’t hesitate to flick on his siren and lights.

And when Ronnie clocked the white Mazda sedan going eighty in a fifty zone? That was exactly what he did.

There was always a moment when you put on your lights that your adrenaline spiked. No matter how benign the traffic stop, this surge always got Ronnie’s heart pumping.

The driver of the Mazda pulled over immediately, the car’s bald tires sending so much dust and dirt into the air that he couldn’t read the license plate.

Radio coverage was spotty out here, but he called in the traffic stop anyway after parking about twelve feet behind the white car. The dust settled enough for him to see a single person in the vehicle. A man, most likely, wearing a ball cap.

Ronnie adjusted his belt, made sure his holster hadn’t shifted while sitting and got out of his car. As he approached, his initial observation was confirmed: one occupant, male, medium to small build. Ronnie pressed the index finger of his right hand against the rear taillight, leaving a distinct print behind.

Then he continued to the driver’s side window, which had been rolled down.

“License and registration please.”

The man in the driver seat had a burgundy cap pulled low over his dark eyes. It was some sort of workout hat, with a kettle bell in the center and some cliched quote in a circle around it. He was pale, with black hair that covered his ears.

“Both are in here. They’re wedged in pretty good. Can’t get them out.”

The man handed over a small black wallet. Inside were both his registration and license.

He could work with this.

“Was I speeding?”

“You were speeding all right. Please stay in your vehicle, sir. I’ll be right back.”

Ronnie retreated to his car. He was trying to remove the man’s license when the top of the wallet opened. Inside, he spotted five crisp one-hundred-dollar bills.

Ronnie lowered the wallet to his lap as he looked through the windshield at the white Mazda.

The outline of the driver was completely still, hands on the wheel, head straight.

Fuck.

This was no accident—this was a bribe.

Fuck.

Ronnie’s eyes dropped to the money.

He’d never taken a bribe before. Never. He knew that others did, on occasion—they called it ‘letting you go with a warning’. Not giving a warning, but letting you go with one. A simple, yet important distinction.

Five hundred dollars.

Enough to pay off two or maybe three bills. TV, cell phone, electrical. Five hundred bucks wasn’t like winning the lottery, but it would help. It would help a great deal.

In the back of his mind, an alarm started to ring.

Five hundred bucks? That was a large bribe for a speeding ticket that wouldn’t come to even half that much.

When Ronnie started justifying the size of the bribe—unpaid parking tickets or too many demerit points, maybe even expired insurance—he knew that he’d already committed to taking the money.

There was no one around. Nobody would ever know about it.

And it would help.

Ronnie chewed his lip as he thought about what his daughter had said earlier that morning.

“They’re gonna cut off the TV?”

Fuck it.

Ronnie removed the money from the wallet and jammed it into his pocket. Then he got out of the car and walked back to the Mazda. Now that the dust had settled, he saw several cans of paint in the backseat.

“I’m letting you go with a warning,” Ronnie said as he passed the man back his wallet. The words made his tongue feel dirty.

“Thank you so much, officer. You don’t know what this means to me.”

“Hmm.”

Ronnie’s gaze fell on the backseat.

“You doin’ some painting?”

“Oh, yes, officer. Lots of painting today. Lots of painting.”

“All right, you have a good day. And slow down.”

“Of course. Thanks again.”

Ronnie stepped back and the Mazda slowly pulled onto the road. As he watched it recede into the horizon, the deputy couldn’t help but think that he’d just made the biggest mistake of his entire life.

***

He couldn’t believe his luck.

He shouldn’t have been speeding in the first place, which was idiotic, but his bribe—five hundred bucks—had actually worked. That had been an extremely high-risk decision. If the deputy had been one of those by-the-book type of guys, he’d be screwed. He would have been arrested and his car impounded.

And a closer inspection would have revealed a lot more than some cans of paint. Yet, even though he’d gotten away, his dark eyes continued to flick to the rearview mirror, expecting to see red and blue flashing lights appear at any moment.

But as time passed—a minute, three, ten—he began to relax. And exactly thirteen minutes after the deputy had pulled him over, he heard the first bang.

Just a dull thud from the trunk, but a moment later, this was followed by muffled screams.

Then words… words that he could just make out, shrill as they were.

“Let me out of here! Let me the fuck out of here!”

And that’s when the man started to smile.

“Hey, you want me to sing you a song?” he said loudly, not sure if the woman he had bound and gagged before throwing her in the trunk of his car could hear him. “Yeah? Good. Because I have the perfect song for you. It’s one that we used to sing as kids—I think you’re going to like it. Ready? Here goes… One, two, I’m coming for you…”


PART I – The Interview

Chapter 1

“No, no—I-I don’t want to do this,” Detective Veronica Shade said, shaking her head back and forth. “This is a bad idea, Steve.”

She felt a comforting hand on the small of her back and looked up at Sheriff Steve Burns. Even though he had encouraged her to accept the offer to go on TV and talk about the dollmaker, she knew that he wouldn’t push her if she didn’t want to do it.

Sometimes, Veronica wished the man wasn’t so sweet. Sometimes, giving her a nudge was exactly what she needed.

And this PR interview was what the City of Greenham PD needed, not her. At least, that was what Internal Affairs thought when they’d reached out to talk shows in and around Portland. An about-face from trying to stay out of the news after the disaster that was Ken Cameron and then the forced retirement of her father, Peter Shade, as Police Captain.

But when Veronica looked up at Steve’s soft blue eyes, she knew he would never push her.

He didn’t even have to say anything—it was written all over his face.

If you don’t want to go ahead with this, Veronica, we can just go home. We can just get back in the car and drive the forty minutes home. Or, if you want, we can stay in Portland, catch a movie instead.

“Shit. Can’t you just be mean for once?”

Steve smirked. When he wasn’t in uniform, Bear County Sheriff Steve Burns looked younger than his thirty-eight years. In uniform, he was going on fifty. But then when he grinned like this? He looked like a child.

“You almost ready? Detective Shade, are you almost ready to go on?”

The handler appeared out of nowhere. A diminutive woman with short brown hair and big eyes made bigger by oversized glasses that were as likely to be stylish as they were ironic. Without waiting for an answer, she used a powder brush to dab Veronica’s forehead. That sealed it.

She was going to do this.

She had to.

Veronica let the woman work for several seconds before casually brushing her aside.

It wasn’t just Steve and IA who had encouraged her to go on the talk show, it had been her psychiatrist, Dr. Jane Bernard, as well. This was most surprising. After the dollmaker, she’d expected Jane to tell her to lay low. Veronica had taken three months off following her brother’s death, but only three weeks after shooting and killing the dollmaker. She’d been cleared for duty after the mandatory week of psych evals, followed by two weeks of rest and relaxation.

Veronica had been so certain that Jane would be against the idea, that she’d almost forgotten to even broach the subject. When she had, Jane had instantly been in favor of it, citing that it would be good for her recovery.

Recovery from what, Veronica wasn’t sure.

That left only Veronica.

If it hadn’t been for her father, for Peter Shade being forced to retire, Veronica would’ve said no. Even though it was silly to think that her garnering positive press for the department would in any way help him be reinstated, deep down, that was her hope.

If nothing else, it would help rebuild his reputation. The mayor and the police department had gone through with their promise to keep the real reason for Peter’s retirement a secret, but people in law enforcement were good at reading between the lines.

They knew that Captain Shade’s retirement had been anything but voluntary. Not for a man like him, a man who only knew one thing: being a cop.

“Right, so if you would just follow me…” The handler held an arm out in front of her.

Veronica took one step before realizing that Steve was still holding her back.

“Just stay calm, have fun. I’ll be right here if you need me.” He leaned down and kissed her on the lips.

They’d been together for almost a year now, living together for most of that time. And while they both had hectic schedules, what with her moving quickly up the City of Greenham detective ranks, and him as the sheriff of the largest county in Oregon, they still spent every night in each other’s arms.

And no matter how many times he kissed her, Veronica felt a flutter in her stomach. She pushed him away before becoming lost in the sensation.

Steve grinned and then mouthed the words “go get ‘em”.

The woman led her up two steps and across a dark stage. The lights were blinding here, artificial and deliberate. Veronica shielded her face with her hand, but the woman gently pulled her arm back down.

“You’ll get used to it, don’t ruin your makeup.”

There were two large blue armchairs on the stage, with a circular table made of glass between them. Sitting on top of the table was an artificial plant.

Veronica was guided to the chair on the right and as soon as she’d sat, another woman appeared.

The eponymous Marlowe, which was written in cursive neon tubing on a fake brick wall behind them, took up residence in the other chair.

She was pretty: blonde with red lips and sporting a stylish dark suit. Undoubtedly intimidating to most people, but not to Veronica Shade.

Not to the detective who had seen her brother burn in front of her and who had put a bullet in the dollmaker’s forehead.

“Detective Shade, are you ready?”

Veronica smiled, took a deep breath, and then readied herself for the live TV interview.


Chapter 2

Veronica observed the cameraman hold up three fingers, then two. On one, he pointed at the stage and a red light above the camera that read ‘LIVE’ came on.

Marlowe’s body was angled toward Veronica, but her face was aimed directly at the camera straight ahead.

“Welcome back,” the host said, with her characteristic TV beam. “I am so proud—so proud to have a very special guest with us today. Ladies, we all know how difficult it is for a woman to succeed in certain industries, even today. Even in 2023.”

With every word the woman muttered, Veronica felt her teeth clench a little tighter. They’d gone over the format: a series of soft-ball questions about the dollmaker, her work as a detective, followed by fielding questions from women who aspired to enter law enforcement. Not once had this cringe-worthy introduction been mentioned.

“Law enforcement is particularly difficult for women and people who identify as non-binary. Which is why I am excited to speak to someone who has not only succeeded as a female in the City of Greenham Police Department but excelled. A woman who has been through her share of tribulations, from being sexually assaulted by a fellow officer to being kidnapped by a husband and wife team who murdered women and left their bodies in the Hilltona Forest, but who never gave up. Please, put your hands together and help me welcome Detective Veronica Shade.”

The crowd erupted into applause, augmented by Foley sounds pumped through the speakers, but Veronica felt sick to her stomach. She hadn’t even considered the idea that Ken Cameron would be mentioned.

This was supposed to be about bringing down the dollmaker. That was what they’d discussed and what they’d agreed on. Details would be scant, nothing more than what the sheriff had revealed in his multiple press conference, with an emphasis on Veronica’s involvement.

Marlowe, still beaming, looked over at her.

“Welcome, Detective Shade.”

“Please, just Veronica.”

This response was automatic and rehearsed, something that Marlowe had called setting the scene and leveling the playing field.

“And thank you for having me,” Veronica continued, working on autopilot now.

“No, thank you. Thank you for what you do. Thank you for keeping us all safe.”

More applause.

“Right? Right?” Marlowe clapped twice. “Now, please, tell us what it’s like being a woman in a predominantly male industry? One that is historically full of toxic masculinity?”

Veronica felt her brow crease and forced it straight.

In preparation for her interview, she had watched and suffered through two episodes of Marlowe. It was clear that the host had a tendency to go off script, but this felt more like a hard right and not a subtle deviation. Veronica had been instructed to ‘go with the flow’, but she had other ideas.

Redirect the stream where she wanted to go.

“The Greenham Police Department has only been good to me. Yes, there was an issue in the past, but that has been dealt with in a more than satisfactory way. What I can say is that I have one of the greatest partners that I could ever ask for. Detective Freddie Furlow is a fantastic detective and an even better man.”

She expected further applause, but whoever’s finger was on the button to illuminate the sign had fallen asleep. And while Veronica thought she had done a good job of hiding the annoyance from her face, Marlowe was an absolute ventriloquist dummy.

“Right.” Marlowe licked her lips. “Well, I’m just glad to see a woman moving up the ranks as you have. Is it correct that you are the youngest detective in all of Greenham?”

“I am.” Veronica felt a tinge of pride.

“Congratulations. Now,” the woman leaned forward dramatically, placing her elbows on her thighs, “tell us about the night you were kidnapped.”

Veronica began massaging the back of her hand with her opposite thumb where she’d been burned, but then stopped herself.

“Well, Bear County had already arrested Gordon Trammel for multiple homicides—the man the media called the dollmaker. But there were some inconsistencies, and the idea of an accomplice was bantered around. See, the real issue was that the cars that—”

“Sounds terrifying. But what must’ve been more frightening is when you were actually abducted. What was going through your head? Did you think about the possibility of becoming a doll?”

A dramatic, collective intake of breath.

“I wouldn’t say I was abducted, not really. But I’d rather focus on the evidence that—”

“Veronica, I know this can be difficult. But as a victim of abuse and trauma myself, I know first-hand that talking, opening up about our experiences is the only way to move on. The only way that we can grow.”

For the first time since the interview began, Veronica broke eye contact and scanned the audience. She saw Steve off to one side, angrily gesturing at a cameraman.

This was absolute dog shit.

Veronica hadn’t come here to be paraded around as a champion of women’s rights. She’d come here to talk about what happened and how effective police work and evidence collection had led to the capture and death of those behind the dollmaker murders.

She’d come here to pump Greenham PD’s tires.

“I don’t mind talking about it,” Veronica said flatly. “But I’d rather talk about how we took a woman murderer off the streets. I’d rather talk about how the hard work myself, but also others, including my detective partner Detective Furlow, and the Bear County Sheriff, made sure to stop these people before anyone else was hurt.”

“But it was a woman, right? It was Gloria Trammel and not her husband who actually killed those young girls?”

“Yes… but both her and her husband are responsible.”

Veronica tried not to picture little Bev Trammel, her pigtails, tongue in her cheek as she attempted to perform a new yo-yo trick.

Bev was off-limits. Veronica had made that crystal clear. If Marlowe so much as hinted at the girl’s involvement, she would stand up and walk off the set.

“Hmm. But everyone believed that it was Gordon all along—working alone. Isn’t that right?”

Even though Marlowe exercised restraint, her implication was clear: the male cops thought these violent crimes could have only been committed by a man.

A bizarre and twisted way of calling out inequality.

Yes, women are capable of depraved and horrific acts, too. We’re just as sick as you are. How dare you think differently?

“I wouldn’t say everyone thought Gordon was working alone. In a case, we look at the evidence and sometimes—”

Marlowe stopped her by holding up a hand. Then she turned to the audience.

“Hold that thought, Veronica—I would love to continue this discussion with you, but first, we need to take a break.”

More clapping, camera panning, then the LIVE light switched off.

“What are you doing?” the woman said with such venom that Veronica actually pulled back. Even more surprising was that Veronica saw a hint of a yellow aura encircling the woman’s face and head. “This is my show. That’s my name over there.” She pointed at the neon lettering on the wall. “My show. So, if I lead you in a direction—”

“This is not what we agreed to,” Veronica said, finding her voice. “I have no problem speaking about the dollmaker, but I won’t lie to fit an agenda.”

“You were told that we might go a little off topic.”

Marlowe’s yellow aura had become burnt.

Was the woman really that pissed that she would resort to violence?

Veronica considered, very briefly, that she was just projecting. Her synesthesia was never perfect but ever since the fire that had taken her brother’s life, it had become less reliable.

“A little off topic? That was more than a little—”

“Dahlia! Dahlia!” Marlowe hollered.

The mousy handler appeared out of nowhere.

“Yes?”

“You told me she was prepped. You told me she was going to go along with things.”

Dahlia clutched a clipboard to her chest and said nothing.

What the hell? What happened to women empowerment?

This wasn’t right.

“Leave her alone,” Veronica said.

Marlowe shot lasers at Veronica with her eyes and the glowing aura extended more than three inches from her head now.

“Don’t tell me what to do. Did you forget that this is my—”

“Did you forget that I’m a detective,” Veronica shot back feeling the heat rise in her cheeks. “Remember that before you do or say something that you might regret.”

Marlowe sneered and she glared at Dahlia.

“Let’s just skip to the call-in part of the show.”

Steve came on stage, pushing by a burly cameraman. Veronica stood as he approached.

“This is bullshit,” he said into her ear. “Let’s just go.”

Marlowe overheard but rather than exacerbate her anger, this seemed to amuse the woman.

If Veronica left with Steve now, she knew how the rest of the show would go. And it wouldn’t be good. Comments would be made, disparaging ones, ones related to setting women’s rights back.

Further damage to Greenham PD’s reputation would be done.

Veronica was trapped and the sinister grin spreading on Marlowe’s lips was an indication that the woman knew it.

“I’ll stay,” Veronica said. “But I agree, let’s take some calls.”

Dahlia nodded so vigorously that her thick glasses threatened to fall off her face.

“Fine.”

“Ten seconds to air,” a man bellowed.

Dahlia started to guide Marlowe to her seat, but the host pushed her away. Veronica waited for the other woman to sit first before she lowered herself into the plush blue armchair.

Marlowe scowled at Veronica, and Veronica smiled back. They stayed locked like this, two twelve-point bucks intertwined, neither giving an inch. Then the red ‘LIVE’ light came on and the woman’s face transformed.

“Welcome back. I’m here with survivor and feminist Greenham PD’s youngest detective Veronica Shade.”

Oh, fuck you, Veronica thought. But she had to respect the woman for sticking to her guns.

“I know that you guys have many questions for our esteemed guest, so we are opening our phone lines right now. The number’s on the screen—feel free to ask Detective Shade anything you want.”

This wasn’t true, of course. Veronica had been assured that all calls would be vetted and only softballs would come through.

But that was before.

“Who do we have on the line now?”

Marlowe put a finger to her ear.

“Stacy from Portland. Stacy from Portland, what question do you have for Veronica?”

The sound came from a speaker overhead, giving it an otherworldly quality.

“Hi—Hi, Veronica. First of all, I just wanted to say that you’re an inspiration to me. After seeing you on the news, I enrolled in a criminal justice degree at the local college.”

A smattering of applause.

“Thank you.”

“What’s your question, Stacy?”

“My question is… were you scared? Were you scared when you were in the dollmaker’s home?”

Veronica briefly considered that this could be a plant, someone from Marlowe’s staff, but she decided to answer anyway.

“Yes. Yes, I was frightened.” She pictured Gloria Trammel’s shaking hand pointing a gun at her chest. She cleared her throat. “To be honest, I was terrified. This job can be scary at times, rewarding, sure, but also frightening. If anybody tells you differently, they’re lying.”

Marlowe’s face gave nothing away.

“Thank you, Stacy, for your call. Next up, we have Pearl from Montréal? Is that right?”

“Yes,” Pearl said with a hint of a French accent. “I’m a big fan of yours, Veronica.”

These calls went on for the better part of five minutes and true to Marlowe’s word, they were softballs. And Veronica actually enjoyed answering them. Unlike her esteemed host, she had no delusions that her presence on this shitty daytime talk show was driving feminism forward, but, as the old adage goes, if she could inspire just one person…

“We have time for one more call. Is this…” Marlowe pushed her finger against her ear again and nodded. “…ah yes, Gina? Gina, are you there?”

There was a pause, one that lasted the better part of three seconds.

Marlowe looked at Dahlia who just shrugged.

Then there was a click, and someone spoke.

Only, it wasn’t Gina.

“Hello, Veronica,” a man said. “Or should I call you Lucy?”
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