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They say you’re not crazy if you hear voices in your head, that you're only crazy if you answer them. Well, in that case, I’m certifiable.
What’s that, Con? You think we’ll ever find your sister? Of course, we will. We have to.
Right, Alex?
Dedicated to all the voices living rent-free in my head. Oh, and to you, reader. You're in here, too. You better believe it.



TELL ME WHERE SHE’S BURIED



Prologue
The house stunk. Even standing outside the front door, his shoulder pressed against the cracked brick and his gun drawn, FBI Agent Constantine Striker could smell the reek of death emanating from inside.
But unlike his partner who stood on the other side of the entrance, the smell didn’t bother Con.
Instead, it comforted him.
After nearly a year of hunting the man the media had dubbed The Sandman, they finally had him trapped.
It wasn’t supposed to take this long. They’d been hot on his trail earlier, six months after the man’s second murder.
But Con had lost him.
And because of this, it had cost at least another eleven young women their lives.
Upwards of thirteen, if you counted Wendy Schneider, who had gone missing three days ago, and his sister.
Despite the thousands of hours the FBI, local PD, state police, and the California Bureau of Investigation had put in, the only reason they were even this close was because of an anonymous tip.
A tip that led them here, to a small, abandoned house on the outskirts of Orange County.
Con turned his head to look at his partner, FBI Agent Tate Abernathy. Unlike him, Tate was clearly having an issue with the smell. The man was grimacing, and every few seconds, his Adam’s apple bobbed.
He was trying to keep his lunch down.
Noticing his stare, Tate pulled the neck of the FBI T-shirt he wore up to cover his clean-shaven face.
Then he met Con’s gaze.
A simple nod was all it took.
They were ready.
They were ready to finally end this.
With his free hand, Con reached out and tried the door.
He expected to find it locked but not only did it open freely, just a gentle push was enough to cause it to swing inward.
It creaked loudly and Con, worried that the sound would alert The Sandman, threw caution out the window and rushed inside, leading with his pistol.
The foul smell was even worse in the foyer—the air was thick with the reek of human decay.
The Sandman was here all right.
Con knew this just like he knew that his sister was dead.
But there were others in the house, too.
Flies, thick as blueberries, were everywhere. Buzzing, cavorting, performing their little death dances in the air.
Tate put two fingers to his eyes and then aimed down the narrow hallway in front of them, toward what Con suspected had once been the kitchen.
Their plan was to clear the ground floor first before heading upstairs.
But plans changed.
The concentration of flies seemed to increase the closer they got to the lopsided staircase.
Con shook his head, and he pointed toward the stairs instead.
Even though only his eyes were visible, Con knew that Tate was scowling in disapproval. His partner repeated the two fingered gesture more fervently, urging them forward instead of upward.
Con ignored the man.
Despite being two years younger than Tate, he was the senior officer, the one in charge of this case.
And it was his sister who had gone missing.
Con started up the stairs, careful to avoid the larger holes in the wooden treads.
Tate cursed under his breath and followed, walking backward, training his gun the way they’d come.
They followed the trail of flies to the landing. Here, the filthy walls were covered in graffiti. Con’s first thought that the massive black letters were random, the musings of a manic madman.
D, R, A, S…
But there was a pattern to them.
They were names, written in various sized letters, some stretching from floor to ceiling, others only an inch tall. They were difficult to understand, but once you recognized the pattern, it was impossible not to read them in your head.
Debora, spelled incorrectly, missing the H.
Tanya, Ashley, Brittany.
Marcy.
They were all there.
Tate urged him onward, but Con stopped and focused on these names.
Valerie… where’s Valerie?
He counted twelve names, all twelve of The Sandman’s victims.
This did not bode well for Wendy—her name was written in what looked like fresher paint, the letters slightly glossier than the others.
But there was no Valerie.
Where the fuck is Valerie?
Con started to move again, slowly now, passing open doorways to bedrooms full of garbage and refuse.
Filthy mattresses, soiled sheets balled in the corners. Used syringes lying on the scuffed parquet floors.
Piss stains.
Shit smears.
The flies were so thick now that the two FBI Agents were forced to wave a hand in front of their faces just to see ahead of them.
At the end of the hall was a door, the only one they’d come across that was closed.
Con stopped just in front of the laminate door, which barely fit in the frame, and Tate moved off to one side. The shirt had fallen from his partner’s face, and he saw the man breathing through his mouth to try to mitigate the stench.
Con’s first instinct was to try the knob, as he’d done outside, but he changed his mind. While it was difficult to hear over the incessant buzzing of the flies, it didn’t appear as if The Sandman had been roused by their movements inside the house.
If they still had the element of surprise on their side, Con planned to exploit it to their advantage. Instead of opening the door, he reared back and drove his foot into the space just beside the knob.
The hinges tore from the rotten frame and the noise that the door made as it fell inward was shockingly loud.
Con rushed into the room, following the path that the door had cut into the veritable wall of flies within.
And that’s when he saw him: Matthew Nelson Neil, more commonly known as The Sandman.
He was lying naked on a mattress in the center of the room.
“Don’t move,” Tate shouted. His voice was tight and strained. “Don’t you fucking move!”
Con didn’t wait for the man to wake—he just ran.
The Sandman’s wide, coal-black eyes opened just as Con leaped.
“Wha—”
Con stole the man’s words as his forearm came down on The Sandman’s face.
The man’s nose crunched, and he grunted in a mixture of pain and surprise. The shock didn’t last long, however.
Matthew bucked, trying to use his size advantage—he was six foot six, close to three hundred pounds—to flip Con off of him.
But Con was like a feral cat. He punched The Sandman twice—once in the stomach and once in his injured face—and then reared back, putting both hands on his gun as he pointed it between the man’s eyes.
“Where is she?” Con screamed in a voice he didn’t recognize. “Where the fuck is she?”
Matthew was dazed. His nose was smashed, almost snout-like in appearance, and blood coated his lips and chin.
“Where the fuck is she!”
When Matthew still didn’t answer, Con shoved the gun forward. He’d been aiming for the man’s forehead, but at the last second, Matthew raised his chin, and the gun found his mouth.
The hard metal barrel clicked on The Sandman’s teeth. He gagged as Con pushed the gun deeper into his mouth and hit the back of the man’s throat.
“Where is Valerie?” Con shouted again.
A hand came down on his shoulder.
“Con, look.”
He was so incensed, so lost in his fury, that if it hadn’t been for his partner’s strangled tone, he would have ignored him completely.
Keeping the gun jammed halfway down The Sandman’s throat, he glanced at Tate.
His partner was indicating the area beside the Sandman with his own pistol.
Con inhaled sharply.
There was a woman lying on the mattress next to The Sandman.
Like Matthew, the woman was also nude. She was on her side, curled away from them.
Her skin was the color of cigarette ash.
There was no question that the woman was dead. Like all the others, The Sandman had stripped and strangled her.
Con instantly drew back, pulling his gun from the man’s mouth. It was covered in thick strings of saliva.
“No,” Con said softly. “No—tell me it’s not her.”
He was distraught, and his finger tensed on the trigger.
He wanted nothing more than to put a bullet in The Sandman’s now smiling face.
Tate retched but gained enough control of his faculties to bend down, swat flies, and get a better look at The Sandman’s final victim.
“Please tell me it’s not her,” Con whispered.
Tate turned his head to the side and vomited.
“Tate! Tell me it’s not her! Tell me it’s not Valerie!”
Con’s partner lifted his chin, opened his mouth, and puked again.
“Tate!”
Tate wiped his face with the back of his arm.
“It’s not her, Con. It’s… it’s Wendy. It’s not Val.”
Rather than calm him, this revelation only served to infuriate Con.
He dropped his gun and wrapped his hands around The Sandman’s thick throat.
The man continued to smile, revealing chipped teeth from where Con’s pistol had been driven into his mouth.
“Tell me where she is!” Con screamed, spit speckling The Sandman’s shattered face. “Tell me where she’s buried!”
Matthew Nelson Neil began to laugh.



Part I — Hollywood



Chapter 1
ELEVEN YEARS LATER
FBI Agent Constantine Striker took a cigarette out and twirled it between his fingers. He’d been staring at his computer screen for the better part of an hour.
Why now? He wondered. After more than eleven years, why now?
Had the feature article on The Sandman come out on the ten-year anniversary of his capture or conviction, Con would have understood.
People liked whole numbers, one year, ten years, a decade, half-century, century. These were arbitrary, of course.
Personally, Con believed that there was only one difference between nine years and three-hundred-sixty-four days and ten years.
A single, shitty day.
Still, it made him wonder why eleven years and three months after The Sandman had been convicted—Con’s eyes flicked up to the article’s byline—Dwight Dozier felt like now was the right time to write an article about the convicted serial killer.
There was nothing special about the date nor the article; at least, Con didn’t think so. Dwight was critical of the way law enforcement had searched for the killer, citing several lapses in procedure that may have led to Matthew eluding capture. It was all retrospect and Con had heard it before.
Could they have done something different?
Sure.
Could they have found The Sandman after he’d only killed two, or three, or five victims?
Maybe.
But, even after all these years, Con had no definitive answers on what they could or should have done.
What was curiously left out of the article was Con’s own name.
And that was fine by him. If anything, he was glad, because people couldn’t seem to mention Con and The Sandman in the same sentence and not bring up Valerie.
The only bright spot of the article was that Dwight Dozier had proposed a new moniker for Matthew Nelson Neil: The Necro-Killer.
Con liked that.
He liked it because he knew that Matthew would hate it.
“Con, can I see you in my office for a moment?”
Con pulled his eyes away from his computer screen and craned his head over his shoulder.
Special Agent in Charge Marcus Allen stood in the doorway of his small office. Marcus was a tall man, six-four—a good two inches taller than Con himself—and considerably leaner. Con was by no means fat, but Marcus had a runner’s build.
There were rumors in the Orange County Field Office that Marcus ran at least ten miles every morning.
This in and of itself was enough for Con to dislike the man but it was far from the only reason.
Marcus was stubborn, full of himself, and did everything he could, throwing any and every one under the bus if it meant him moving up the food chain.
Again, more than enough reason to look at Marcus with spite.
But the real reason Con despised the man was because he forbade him from spending any working hours looking into his sister’s disappearance.
Fuck him, Con thought. Fuck this asshole.
He closed the browser and held up his cigarette.
“Just about to go for a smoke,” he said. “Can it wait?”
“Smoke after. I gotta talk to you about something.” Marcus nodded as the words came out of his mouth, which caused his ash gray hair to flop side-to-side.
Con hated Marcus’ hair, too. He kept his own hair, thick and dark, with a prominent widow’s peak, cut short.
Marcus’ was medium length and always appeared greasy.
Con grunted an affirmative, pushed his chair back, and followed the Agent in Charge into his office. Somehow, Marcus was already seated behind his desk. The man also pretended to be hard at work, engrossed in a stack of papers set out in front of him, a pen tapping the top page.
Everything was for show with this asshole.
“Sit.” Con reached for a chair, but Marcus changed his mind. “Close the door first.”
Con obliged the latter but elected to stand.
“What’s going on?” he asked.
Marcus scratched something on the document in front of him, which appeared to be nothing more than a nonsensical scribble, before looking up.
“You’re getting a new partner today.”
Con felt his lips pull back in a sneer.
“I work better alone.”
Marcus glared at him.
“And what work would that be?” the man challenged.
Con felt the corner of his eyes tighten, the thick crow’s feet that had taken up residence there over the past few years turning his face into something reminiscent of a humanoid Shar Pei.
He was tempted to snap something back, but that was what Marcus wanted him to do. No, Con knew better.
He just stood there, hands at his sides, enjoying Marcus’ growing discomfort and annoyance that Con hadn’t taken the bait.
Was it his fault that the only cases Marcus let him work were more suited for a cop straight out of the academy?
Was it his fault that every partner he’d had since Tate Abernathy either quit or was fired in record time?
Naw, that sounded like a leadership problem.
And Marcus Allen was the all-mighty leader of this outfit.
At least in title.
The man would have found it difficult to lead an ant farm to a pile of honey.
“What’s the last big case you solved since The Sandman?” Marcus asked when he could no longer bear the silence.
You’re the one who assigns the cases, asshole. Why don’t you tell me?
Con folded his lips back and pressed them together tightly.
One thing his experience had taught him is that you could learn a lot more by just keeping your mouth shut and listening.
Too many of the new breed wanted to blab, thought that they were master interrogators, that they would ‘break’ a suspect, get them to confess.
That usually worked in the movies and perhaps because Orange County was so close to Hollywood, they just assumed that it would work here, too.
It didn’t.
You often divulged more information than you took in, which was never a good thing.
It was better to listen, to learn, and then adapt.
Every criminal he’d sat across from was a different breed. You needed to figure out what triggered them, and then, depending on the circumstances, whether or not you should pull that trigger.
Marcus Allen, evidently, had never mastered the skill of silence. He wanted Con to bitch and moan, to complain, run his mouth.
He wanted to anger Con.
He wanted, in a nutshell, for Con to do something that outweighed his notoriety so that the man could finally—finally—have cause to fire him.
Well, not today, Buck-o.
Con fiddled with his cigarette, making it dance across his knuckles.
“Your partner will be here in a few minutes,” Marcus informed him with an almost dejected sigh. “I don’t want this to be like the last one. You understand me?”
Con felt his upper lip twist and now the urge to speak became almost impossible to resist.
It’s my fault that the last partner you assigned to me had a porn addiction and was caught jerking off in the bathroom when he was supposed to be joining me on a raid? That’s my fault?
“What about a case? You have a case for us?” Con said at last.
Partner or not, he needed to work.
The idiom was traditionally stated as “leaving someone to their own devices”. In Con’s case, it was more aptly put as “leaving him to his own vices”.
And that meant being trapped in his head, thinking about his sister.
Thinking about Valerie Striker.
The Necro-Killer.
Con smirked at this and Marcus misinterpreted the reaction.
“Do you—”
“I understand.”
Marcus Allen huffed as if Con had just requested an extended leave—no, the man would probably like that. Better yet, as if Con had just asked for a budget increase.
Oh, the shame.
A dozen full-time agents and half as many part-time agents to cover an area with a population of over three million people. Plus the fifteen or so million who visited that consumerist machine known as Disneyland.
To be fair, the OC Field Office would have more agents—except Con kept getting them fired.
But... c’mon, jerking off prior to a raid? There were ways of relieving stress and there were ways of relieving stress...
Marcus used his pen to push the pad of paper he’d been looking at when Con entered the office across the table.
Con begrudgingly grabbed the papers, jammed them in the empty folder he suspected they’d come from, and then left the office without another word.
He was immediately greeted by the largest smile he’d ever seen, complete with a significant gap between the two front teeth.
Please don’t let this be my new partner, Con thought. For the love of god.
“You must be Constantine Striker,” the man said in a southern drawl. He held out a fat hand. “My name’s Chris Hale. Looks like we’re going to be partners.”



Chapter 2
Con cupped his hands around his cigarette as he lit it. Then he inhaled deeply and exhaled with his chin pointed upward.
“So… this is our case? Our first case?” Agent Chris Hale asked excitedly.
Con took another drag before finally taking in his partner.
The first thing that struck him was Chris Hale’s immense girth. It seemed impossible that he could have passed the FBI field test. He wasn’t just out of shape, he was a heart attack waiting to happen. And his shitty, boxy suit did nothing to hide his size. Wide face, wideset eyes, wide… everything.
Except for his hair. Chris’ hair was thin and a mousy brown, swept to one side.
Con just stared and would have continued to do so, when he recalled what Marcus had told him.
I don’t want this to be like the last one.
Con shook his head and allowed his eyes to drift to the folder clutched in the man’s fat fingers as if it were the last Big Mac on earth.
Where does Marcus find these guys?
“Guess so,” Con said simply.
“Great. What’s it about?” The man had an annoying way of speaking. The southern drawl was fine, but the intonation was odd. Everything seemed to be a question.
What did you have for breakfast?
Eggs and sausages?
Did you enjoy it?
I liked it?
“No idea,” Con replied earnestly.
He continued to smoke while his partner opened the file and began to read.
When Con was nearly done with his cigarette the man said, “Pirated movies?”
Con wasn’t sure if this was a question or a statement.
It didn’t matter because he didn’t intend to answer either way.
Fuck you, Marcus, Con thought. Fuck you for giving me a potato for a partner.
“Yeah, looks like some big Hollywood studio is claiming that all their movies are being pirated and released online before they get into theaters?”
Again with that upward lilt at the end of the sentence.
Chris rambled and Con turned his mind inward.
Math had never been his strong suit, but since arresting The Sandman, he thought he’d gone through at least ten partners. Most of them lasted less than a year, which Con was oddly proud of.
It wasn’t just that he worked better alone, it was also that he liked to work alone.
Besides, none of the men that Marcus ever gave him were any good.
Not a single one.
They’d either been too talkative, not talkative enough, too serious, not serious enough.
Too young, too old.
There was always something wrong with them.
Goldilocks and the Ten Partners, only there was never one that was just right.
Except for Tate.
Tate Abernathy had been worth his grain of salt, and the man had just been a rookie.
Fucking Tate. He hadn’t got Tate fired, but he’d worn the man down until he’d eventually asked for reassignment.
Con felt his mind wandering back to that day, the day that they got the anonymous tip that led to the apprehension of Matthew Nelson Neil. He remembered wrapping his hands around the man’s throat and squeezing. Squeezing until the veins in his forearms felt as if they were about to burst.
All the while screaming in the man’s broken face, demanding to know where Valerie was.
If it hadn’t been for Tate…
Con shook his head.
Well, if it hadn’t been for Tate, then he needn’t have worried about a partner.
His main, and perhaps only, concern would be a cellmate.
The last he’d heard of the man was that Tate was heading up a unit in Quantico, investigating crimes against children.
Good for him.
Tate deserved the promotion.
Con did not deserve Agent Chris Fucking Hale.
“That’s cool, we get to hobnob with celebs, am I right? Pirated films, huh?”
The inanity of the comment drew Con out of his head.
He looked at Chris, glared at him, and the man beamed. Then Chris pointed at something on the page that was impossibly small for Con to read and said, “You want to—”
But Con was already walking away. He finished his cigarette, flicked the butt onto the sidewalk, and made his way to his car.
“Where you going?”
“Come on, get in,” Con said, sliding behind the wheel. When the fat man loaded himself into the passenger seat, the right side of Con’s Ford Taurus lowered.
Con sighed.
The longest he’d had a partner aside from Tate was a man named Theo Robinski.
Theo lasted sixty-two days.
But this man?
Agent Chris Hale?
Con gave him less than half of that before he quit, went back to whatever cabbage patch he’d been dug up from.
***
Oh, how the mighty have fallen, Con thought as he pulled up to Imperial Productions.
He had gone from chasing down serial killers, keeping people safe, to… what? Making sure that some rich asshole became richer and broke a billion at the box office? That instead of an eight-figure salary, the CEO’s annual income pushed nine digits?
Still, he had to admit that the façade of the Imperial Productions headquarters was impressive. All glass, twelve, maybe thirteen stories high, located smack in the middle of Orange County’s tech sector, with an impeccable logo—the stylized initials IP—which was backlit by red lighting.
“What’s the man’s name?” Con asked as he got out of the car, lighting up another cigarette.
“Who?”
Chris Hale reminded him of an owl, he realized. It wasn’t just the fact that he hooted like one, it was the way he ended his sentences.
Hell, even the man’s face looked like an owl’s, what with those wide eyes and wider cheeks.
Chris ‘Owl’ Hale.
Con didn’t answer.
“Oh, you mean the head honcho, right?”
Con smoked as he walked up to IP’s front doors. It was a blistering hot day, but that was nothing new; every day was blistering hot in Los Angeles during the summer.
It had been hot that day he’d brought down the Sandman, too. So hot that even the flies had been sweating.
“The CEO was the one who called the FBI. His name is Martin Yeo.”
Con reached the doors long before his partner did. It was hot for Con, which meant that it was sweltering for Chris.
The man’s face was covered in a sheen of sweat, and he had a dark line beneath his tits.
“Just be quiet in there,” Con instructed when Chris, huffing, finally caught up.
“Be… quiet?”
Con looked at Chris, once again staring into his eyes. For a split second, and only a split second, he felt bad for the man. He knew nothing about the Owl, didn’t know if he was experienced, if he’d been working out of Virginia or New York or Oregon for that matter before coming to Orange County.
Didn’t know if this was the Owl’s first job or his last job.
And quite frankly, Con didn’t care.
What he did know—what he knew without a shadow of a doubt, was that this job wasn’t for Chris Hale.
“Right,” the man said with a half-cocked smile and a nod. “I won’t say a word.”
And then the man mimed zipping his lips together and throwing away the key because of course, he did.
Forget a month. Chris will be lucky if he makes it through the week.



Chapter 3
The Imperial Productions building was impressive, but Martin Yeo’s office took things to the next level. It was larger than Con’s entire floor back at the Orange County Field Office. It had a small library, two dark brown leather couches, and a tray containing various bottles of expensive-looking alcohol. It also had an incredible view, overlooking the rear of the building. Down below, Con could see a series of picnic tables flanking a large oak tree and beyond that, a man-made pond brimming with crystal-clear water.
Martin Yeo was of Asian descent, but likely second-generation, or maybe only one of his parents had been Asian—probably Korean. He had a small frame, a round, bald head, and wore trendy thick spectacles. He was sporting a bespoke suit.
Martin introduced himself, and Con told him who they were from the other side of the massive desk.
“Thank you for coming out,” Martin said. He had a gravelly voice that seemed befitting of a much larger man. “Can I offer you some water? A coffee, maybe?”
Despite Con’s earlier warning, Chris opened his mouth to speak.
Con beat him to it.
“We’re fine. You called us in because some of your movies have been pirated?” he said, parroting what Chris Hale had told him earlier.
He hadn’t read the actual file, not that it mattered. Con’s strategy for the initial stages of an investigation was to listen and occasionally ask questions.
In truth, he was a little befuddled by the very idea of this case. For all of his experience, he had no idea that hunting down pirated movies was part of the FBI’s purview.
It seemed… pedestrian.
And the exact sort of thing that Marcus would hand over to him.
“That’s right. Three of our big blockbusters last summer were pirated,” the CEO informed them. “They were released online a full month before they hit the theaters—even before a single screening.”
To his right, seated in an identical plush chair that Con had sat his ass down on, albeit with considerably less room on either side of his hips, Chris began scribbling notes.
No, definitely not a ten-year veteran, Con thought.
“Did you request that the sites take them down?”
A broad strokes question, an attempt to get Martin to keep talking.
“We did. They first appeared on YouTube and some other sites, and they were quickly removed for copyright infringement. The real issue was with the torrent sites. We reached out, got no response.”
Con made a mental note to look up whatever the hell a ‘torrent’ site was.
“And these were the completed films?”
“Yes, of course.”
“What I mean is, that these weren’t rough cuts or edits? These leaked versions were the final product?”
The man’s eyes narrowed behind his thick glasses.
“Yes. Completed projects. Full-length films, final edits, exactly what we put into theaters.”
“How many people at Imperial Productions have access to these completed movies before they’re released?”
Con was trying his best not to sound bored, but it was difficult. Going from catching someone like The Sandman to investigating pirated films was like scoring the winning touchdown in the Super Bowl to being a third stringer on your company flag football team.
“I have a list. It’s a small list and they’ve all been vetted. They’re my people, and they wouldn’t steal my movies.”
Martin produced a piece of paper and offered it to Con. Con, in turn, looked at the Owl. The man stared back, blinked, then made a guppy face and nodded.
He took the paper.
“These pirate sites that the movies were being uploaded to—the torrent sites—how do they make money? Do they sell these movies?”
Despite his lack of experience with torrents or pirated films in general, Con thought he knew the answer to his own question, but he asked it anyway.
Anything to encourage Martin to continue speaking.
“They give it away. I don’t think they make money off the movies directly, but it’s still piracy. It’s still against the law.”
Con didn’t say anything.
He never implied it was ‘okay’, Martin had just made this leap on his own.
The CEO leaned forward, placed his elbows on his mahogany desk, and interlaced his fingers.
“The year before last, the year before these pirated movies were leaked, we grossed 1.8 billion dollars from three films in the same franchises. With the three most recent films, we barely broke ten figures. This summer we have our biggest release yet.”
Chris exhaled, clearly impressed by these numbers.
Did you ever think that maybe the earlier movies were just better? Or maybe people have just had their fill of special effects and superheroes?
“Uh-huh.”
“Whoever is behind this is stealing tens of millions from Imperial. I don’t care if they don’t personally profit, what I care about is lost revenue. We cannot afford for this summer’s blockbuster release to be a bust.”
Well, you probably could afford it, Con thought, if you maybe downsized your office, for starters.
“When is this new release slated for?”
“A month from now. We’ve invested two hundred million in marketing alone. Not only does it need to cross the billion mark, it needs to do so in the first month.”
It’s always money with these people. Big money, absurd amounts of money, but still just green paper.
Implicit in Martin’s comment was a threat.
We lose money, you lose your jobs, Agents.
This tactic might work on someone like Chris Hale, but it had no effect on Constantine Striker.
“What are the names of the pirated movies and what’s the name of the film coming out this summer?”
Martin looked displeased.
He had that, ‘How the hell could you not know?’ look on his face.
“I bet it was Quantum Guardian, Eclipse: Dawn of Shadows, and Rise of the Titans,” Chris blurted. Then he snapped his fingers. “Oh, oh, and the one this summer has to be Shadowstrike Legends, right?”
Con wasn’t sure what was more annoying, the excitement in his partner’s voice or the movie titles.
Shadowstrike Legends? C’mon.
It sounded like a card game that incels used to play in high school.
“That’s right,” Martin said with a hint of pride. “Shadowstrike will start Phase Three of the collective universe. We have two fall releases planned, as well. Shadowstrike needs to do well, or the entire franchise will be in jeopardy.”
Phase Three. Fuck me.
“We’ll look into it,” Con said in an unexpected cheery tone. He clasped his hands together and stood. He gestured for Chris Hale to do the same, and the man pushed himself to his feet with considerable effort.
The seat cushion seemed almost angry, the way it slowly started to regain its original shape.
“You’ve got less than a month. One of the main characters dies in Shadowstrike. We can’t have that leak. It’ll ruin everything.”
“Right.”
Con was almost at the door when Martin called him back.
“You remember The Sixth Sense? Movie starring Bruce Willis from the late nineties?”
Con actually remembered this film. It wasn’t half bad.
“What about it?”
“Do you know the story about its opening weekend?” Con shrugged. “Well, someone at an earlier screening decided to spill the beans, thought it would be funny to go up and down the line, telling everyone who was waiting that Bruce Willis was dead all along. You want to know what happened to him?”
“What?” Chris said, unable to contain himself.
“Someone hunted him down and stabbed him. Stabbed him dead. We can’t have any pirated versions of Shadowstrike leak, Agents.”
“Cool,” Con said and then left.



Chapter 4
“You’ve never seen any of those movies?” Agent Hale asked when they were back in Con’s car.
“Nope.”
Con was trying to make sense of Martin Yeo. He seemed slimy, dishonest. Con just had no idea if this was a necessary character trait of a CEO of a large production company or if it hinted at something deeper.
“Well, I’m no Tomatometer approved reviewer, but Quantum Guardian and Eclipse were pretty shit. But Rise of the Titans was pretty good. I’m telling you, Con, you should watch it.”
“It’s Agent Striker,” Con corrected. “And I don’t really watch movies.”
“Oh, yeah?” Agent Hale said.
Clearly, the man was not adept at picking up on social cues. He kept on talking as if he thought that Con was a willing participant.
“You don’t like movies but do you like shows, then? The House of Dragons on HBO is amazing.”
“I don’t watch shows, either.”
“I mean, you should try it. I know a lot of people say that they don’t like magic and dragons, but these are only secondary. It’s like Game of Thrones. It’s a political drama, really.” Agent Hale paused, and then he chuckled to himself. “Politics and incest, I guess.”
It sounded like pure torture to Con.
No shows, no movies. I spend every spare moment I have looking for my sister’s body.
Agent Hale continued to prattle on about some show he’d watched or another for a good five minutes before stopping to catch his breath.
Con was disinclined to encourage the man to continue talking but he couldn’t handle any more of this inane babble.
“What was your last assignment?”
“Last assignment? Oh, I was doing undercover work with the LAPD. I put in my request to join the FBI years ago, passed all the tests, went through the Academy on my weekends and during vacation but they never had any spots open up. Budget cuts, you know how it is.” For some reason this made Agent Hale smile. “But then they said that a new spot was available, and when they told me who was going to be my partner? Constantine Striker? The man who brought down The Sandman? You wanna know what I did?”
Con took this as a rhetorical question and waited for the Owl answer, but when the man just blinked those thickly-lidded eyes at him, he begrudgingly said, “What?”
“I said, listen, guys, I know we’ve been working together on this case for six months—six months—and I hate to leave you in the lurch like this, but I gotta. This opportunity comes once in a lifetime, you know?”
Oh, I bet they were just devastated that you were moving on, Chris. Cried themselves to sleep every night.
Con was being unkind—the man had just offered him a compliment—but what was he supposed to do?
He told Marcus that he wanted to work alone. He told Marcus he wanted only high-priority cases.
He told Marcus that he would find his fucking sister’s bones if it was the last thing he did.
“I bet during that undercover case there was a lot of downtime. A lot of just watching and observing,” Con remarked.
“Yeah, of course. Surveillance was a big part of—”
“In silence,” he interrupted.
“Yeah, there’s a lot of—oh.” The man’s face fell as he finally caught on. “Sorry.”
At long last, the interior of the Ford Taurus went quiet.
Con knew he should be thinking about their current case, he knew that if he fucked it up, Marcus Allen would use it as another reason to try and get him fired.
Well, fat chance of that.
As Agent Hale had just reminded him, he’d brought down The Sandman. Sure, that was eleven years ago, but it still held clout. Helped the mayor, the fucking president get reelected. 
But he hadn’t done it alone. Tate had been by his side every hour, every minute, they searched for the killer. And, truthfully, if it hadn’t been for that phone call, Matthew Nelson Neil might still be killing women to this day.
With nothing to go on and the bodies piling up, they had no choice but to reach out to the public for help. The FBI opened a tip line and the calls had flooded in. A task force had been assigned to field these calls, which were automatically categorized into one of three levels: the first was for pure scams, people who were just looking for attention. The second was for tips that might have merit, someone reporting a neighbor behaving strangely, arriving home at odd hours. The third level was reserved for information that warranted immediate investigation.
Sounds of a woman in pain or a near abduction by someone who fit the profile: a large white male in his early thirties.
But none of these bore fruit.
Desperate, working on near zero sleep, Con had listened to thirty-six hours of tips straight. And when he came across the artificial voice uttering just a simple address, he’d nearly done what the task force had: plopped into level one to be forgotten.
But, on a whim, he’d dumped the address into Google Maps. The website showed him a dilapidated home in an area that had long since been ignored by even the most adventurous of house flippers.
Still, this was no big revelation. That came when Con realized that the house was a mere six miles from the last known location of one of the missing girls: Wendy Schneider.
It could have been a coincidence, it probably was a coincidence, but Con was at his wit’s end, and they had nothing else. He dragged a reluctant Tate Abernathy with him, and they staked out the joint.
Six hours later, a car pulled up. It was a delivery boy dropping off an Arby’s bag.
They’d found empty Arby’s wrappers at two of the other locations where the women had been left, naked, lying on a mattress in buildings of similar states of disrepair.
It still wasn’t enough, though.
So, Tate and Con continued to wait.
Forty minutes after the delivery had been made, the door opened and a hand shot out, grabbing the bag.
Con remembered the feeling he’d gotten in his gut upon seeing that hand.
A wrenching, a twisting of his entrails.
Matthew Nelson Neil was inside the house. Later, under the stillness and calmness of night, they’d broken in.
“Go on,” Con said as he pulled up outside the field office.
Agent Hale blinked.
“Go on… inside?”
Con just stared.
“Right, of course. You know what, I’m going to go inside and see if I can find those videos, the pirated ones. You never know, they might still be online.”
“Yeah, good idea. I’ll do the same.”
Agent Hale hauled his fat ass out of the car and Con drove off, the momentum of the car closing the door behind his partner.
He had no intention of watching movies today or any other day.
He had other plans, plans that didn’t include his annoying, obese, owl-looking partner.
Fuck Marcus Allen.



Chapter 5
The Special Agent in Charge had forbidden him from doing anything related to his sister at work, but thankfully, Dwight Dozier gave him the perfect cover.
The man who had written about The Sandman just happened to also cover the entertainment sector.
There had been a time when reporters had scruples, when you wouldn’t have caught any self-respecting investigative journalist going anywhere near the Hollywood elite, talking about pop culture and whatever Kim Kardashian wore on the red carpet, but those days were long past.
With the AC pumping, Con drove across the city to the Orange County Post’s head office. It reminded him of his own office, gray, drab, the quintessential opposite of the Imperial Production building.
Stepping out of the car, he was overwhelmed by the heat. Sweat broke out on his back and he shrugged his shoulders, trying to get the dress shirt beneath his thin linen blazer to stop sticking to his skin.
But he’d lived in OC for most of his life, and he knew this was a losing battle.
There was no secretary in sight, and while the building had air-conditioning—it was practically a crime not to have air-conditioning in LA in the summer—it was either malfunctioning or had been turned off for cost-saving measures. At least Con was no longer forced to contend with the blazing sun.
Instead of a secretary, there was a list sitting on the front desk that contained the names of the in-house reporters. Beside those were desk numbers. Using his finger, Con scanned the names.
He found Dwight Dozier near the top and noted that the man’s desk was on the ground floor—number 17. Con raised his eyes from the page and surveyed the layout beyond the unmanned secretary’s desk.
There were dozens of computer terminals all separated by cheap portable partitions. They were identical, down to the used coffee mugs and stacks of old OC Post newspapers lying on the laminate desktops. Only about half appeared occupied.
Desk 17…
There were no numbers that Con could see.
Fuck this.
“Dwight?” he said loudly. Several heads turned, but most reporters kept their eyes locked on their glowing computer monitors. “Dwight Dozier?”
One man in particular, with a drastically receding hairline and thin gold-framed glasses who appeared to be in his mid-40s, glanced in Con’s direction.
“You Dwight?”
The man had small eyes, but they were magnified by his lenses.
It was Dwight all right.
Con strode over to the man, weaving through the partitions, and as he neared, Dwight placed both hands on the armrests of his chair. For a moment, Con had the notion that the man was going to bolt.
“Who’s asking?” Dwight’s voice was young and light, and Con considered that maybe his estimate of the man’s age was wrong. Could he be younger than forty? Thirty-five, perhaps? Like law enforcement officers, news reporters tended to age prematurely. Before Con could answer, or so much as pull his badge out, the man’s eyes narrowed. “Wait, your Constantine Striker, aren’t you?”
Con nodded and showed the reporter his badge anyway. Then he asked, “How do you know who I am?”
Dwight shrugged.
“I did an article on The Sandman. Your photograph came up a lot. A younger version of you, but…”
Yeah, I’ve aged prematurely, too.
“I saw the article.” Con had intended on asking about movies first before transitioning into questions about Matthew Nelson Neil but, hell, Dwight had brought him up. Better not to disappoint. “Why now? Why write that article now, eleven years after Matthew was arrested?”
Dwight had a habit of continuously licking his lips, which Con found annoying.
“Oh, because of this,” the man said simply. He grabbed his phone off his desk, scrolled, then aimed the screen in Con’s direction.
Con craned his neck forward and then frowned.
On Dwight’s phone was what appeared to be an audiobook. The Great California Gold Rush: A History of the Largest Migration in US History.
“I… don’t follow.”
Dwight flipped his phone around and looked at it. Con thought that he’d made a mistake, that the reporter meant to show him something else, but then the man nodded.
“You’ve never seen this before?”
Con made no effort to hide his annoyance. It was too hot for this.
“Seen what?”
He grabbed the phone and inspected it more closely. The cover of the book showed a man in a wide-brimmed hat driving a pickax into desert soil. It was written by someone by the name of JD Sebastian.
None of this meant anything to him.
“You’re going to have to—”
Con stopped speaking.
There, in tiny text at the bottom of the square image, was another attribution.
Narrated by Matthew Nelson Neil.
“You’ve got to be shitting me.”
His hand trembled a little.
“Nope. They used to do this a lot in the eighties, have convicts narrate audiobooks. The most famous one was probably Edmund Kemper, who ended up recording—”
“I don’t care about Edmund Kemper,” Con interrupted. “What the hell is Matthew Nelson Neil doing narrating audiobooks?”
His throat suddenly felt parched.
“Right, I, uhh, reached out to a contact at San Quentin,” Dwight paused to lick his lips again. “He said this is a new pilot project. Getting some of the convicts to record books instead of sweeping floors, you know?
No, I do not know.
The man cautiously reached for his phone but Con had the device in a death grip. Just seeing The Sandman’s name was enough to cause his blood pressure to spike. The same thing had happened when Google alerted him about Dwight’s article.
“My phone? Can I have my phone back?”
Con reluctantly handed it over.
“So, yeah,” Dwight said cautiously, “I picked up the audiobook and it inspired me to write that article. I left you out, though. I wasn’t sure if—”
Con was in a bit of a haze when he said, “You know anything about Imperial Productions and stolen movies?”
He figured he had to ask just in case Marcus Allen decided to check up on his activities. Unlikely, but you never know with that guy.
“Uhh, Imperial Productions?” Dwight was caught off guard by the sudden change in topic.
“Yeah, they made…” Con tried to remember the titles of the movies that had Agent Hale fanboying.
Quantum Titans? Rise of the New Dawn?
Nothing seemed to fit.
All Con could think about was the fucking gold rush now. And, of course, Matthew Nelson Neil.
“You mean Shadowstrike?” Dwight offered.
Maybe…
Con suddenly felt fresh sweat break out all over his body. He just wanted to be out of there now, to be back in his car blasting the AC.
“Sure,” he answered dryly.
“I think it comes out in a few weeks. What about it?”
“I’m investigating some pirated movies.”
“Okay…”
Dwight waited for Con to elaborate, but he simply couldn’t do it.
It was too hot, stiflingly hot, hard to breathe, impossible to think.
With Dwight Dozier staring at him, Con slowly backed away.
He was nearly running by the time he reached his car.



Chapter 6
Agent Chris Hale called him six times and after the fourth, Con put his phone on silent. If the man called again, he would turn it off completely.
Fuck Chris Hale.
And fuck Marcus Allen.
A shirtless Constantine Striker sat on his covered back porch, staring out over the grassy plains. The absurdly hot weather had wreaked havoc on all vegetation in California and the grass behind his house was no exception: it was mostly yellow, with the occasional brown and, even more rare, green patch sprinkled in for good measure.
In one hand, Con held his cell phone, the other, the earbuds that were connected to the device. He’d been sitting like this, alone, quietly, for the better part of an hour. He had purchased the audiobook, but he hadn’t listened to it yet, wasn’t sure if he would.
The reviews were a mixed bag, but there were only seven of them. Still, Con had read each and every one of them at least a dozen times.
One was exceedingly complimentary, stating that the book was an instant classic.
Con very much doubted that.
It was the two one-star reviews that had held his attention.
The first said that they’d returned the book immediately after learning who the narrator was. The second was even more scathing. Most of it had been censored by the audiobook provider, but enough was still legible for Con to get the gist of it: in essence, the review stated that Matthew Nelson Neil was a piece of shit who deserved to die and that anyone who bought this audiobook was financially supporting a serial killer. The author of the review was Bobby H.
Well, Con thought, Bobby H, I don’t disagree.
He was loathed to purchase the book as well but did so after checking the return policy. Apparently, he could listen to the entire book, twice, three times if he was so inclined, and return it within thirty days for a complete refund.
And, by golly, that was exactly what Con planned on doing.
But despite all of this preamble, he still couldn’t bring himself to press play. Instead, he reached over and grabbed his beer, the bottle of which was sweating nearly as much as he was, and took a sip. It had gone warm, and he swallowed with a grimace.
Con didn’t know if he could handle hearing the man’s voice. Then there was the question of what he had to gain by subjecting himself to this torment?
He hadn’t spoken to Matthew since that day when he’d nearly killed the man. There had been no trial; The Sandman had confessed to everything, to killing the twelve women. He hadn’t even been offered a deal. Most lawyers defending Matthew would have, at the very least, asked for the death penalty to be taken off the table.
But Matthew had made no such request. What’s more, is that he was forced to tell law enforcement about his process, about what he’d done.
Con had been desperate to attend these interviews but then Special Agent in Charge of the OC Field Office, Harold Painter, had refused. Con had begged and just when he thought that Harold was close to breaking, Washington stepped in.
They didn’t think it was a good idea for someone as emotionally invested as Con to be anywhere near Matthew.
They were probably right.
Their only concession had been giving him access to the tapes after the fact.
And that was the last time that Con had heard the sociopath’s voice.
Matthew, speaking slowly, methodically, described how he lured the women from bars and nightclubs, sometimes just pulling up next to them late at night and offering them a ride. It still boggled Con’s mind that a woman would actually willingly go anywhere with that piece of shit. Then he took them back to various locations in and around Orange County, including the house that he’d eventually been captured in. He offered them a drink laced with a sedative and when they passed out, he strangled them. After they died, he stripped them naked and lay next to them. When they began to smell, he drove the body out to various deserts, including Santiago Oaks Regional Park, Black Star Canyon, Trabucco Canyon, and Antelope Valley, where he buried them.
Matthew was staunchly adamant that he never sexually assaulted any of his victims and, for the most part, the autopsies backed this up. The interviewer had pushed on this point, and this was the only time that Matthew lost his cool.
Con didn’t know if Matthew had access to the Internet, but if he did, he hoped that the man had come across Dwight’s article calling him The Necro-Killer.
He would hate that.
The interviewer had also pressed when it came to Valerie Striker. There was a long period of dead air before Matthew finally answered.
“I don’t know a Valerie.”
He was a fucking liar.
If Con had been in the room then, he wouldn’t have been able to resist the urge to strangle The Sandman again, shouting those same words into his fat face.
Tell me where she’s buried!
Con brought his beer to his lips. This time, he was already grimacing prior to drinking.
The bottle empty now, he set it, his phone, and the headphones down. Then he made his way inside, took a fresh six-pack from the fridge.
Back on the porch, he cracked another bottle.
Seconds passed, then a full minute.
Somewhere in the distance, a coyote howled, snapping Con out of his stupor.
It was time.
Con jammed the headphones into his ears, pressed play, and listened to the voice of the man responsible for murdering his twin sister.



Chapter 7
Matthew Nelson Neil rolled over and looked at Con. Flies covered the man’s face. They crawled across his pale flesh, buzzed over his open eyes.
The Sandman made no effort to swat them away.
“Where is she?” Con demanded. “Where is Valerie?”
The Sandman opened his mouth to reply but instead of words, a stream of flies spewed forth. Hundreds of them, an endless supply of fully engorged black bodies.
Con jumped back only to bump into his partner, Tate Abernathy. He shouted, yelled at Tate to move, to fucking move, but the man didn’t budge. When Con peered over his shoulder, he saw that Tate’s eyes were open, too.
He was dead, strangled like all The Sandman’s other victims.
When he turned back, he saw that Matthew’s corpse was now upright and the man was extending a finger in Con’s direction. The nail was broken, maroon blood crusting the tip.
Con’s fear was palpable, but he was locked in place, trapped between the two large men.
The Sandman’s finger prodded his chest. It burned. My god did it burn.
The reek of singed hair quickly filled his nostrils.
Singed… hair?
That didn’t fit.
Con’s eyes snapped open, and he was disoriented, unsure of where he was.
Then he felt pain and looked down at his chest.
“Shit!”
He brushed the cigarette that had fallen from his lips away, then winced upon seeing the red burn mark that it left behind, the patch of dark hair that had melted.
Con cursed again and jumped up.
He glanced around, realizing that he was still on his porch and that he’d stupidly fallen asleep listening to the California Gold Rush audiobook.
It was dark out and the cool air caused goose pimples to break out all over his skin.
That was the thing about California: no matter how hot it got during the day, once the sun dipped behind the hills, the temperature dropped precipitously.
Con yanked the headphones from his ears and allowed his eyes to drift to the phone on the small glass table to his right.
He’d listened to six hours and couldn’t recall a goddamn thing. Not one fact about the fucking book.
But he could hear Matthew Nelson Neil’s voice.
The thick, throaty voice, the monotone way he had of speaking as if the man suffered from a brain injury.
Maybe if Matthew had such an injury, it would explain his actions in a way that his unsatisfactory answers during the pre-conviction interview never had.
But he didn’t.
Matthew had gotten a clean bill of health—if you discounted the elements that plagued pretty much every middle-aged man in America: heart disease and diabetes.
Con, a disgusted look on his face, shook his head. And then he froze.
He was no longer alone.
“Easy—easy boy,” he said, holding his hands out in front of him.
A large coyote stood not ten feet from the edge of his porch. Its haunches were raised, its teeth bared.
The animal glared at him.
“Git,” Con hissed. “Get out of here.”
But the animal didn’t back down. It snarled, foamy saliva dripping from its black lips and falling to the desert sand beneath it.
“Git!” Con screaming, standing tall and holding his arms above his head in an attempt to intimidate the beast.
His efforts had the opposite effect: the animal inched closer.
Con grabbed the object nearest to him, an empty beer bottle, and, without hesitation, flung it at the animal.
It struck the ground beside the coyote’s left paw before spinning away harmlessly into the tall, burnt grass.
The animal didn’t so much as blink.
What the fuck is wrong with it? He wondered. Is it rabid?
“Con? What are you doing out here?”
The sound of a voice behind him sent a shiver up his spine.
“Beth?” He chanced a glance over his shoulder at his wife. She was standing in the doorway, wearing a pantsuit, her traditional work outfit. “Go inside. Go inside and get my gun.”
Beth’s eyes darted over his shoulder. Then she sighed and removed the elastic from her hair, letting the dark locks drop to her shoulders.
“What are you talking about, Con?”
Con held his palm in front of him.
“There’s a coyote. Get my gun.”
She didn’t move. Instead, Beth took in the array of empty bottles surrounding Con, the full ashtray.
“There’s no coyote,” she said tiredly.
Con, his brow knitting, looked back to the rolling plains. The beer bottle he’d chucked was still there, glinting in the moonlight, but the coyote was gone.
“There was a coyote... I think it was rabid. It—”
“Come inside. Come to bed.”
“But—”
“Bed, Con. It’s late.”
He heard Beth retreat into their home but couldn’t tear his eyes off the spot where the coyote had been moments ago.
There were no palm prints, no scat, no evidence that the animal had ever been there.
But it had—he’d seen it.
Or had he?
Had he imagined the entire thing?
His chest still ached from the cigarette burn, the skin already starting to blister.
He hadn’t imagined that, at least.
Confused, Con began to cautiously pick up the beer bottles and put them back in the case. He’d drunk all six, and couldn’t remember doing that, either. Just as he grabbed the full ashtray and turned his back, he heard a distinct sound carrying over the plains like a tugboat horn echoing across the Pacific.
A coyote’s howl.
Con hurried inside, making sure to close both the screen door and the interior door even though this would make the house hot and stuffy overnight.
Then he put the beer bottles in the recycling and emptied the ashtray before heading upstairs.
Beth was already asleep, her back toward the door. Con crawled in next to her, wrapping his arm protectively around her waist and pulling her close.
She grunted in her sleep, and he removed his arm.
Con turned the opposite way and closed his eyes.
When sleep finally came, it was full of nightmares.



Chapter 8
When Con awoke, Beth was already gone.
He was fairly certain that his wife was cheating on him and had been for some time, in fact.
Beth Striker was a partner in one of the most prestigious law firms in Orange County. Not a named partner yet, but she was knocking at the door. She worked long hours, always had. They both did, but over the past six months or so, things had been different between them.
With their stressful careers, they didn’t have much time for intimacy. It had been a full six months since they’d had sex. Hell, it had been probably twice that long since they’d actually kissed.
But Con didn’t blame his wife for her transgressions.
It was his fault.
There had been a time when they’d been in love. Not young, puppy love, but deep romantic love.
That had been a long time ago.
Before The Sandman had taken his sister.
Had taken everything from him.
After a quick shower, Con made himself a coffee and got into his car.
He started it up and was immediately met with two things: a blast of warm air from the air conditioner, which he must have left on when he’d parked last night, and the sound of Matthew Nelson Niel’s voice.
His cell phone had automatically connected via Bluetooth and started playing The Great California Gold Rush from the very beginning.
Scowling, Con shut off his phone.
Last night had been a disaster. He wasn’t even sure what he was trying to accomplish by listening to the book and he made a note to delete it later.
No, not delete it, return it.
He didn’t want to give Matthew a cent for his fucking commissary.
Con pulled up to the Orange County Field Office at just before nine in the morning. When he saw his partner Agent Chris Hale’s car in the lot, his expression, which was already sour, grew even more grim.
Con got out of his vehicle and slowly made his way to the entrance with his hands jammed in his pockets. He stopped to light a cigarette before entering and indulged in just one drag before the doors swung open.
“Hey, Con?”
Grimacing, his lips curled tightly around the cigarette, he looked at his new partner. Somehow, the man had grown fatter overnight—fatter, and more difficult to look at.
He was wearing a navy suit, heavier than yesterday’s variety, and the Owl was sweating like a whore in church.
“Sorry,” the man said with a lopsided grin. “I mean, Agent Striker.”
Con just grunted and continued to smoke.
“So, how did your day go yesterday?”
It went fucking terribly, thanks for asking. I met with Dwight Dozier who informed me that the serial killer who murdered my sister is now spending his time on Death Row narrating audiobooks. Then I went home, drank too much, smoked too much, fell asleep listening to the man’s voice. I burnt my chest—which fucking hurts like hell by the way—and almost got attacked by a rabid coyote. Oh, and my philandering wife hates me.
Con exhaled a thick cloud of smoke.
“Busy.”
“I bet! Well, I couldn’t find the pirated versions of those movies,” Agent Hale said. “Searched everywhere, but I guess they’ve all been taken down. I did, however, watch all three films. I have to tell you, Rise of the Titans is better than I remembered. I mean, the character development isn’t great but the special effects? Top-tier. Maybe not as good as Avatar, definitely not as good as Avatar Two, but at least as good as the last few Marvel movies. Which is saying something, you know? I’d give it probably like an 8.2 out of 10. Knocked off a point because of the cliffhanger. Totally a setup for the sequel. Oh, and no post-credit scene? I mean, if you’re planning a sequel, you have to have a post-credit scene. But, no, I was forced to watch ten minutes of scrolling credits with zero payoff. Nada.”
Con finished his cigarette, opened the door, and ducked inside.
Agent Hale followed.
“The other two movies? Not so good. I’d give Quantum Guardian a 6 out of 10 and that’s only because of that scene with Penelope Cruz—she’s wearing this real skimpy dress. But—Con?” Agent Hale shook his head, “Sorry, I mean Agent Striker? I keep doing that, geez. Where we going?”
Con kept quiet as he approached Marcus Allen’s office, knowing that the Special Agent in Charge would be inside. The man always arrived first, always trying to impress on everyone how important he was.
Con entered the office, closing the door behind him before Agent Hale could follow.
“Sure, come right in,” Marcus grumbled.
“I can’t do this, Marcus. I can’t.”
Marcus seemed to be suppressing the urge to smile. Despite the lack of preamble, he knew what Con was going on about.
“Just finish the case. Figure out who is releasing the pirated videos.”
Con shook his head.
“You don’t understand… Agent Hale won’t shut up. He just won’t stop talking. I can’t do it, Marcus.”
The man’s eyes narrowed.
“Con, you find something wrong with every partner I give you.”
Give you, like the man was doing him this huge favor.
“This is different. You gotta let him go, cut the man loose. I’m telling you, he will not be quiet. All he does is talk. All the fucking time. I can’t even think.”
“It’s been one day. One day, Con. Give him a chance. He came highly recommended by the LAPD. A decorated detective.”
“I find that hard to believe. He was working undercover…” Con felt his shoulders rise. “How could that man possibly work undercover? All he does is talk.”
Con was aware of the fact that he’d raised his voice, and he knew that the office had thin walls—on more than one occasion he’d overheard, while at his desk, no less, Marcus ream out a young Agent.
But he was too tired to care what Agent Hale thought. So fucking tired.
“I don’t know what to tell you, Con. Make it work. I’m not letting him go. Not this time. Not again.”
“But—”
“Con, that’s it. We’re done here.” Adding credence to his words, Marcus Allen dropped his eyes to the folder in front of him. The man always had a folder on his desk, and Con suspected it was the same one each time.
Probably empty, too.
Because the only thing that Marcus Allen ever did was give Con a hard time.
And shitty partners.
Con cursed under his breath and left the office. He expected Agent Hale’s fat face to be directly in front of him, maybe looking hurt, silently pleading for an explanation.
Or worse, an apology.
But Chris Hale was back at his desk.
“Hey, what do you want to do today?” If Chris had overheard, Con couldn’t tell. He secretly wished the man had been eavesdropping; maybe he would have gone quiet, fallen into a funk. Wouldn’t that be something. “You want to go down to the tech department? See if they can dig into the dark web and track down where those videos came from? Unlikely to find anything, you know, considering how difficult it is to track anything on the dark web. But… maybe?”
That was a waste of time. What they needed to do was interview the people on the list that Martin Yeo had given them, the employees who had access to the completed films prior to their release.
But the idea of spending another moment with Hale, and listening to his yapping, was enough to make Con’s insides squirm.
“I think we should divide and conquer,” Con suggested. “I want you to watch the movies again.” Agent Hale’s cheek twitched. “There might be something there.”
If Marcus Allen didn’t want to cut Hale loose, then Con would bore him to death. Rise of the Titans might be an 8.2 on its first and second viewing. But what about after the fourth? Fifth? Tenth?
Con doubled down.
“Yeah, take notes this time. I want to know if there’s anything hidden in there that we might be able to use.”
This made zero sense. They weren’t looking at the movies themselves, they were searching for the person who had uploaded the pirated versions. But if Chris Hale had any complaints, he kept them to himself.
“What are you going to do?”
“Just let me know if you find anything,” Con said. And then, as quickly as he’d arrived at the office, he was gone again, hopping back in his car and lighting up another cigarette.



Chapter 9
There were five names on the list, one of which was Martin Yeo. Having already interviewed the CEO, Con decided to cross him off—for now.
The other four names included the director, the main editor, and two other executive producers, all of whom had worked on three pirated films.
Con wasn’t yet up for speaking to another Martin Yeo clone, so he opted for the director. According to IMDb, Adon Guerrero, born in Mexico City, had roughly a dozen titles to his name. His first few titles were Spanish short films, but his big break seemed to come about halfway through his catalog: a movie called Whirlwind, which, judging by the poster, appeared to be a rip-off of the mid-nineties film ‘Twister’.
From there, the man’s rise was meteoric, an apparent industry darling, producing four massive blockbusters including the three films that had been pirated. A rough calculation indicated that Adon had grossed over three and a half billion dollars for Imperial Productions.
That was a hell of a lot of cash.
Con’s first instinct was that someone in Adon’s position would have to be an absolute moron to jeopardize his career by creating pirated copies of his own movies.
All for no personal gain.
But he’d seen stranger.
A quick call to Imperial Productions revealed that Adon Guerrero was on the set of his newest film, a live-action remake of a fairytale classic. After identifying himself, he was given the address of a studio in Hollywood.
Con hated Hollywood.
Like the movies that they put out, it was all fake.
At least no one gave him any trouble getting through the gates. While his interaction with Hollywood over the years had been limited—thank God—he’d heard of some agents being hampered by red tape, having to go through publicists, or some other bullshit to get anywhere near someone in charge. But, evidently, despite Martin’s fears of having another of their films pirated, they didn’t seem to care if someone leaked the fairytale movie.
It wasn’t as if you could spoil an age-old tale, Con supposed.
He was directed to the movie set, which was effectively a giant warehouse made of corrugated metal—one of dozens of identical buildings.
Con was stopped outside the building by a man wearing an orange vest and holding two red cone-shaped sticks like the ones used to direct airplanes across a runway.
He rolled down his window, told the security guard who he was looking for, and the man instructed him to drive right up on account of it being so hot outside.
Con thanked him and parked next to the warehouse door. He entered quietly just in case they were in the middle of filming.
Which, he realized immediately, they were.
The interior of the building was surprisingly drab and industrial—just concrete floors and exposed I-beams. It was also dark—production clearly wanted to carefully control the lighting with spot and fill lights.
Con desperately wanted a cigarette.
He paused just inside the door and waited for the feeling to pass while at the same time taking in the surroundings.
Con also prepared himself to speak with Adon.
In order to get the most out of interviews, whether it be with a suspect, witness, or even a colleague, you had to quickly figure out the best approach. If you pushed a man who didn’t want to be pushed, they would invariably grow defensive and push back. Act too soft and the interviewee might interpret this as weakness and spend their time trying to manipulate you and not the other way around.
But this was Hollywood. These people made a living telling lies, the foundation of the films they peddled.
Con strode forward.
There were camera operators everywhere, people setting up craft tables for lunch, but the main focus was at the very back of the building.
A set had been constructed, depicting a snowy scene. The entire area was bathed in soft blue lighting.
Con acted as if he belonged, walking with his eyes locked straight ahead. As he neared the set, it became evident that the fairytale remake was Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs.
“All right, last time. In three… two… one. And… action.”
The man who spoke had to be Adon Guerrero. He was seated in a director’s chair in front of a large monitor. He had shaggy, jet-black hair.
On action, the actors did their thing.
Con was only tacitly interested in the scene but did note that the dwarfs who broke into song were actual dwarfs. As they sang, the seven of them circled a woman lying motionless on a large rock slab.
After about forty-five seconds of this routine, Adon yelled cut.
Clearly displeased by what he’d just witnessed, the director shook his head as he rose. Adon’s handler, a young woman who was more prototypical in appearance to Snow White than the woman on the slab, handed him a coffee.
“Marissa, honey, I need a break. Keep them prepped, keep them happy. I’ll be back in fifteen.”
The woman nodded and Adon started toward Con. Their eyes met, and Con was about to say something, but the director lowered his gaze and rushed past him without a word.
Okay, so he thinks he’s important, Con thought.
Taking this information in, he hurried off after Adon.
“Mr. Guerrero?” he said. The man didn’t turn.
“Talk to my publicist.”
“Can you spare a moment?” Con kept his tone airy and light. Just shy of reverent.
Finally, Adon stopped and looked at him.
“Talk to my publicist,” he repeated, gesturing to someone behind Con to come forward.
To save him.
“I—”
Marissa suddenly appeared.
“Sir, I’m not sure how you got in here, but if you’re interested in a meeting with Mr. Guerrero, you’re going to have to—”
Con flashed his badge.
“FBI,” he said sharply.
Marissa reacted exactly how Con expected her to. She pulled back a little, her thin eyebrows arching.
“Oh, I didn’t know. I didn’t—”
“I need to talk to Adon.”
It wasn’t a request, it was a statement, and the woman treated it as such.
She let him go and Con found Adon outside, foot against the corrugated wall, smoking a cigarette. He frowned when Con appeared but said nothing even as Con pulled out his own cigarettes and put one in his mouth.
Then he patted his pockets, pretending to have forgotten his lighter.
Adon grunted and handed his over.
“Look, I don’t mean to be a dick, but if you want an interview, you have to go through the regular channels.”
“I’m not a reporter,” Con said. “I’m with the FBI.”
The man tried to hide his surprise, but Con detected a slight change in the man’s posture. He was incredibly tanned, clean-shaven, and short.
Handsome.
“I’m here on official business, but I’m actually a big fan, too,” Con lied.
“Oh, yeah?” Adon said skeptically. “What’s your favorite film of mine?”
Cond hesitated.
“Rise of the Titans. I really liked the Rise of the Titans,” he said, recalling what Chris had told him earlier. “But—but I was a bit disappointed by the lack of a post-credit scene.
Adon grunted.
“We had a post-credit scene, but production cut it. Said that if we kept it in, the fans would expect the sequel sooner rather than later. And we’re still working out financing for the follow-up film.”
Con hooked a chin toward the door.
“I only caught a glimpse, but Snow White seems a little different from your regular stuff.”
“Yeah,” Adon said with a sigh. He flicked his cigarette and they both watched the ash tumble to the ground. “Contractual obligation. But that’s it, this is the last one in my current contract. I finish this shitty movie and then I get to make what I want.”
“No kidding? Interesting choice in casting Snow White, by the way. Not exactly how I remember her as a kid.”
The man stared at him for so long that Con thought maybe he’d pushed things too far. But he hadn’t.
He’d read the man perfectly.
“Not my choice. You know, everyone’s so fucking scared of being canceled, of some asshole on Twitter or X calling you out. You know that they made me hire seven actual dwarfs for this production. Seven! You know how many dwarfs in Hollywood can actually act? There’s that guy from Game of Thrones—he passed, go figure—and a couple of others, but the rest… they’re terrible. With CGI nowadays we can turn anybody into a dwarf but no. And get this, not only did they have to be actual dwarfs, but production told me that one of them had to also be trans.”
Con scoffed.
“A trans dwarf? In Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs?”
“Yeah, I couldn’t believe it either. But they forced me to do it. Doc was born a woman. And it had to be Doc. It couldn’t be Happy or Grumpy—they complained that this would reinforce stereotypes. As for the main actor, she’s good, but Snow White is a reference to the pale color of her skin and not just the setting. Talk about a lack of integrity. The studio gives me this list, right? A list of the types of people that I need to include. Boxes I need to tick.” Adon made a check mark gesture with his cigarette. “Trans, non-binary, Black, Indigenous, and one race that they refer to as ‘indistinguishable’. Tell me, what the fuck is an ‘indistinguishable race?’”
“I have no idea.”
“Yeah, me neither.” Adon took a heavy drag. “But I’m guessing you didn’t come to see if I conformed to all of these ridiculous rules and regulations.”
“I didn’t,” Con admitted with a shrug. “I actually came to ask you about the pirated films—Titans, Eclipse, and Quantum Guardians.”
Nothing in Con’s tone had changed—despite his own surprise at being able to recount the titles—and everything, to this point, was going as planned. He’d let Adon think that he was the one guiding the conversation and allowing him to vent immediately struck up a rapport.
But upon mentioning the pirated films, Adon suddenly lost interest in talking. He butted out.
“Not this again.” He sounded annoyed—more annoyed. “I don’t get why Martin gives a fuck about pirated videos. I really don’t. But that’s all over, anyway. They took the films down.”
“Well, he’s still worried. Wants to make sure that his newest release isn’t leaked.
The man’s thick eyebrows lowered even more.
“Snow White and the Seven Little People?”
The change in title caught Con off guard.
“Really? They changed the name?”
“They changed the name.”
“Huh. Not that one—the big blockbuster… Shadowstrike, I think it’s called. You directed that one, too, didn’t you?”
“I did. They also gave me an exec producer tag. They’re trying to butter me up, make sure that after this piece of shit,” Adon thumbed the warehouse, “is done, I don’t go to one of their competitors.”
“I see.”
“Like I told Martin, I have no idea how the film was leaked but I can assure you it wasn’t me. As much as I loathe the current production, I can’t complain about the money. And, like I said, my next contract is going to include points. And that’s where the big money is.”
Con figured as much. There was such a thing as punching a cash cow in the mouth, but it was another to drag it to the abattoir and fire a steel rod into its brain.
“Anyways, sorry to waste your time, Agent…”
“Constantine Striker.”
“Right. I gotta get back.
Con held his hand out and Adon slipped his much smaller mitt into his.
“Good luck with the film,” Con said, reverting back to his earlier tone. “And as I said, it was a pleasure to meet you. I’m a big fan.”
“Thanks.”
With that, Adon turned and headed back inside. Con finished his cigarette before returning to his car.
He had half a dozen messages waiting for him, all from Hale.
As Con held the phone, debating whether or not to read the texts before deleting them, it rang in his hand.
It was his partner.
Against better judgment, Con accepted the call.
“Yeah?” he said, starting the car. The AC started to blast, and he was forced to turn up the volume on his cell.
“Oh, Agent Striker, I’m glad you picked up.”
“What is it, Agent Hale?”
“I think I found something.”
“Really? What?” For a man who never stopped talking, Chris suddenly seemed at a loss for words.
“Wellllll, I’m not sure it means anything, but in one of the films, in Quantum Guardian, when Captain McGraw is speaking to one of his soldiers, they—”
“Just get to the point.”
Con waved at the man with the runway cones as he drove past.
“Well, they mentioned something about pirated movies. Only it was in reference to some sort of software code. Captain McGraw says, and I quote, Pirating movies is a cheap way to make a buck, but it’s unsustainable in the long run.”
Con waited.
“Agent Striker? You still there?”
“That’s it?”
“Yeah. I just thought it was weird because—”
It’s not weird, Con thought, it’s completely irrelevant.
“Just watch the movies again, Agent Hale. Watch them all again from the very beginning.”
“But I’ve already seen—”
“Just do it.”
Con hung up before his partner could complain any further.
Marcus Allen had refused to reassign Chris Hale. He’d refused to cut him loose, refused to even listen to what Con had to say.
Their partnership simply wasn’t going to work. Con knew it and if Hale had half a brain in his head, he would know it, too. True, Con was being an ass, no doubt about it. But was this really worse than leading Agent Hale on? Pretending that one day they’d get along, work the way Con and Tate had all those years ago?
Investigate real, relevant crimes? Crimes that mattered?
Con shook his head.
No, that was never going to happen.
As Con lit a cigarette, he came up with an idea.
Maybe Chris Hale didn’t have to die a slow, painful death.
Like with suspect interviews, you had to know when to push and when to pull.
And if Marcus Allen wouldn’t push Chris Hale out, maybe the man’s previous employer, the LAPD, could be convinced to pull him back in.



Chapter 10
The thing about being an FBI agent for as long as Agent Constantine Striker has, was that you knew everybody.
Agent Chris Hale was, until very recently, a detective who worked in the Northeast Area District of the LAPD, which just so happened to be adjacent to Orange County. Not only that, but Con knew the head of the NAD well. Even more miraculous, the man in charge was one of the few members of law enforcement who didn’t consider Con a curmudgeonly asshole.
Or if he did, the man was an exceptional actor, on par with Doc the transgendered dwarf.
They’d worked on a few cases together years back. And while Con’s recollection of these cases was muddy, he thought one of them had to do with a jewelry heist ring. It was one of the more interesting cases that Marcus Allen had assigned Con, meaning that it had likely been assigned on accident.
The LAPD Chief’s name was Art Abner, but everyone called him AA because the man liked to drink. He was on the heavier side—nowhere near as large as Agent Hale—with short white hair and a mustache of the same shade.
AA was surprised to hear from Con but the fact that he picked up after only the second ring reinforced the idea that Con was in the man’s good graces. The chief agreed to meet for a coffee that afternoon, which both parties knew meant beer.
Con was in favor. He wasn’t hungover per se, but he was dehydrated from all the sweating he’d done over the past two days.
AA chose a bar in Orange County which was well known to cater primarily to law enforcement.
Con found the man at the back, in a dark booth. AA was still heavyset, but he appeared to have lost some weight since the last time they’d met.
“AA,” Con said as he approached.
Art, a smile on his face, rose and the two men shook hands. Con was unsurprised to notice two pints on the table, one of which was already half empty.
“Sit, sit,” AA instructed. The weight loss had made the skin on his face sag a little, suggesting that it had been rapid, and this made him look older than his fifty or so tours around the sun. Con hoped that AA dropping pounds had been as a result of one of those fancy new injectable drugs that they were always advertising on the radio and not because of something more serious.
As for looking older, well, Con didn’t judge. He was in no position to.
He was thirty-five going on sixty and looked every bit his age. Not that Con spent much time assessing his appearance.
He suddenly thought of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs—nay, Seven Little People. Snow White famously looked in the mirror and asked the question, ‘Who is the fairest of them all’?
Would they change this iconic line to accommodate the woman of ‘indistinguishable race’ who had been cast to play the titular character?
Con grunted to himself.
Who cares—focus.
“Imagine my surprise when I heard your voice.”
Now this made him think of Matthew Nelson Neil and Con’s subsequent grunt was laced with considerably more disdain.
Like Con, AA was incredibly tanned. This made them both look older. Bodybuilders tanned before events to accentuate their muscles, to deepen shadows between striations.
But on the faces of law enforcement, all this served to do was make frown lines and crow’s feet more noticeable.
Con slid into the booth and considered his game plan.
His chameleon approach usually worked well with young cops, but it was considerably more difficult with people like AA who had been around the block. The last thing Con wanted to do was overthink things, come off as disingenuous. Add someone who, for whatever reason, still liked Con to his list of enemies.
He settled on getting directly to the point.
“I need a favor.”
AA’s face didn’t change.
“Figured as much. Let me guess? Gambling debts? Need me to shake down a local bookie?”
Con had a difficult time figuring out if the man was joking. Maybe he wasn’t, maybe Con’s appearance was even more disheveled than he’d thought.
“No, the only gambling I do is the occasion lunch at Taco Bell.”
Now it was AAs turn to look confused.
“Is that a joke?”
“It was,” Con said, a little surprised himself. “But on a serious note, I really do need a favor.”
“It’s gonna cost you.’
“You don’t even know what it is yet. Maybe I just have a few parking tickets over in LA.”
“Another joke. You’re on quite the roll. What do you need, Con?”
“I’ve got this new partner,” Con said, growing serious. His eyes drifted to his beer, and he spun the glass a little bit, watching the condensation stain beneath it grow. “I believe you know him?”
AA huffed, his mustache bristling.
“Fuck no. No way.”
“Yeah—yeah, way. Chris Hale is my new partner.”
AA wasn’t laughing now.
“I know, I’m the one who set him up with the position. I thought that dick Marcus Allen would give me a hard time about it, but he practically accepted the man without even asking for his credentials.”
Con winced. This was going to be harder than he’d thought.
“Right… AA, the man talks too much. Like all the time.”
“Don’t I know it. I don’t go out into the field much anymore, but his old partner called in sick, and I had to fill in. We were on a stakeout and Chris would not shut up. The only time he stopped talking was to eat. Thankfully, he does that a lot.”
Con debated bringing up AA’s own weight loss but didn’t want to stray from the subject at hand.
“Look, I’m not saying that he won’t make a good Agent.” Instead, Con only thought this to himself. “But he won’t make a good Agent with me.”
AA sipped his beer.
“Hmm. I’ve heard that you’re not the easiest to work with.”
It wasn’t a condemnation, just stating a fact.
“Which is why if Agent Hale is to get a real shot at being in the FBI it has to be with someone else.”
AA paused again to drink. When he was done, he swirled his nearly empty glass in an identical manner that Con had.
“Well, the case Chris was working, this undercover thing, is picking up steam. And we pulled him out in a way that he could easily be reinserted… under the right circumstance, that is.”
“And what circumstances might that be?”
AA smiled and Con realized that he didn’t need to be a chameleon with this man. But instead of feeling relief at being able to finally drop the act, Con felt naked and uncomfortable.
“Our closing rate at the NAD has dropped a little lately. Doesn’t look good for me and I just happen to be vying for the next step up the ladder.”
Con wasn’t surprised. And he wasn’t upset, either. Unlike Marcus Allen, who did everything he could to rise up the ranks, Con’s boss was sneaky about it. Deceptive, stepping not over but on top of everyone who so much as crossed his path.
“And?”
“And a recommendation from the FBI might go a long way to helping me climb,” AA finished.
Con didn’t hesitate.
“Done.”
AA’s smile grew and finished his beer.
“Then, well, I think said circumstances have been met. It’s good to see you, Con.”
“You, too.”
They shook hands again and AA started away, walking like a man who was unaccustomed to his slimmer form. He made it as far as the bar before tapping the glossy wooden surface and turning back.
“There is one more thing,” AA said loudly. “I have this tab—”
“I’ll take care of it.”
“I knew you would,” AA said.
Then the police chief was gone, leaving Con alone to finish his beer in much revered silence.



Chapter 11
How the hell does the chief of police rack up a $2400 tab at a local bar? Con wondered. Was he buying shots for every perky server in this place? Paying CIs in beer?
Con kept these thoughts to himself as he paid AAs bill. Unbelievably, the bartender wanted a tip, too.
Con gave him one: Get Art Abner to pay every time his tab exceeds a C-note.
Chris Hale had called him three more times while Con was meeting with AA and enjoying his beer in silence.
He was like the worst high school girlfriend, one who says, Yeah, you can go out with your guy friends, sure. Of course, honey. Guy time, I get it.
And then, when you weren’t yet done your first drink, she’s ringing you up.
“Watcha doin’?” she asks between bubble gum pops. “I miss you…”
Fuck.
Con ignored his partner’s calls and instead focused on the next name on the list: Thomas Ellsberg.
Up until six months ago, Thomas—May I call you Tom?—was employed by Imperial Productions. Again, Con turned to IMDb as his primary source of information. Unlike Adon Guerrero, Tom was part of the old guard, a producer for more than thirty years with more than sixty titles to his credit.
He’d worked for IP and before that, Sony and Paramount.
Most notably, Tom had recently started his own firm, aptly named Ellsberg Entertainment.
EE, Con thought. EE and AA. IP.
He doubted that Tom needed help paying his bar tab.
Thomas Ellsberg’s office was modest, and he shared the building with three other companies that Con didn’t recognize.
It was on the third floor of a building in a cheaper area of town compared to the monolith that IP occupied, and likely owned. Still, while not quite as impressive, it was nice, clean.
Con was buzzed in, and he took the elevator to the third floor. There, he was met by what he was beginning to think was common for the industry: all glass, all glitz.
Glamor.
The works.
The exterior of the building may have been nothing to write home about, but the floor that housed EE was anything but.
Behind a large desk sat a woman who reminded Con of Marissa, Adon Guerrero’s personal assistant.
“Welcome to Ellsberg Entertainment,” the woman said. Con recognized her voice as belonging to the person who had buzzed him in. “How can I help you?”
“I’m looking for Thomas Ellsberg.”
“Mr. Ellsberg is in a meeting right now, but if you care to wait, it shouldn’t be too long.” She gestured towards a series of acrylic chairs.
“Thanks, I’ll wait.”
Con sat and picked up a magazine—Entertainment Weekly.
“Who may I say is wishing to see Mr. Ellsberg?”
“Special Agent Constantine Striker with the FBI.”
The woman blinked with eyes that were heavy with mascara.
“I’m sorry?”
I’m sorry, too. I’m sorry that I have to work this bullshit case when I could be searching for Valerie.
“Agent Striker with the FBI,” he repeated.
She was having a hard time telling if he was serious but rather than show his badge, Con just let her squirm. A little discomfort never hurt anyone.
Eventually, the secretary made a quick phone call and then hung up.
“Mr. Ellsberg will be with you shortly.”
“Thanks.”
Con turned his attention to the magazine.
He was unsurprised to discover that Thomas Ellsberg himself graced the cover. He was tall with a square jaw and a prominent nose. The light brown hair on top of his head was only slightly darker than his mustache.
Thomas stood in a typical power pose, half-profile, arms crossed over his chest. Not quite a smile on his face.
The fact that this had been the magazine on top of the pile was telling. Con suspected that part of the secretary’s job was to make sure that this was the case after someone disturbed the pile.
The article was simple enough. Thomas’ new venture, which was indeed abbreviated to EE and referred to in this way throughout the article, was going to ‘break the mold’, create original content.
Probably because they can’t afford to compete with the big guys buying up existing IP, Con thought.
He didn’t watch much TV or movies, but he’d seen enough ads for them. Everything nowadays was a remake or a reimagining, which, incidentally, Con was fairly certain that the industry had just made up to make do-overs sound sexier.
Con scanned the article, his interest quickly waning. For something written about a company that was supposed to ‘break the mold’, the article itself was bland, generic.
It wasn’t until he got bored, and his eyes drifted back to the title that Con finally noticed something intriguing: the byline.
Jesus, what are the odds?
It was written by none other than Dwight Dozier. The very same Dwight Dozier who had called The Sandman the Necro-Killer.
He supposed it could be another Dwight Dozier—the name itself did seem like it could be a pseudonym—but Con knew that Dwight also moonlighted as an entertainment reporter.
“Agent Striker? Mr. Ellsberg will see you now.”
Con replaced the magazine on top of the pile and followed the secretary to a large, frosted door.
The interior of Thomas Ellsberg’s office wasn’t as ostentatious, or as big, as Martin Yeo’s, but it shared several similarities. The desk looked expensive, as did the chair across from it. The bar cart was equally stocked.
“Agent Striker with the FBI, is that correct?” The man behind the desk asked. Thomas looked less touched up than he did in Dwight’s article, but the idea was the same.
Con nodded.
“And you must be Thomas Ellsberg?”
“Since the day I was born.” Despite Thomas’ jovial nature there was something icy about his tone. “What can I help you with?”
Con had little time to get a read on this man, but his experience in the waiting room was more than enough to get him started.
“I understand that you used to work at Imperial Productions? Made some really big blockbusters with them?”
Con was titillating the man’s ego, as he’d done with Adon, but Thomas’ reaction was guarded. Suspicious, even.
“I’m guessing that this is about the pirated films?”
Con raised an eyebrow, encouraging the man to expound.
“Martin called me. He’s worried that Shadowstrike is going to be pirated.”
“He is,” Con confirmed.
Thomas shook his head.
“Martin is a bit of a worry wart. Movies get pirated all the time. Part of the business.”
“Martin told me that they lost millions of dollars of revenue with three of his—of your—new releases last year.”
Thomas showed Con his palms.
“Maybe. Like I said, it happens all the time. Not much we can do about it. I think… I think maybe those movies didn’t net as much revenue because—this is just between us, of course—they simply weren’t that good.”
This struck Con as an unusually honest and open comment.
“But you were the producer of these films, weren’t you?”
Thomas’ lips became a thin line.
“I was the EP, but that doesn’t mean I had a say in the creative.”
It took Con a moment to realize that EP meant executive producer.
These guys and their damn acronyms.
“Look, Agent Striker, you want to know a secret to how these movies really work in Hollywood?”
Not really, but go right ahead.
Con nodded.
“It’s all about tax loopholes. These production companies have massive budgets. We’re talking in the hundreds of millions. But until recently, almost all of these movies take a loss… on paper, at least.”
Despite his earlier thought, Con was surprised to find that he was actually interested.
“I thought places like IP basically printed money?”
He was picturing Martin Yeo and the gaudy IP building.
“Well, they don’t. Like I said, until these most recent blockbusters that pull in a billion or more, the production houses write off their losses, roll these earnings over to films that don’t do as well. But the key, the real key, is that almost half of the budget for these movies goes into marketing. And do you want to guess who owns a considerable stake in these marketing firms?”
“The production companies,” Con said simply.
Now, Thomas smiled.
“That’s right.”
“Sounds illegal to me,” Con stated with mild disinterest. His focus was on pirated films, not money laundering.
“It’s not. At least not according to the IRS. These firms use their leverage to buy more and more intellectual property and then they package everything up and sell it to a massive entertainment conglomerate for a hefty profit. Then they start all over again, rinse and repeat.”
“So, Martin is concerned that these pirated films are jeopardizing their intellectual property?” Con offered.
Thomas shrugged.
“Not really. A few films get released on the black market ahead of time… so what? It’s not like these pirates can sell the property.”
“Martin said they lost hundreds of millions.”
Thomas scoffed.
“Hundreds of millions? Yeah, right. I doubt we lost seven figures. Martin… well, let’s just say that Martin is a little overprotective, for lack of a better word.”
What you mean to say is controlling. Which, Con surmised, is probably, in part, the reason why you decided to go out on your own.
“So overprotective that he called in the FBI?” Con said, parroting the man’s words back at him. “If it’s not such a big deal, why is he so concerned?”
Con recalled Martin’s story about the man who spoiled The Sixth Sense to those waiting in line to see the movie.
“That is something you’re going to have to ask him about.”
“Any idea how the movies might have leaked?”
Con was struggling to come up with a viable suspect in this case. Martin had to be worth millions, Thomas, too. And Adon had the most to lose by releasing the films early.
“Nope. No clue.”
Thomas was clearly trying to end the conversation, but Con didn’t want to let him off the hook just yet.
“Where were these films released? YouTube? Torrents?”
Con had forgotten to look up what the hell that meant. He just hoped he was using the word correctly and Thomas’ reply suggested he was.
“Not YouTube—they have fairly robust anti-copyright software. Mostly torrents.”
“How do you get them taken down?” Con asked, remembering that Agent Hale had told him that he was unable to find copies of the three pirated films online. And Chris struck him as a guy who would know how to navigate this world, what with his considerable interest in films and the whole culture surrounding them.
“If it’s a reputable site, a simple report is usually sufficient. If not, a stock cease and desist order does the trick. It’s a little more complicated with torrents.”
Con encouraged Thomas to continue and after a moment, he did.
“These sites often fall victim to their own success. If someone uploads a legit copy of a movie, a quality copy, others will do the same. Only, they’ll upload cam versions they’ve recorded from theaters, complete with people munching popcorn in the background. Shaky hands, that sort of thing. Others upload movies under the right name, but when you download it, it’s something completely different.”
“Why?”
Again, Thomas showed his palms.
“Why do people upload photos of themselves to Instagram or shitty videos on TikTok?”
“I’m not sure I understand.”
“To be part of something. To feel important. Sometimes just to stick it to the man.”
Con huffed. This was a bizarre world, one he didn’t understand and wasn’t sure he wanted to.
“Well, thank you for your time, Thomas, and good luck with your new venture.”
“Thank you.”
Con rose and started to leave before stopping as something else occurred to him.
“One more thing: how do these torrent sites make money?”
“They don’t,” Thomas said simply. “Not generally. Some ad revenue, maybe, but the big production companies have since moved into the digital ad space and are buying up more and more of these slots. Obviously, they don’t advertise on sites that illegally host their own movies.”
Con locked this tidbit away.
Someone high up in IP was stealing movies and releasing them onto sites that made no money. High risk, zero reward.
“Thanks again.”
On the way out of the waiting area, Con picked up a copy of Entertainment Weekly featuring Thomas Ellsberg.
He showed it to the secretary.
“Mind if I take a copy? I’ll bring it back,” Con lied.
The woman smiled.
“No problem.”
Con didn’t expect so. Based on even his limited experience with Thomas, he was fairly certain that the man had an entire storeroom full of them.



Chapter 12
One more stop, and Con could finally go home for the day. All of this was so new to him, these production companies and tax loopholes, fancy desks, and woke fairy tales, that he’d pretty much forgotten about Matthew Nelson Neil.
Even seeing Dwight Dozier’s name in the magazine featuring Thomas Ellsberg hadn’t triggered thoughts of The Sandman.
But as soon as he started his car, Con heard the man’s voice coming out of the speakers.
“Fuck.”
He shut off his phone but just listening to Matthew Nelson Neil for a handful of seconds had riled him up again.
He wanted nothing less than to listen to a story about the California Gold Rush narrated by a serial killer, but not listening almost seemed as if he was granting The Sandman more power over him.
I’m going to listen to it again tonight, he thought with conviction. Listen and not fall asleep this time.
Con headed back across the city toward Imperial Productions. The man he was looking for was Edward Samuelson, the chief editor of all three pirated films. This was only after he was informed that the final name on the list, producer Charles Calloway, was out of town for the next two weeks.
Martin Yeo was on the top floor of the building, the penthouse, if you will, but Edward Samuelson was relegated to the basement.
No, not the basement.
The sewers.
That’s what Con considered the area he was navigating now. Open ceilings with hundreds of cables roped through beams, pitted concrete walls.
Rooms with aftermarket doors.
If he’d fallen asleep and woken up here, Con would never have guessed that he was in the same building that he’d been in earlier that day.
In fact, he might have thought he’d woken up on the set of a Saw movie, the first of which he’d actually watched with Beth when it had first come out years ago.
Had that been the last movie they’d watched together? Impossible. But he couldn’t remember anything more recent.
Con interacted briefly with three mole rats, told them he was here to see Edward, and they all sent him in completely opposite directions.
Eventually, however, Con found Edward Samuelson. The man was in a room that was unbelievably even hotter than outside the building. A room stacked with computers the size of fridges, all hooked together by a rat’s nest of cables and illuminated with blinking green lights.
Old-school Bill Gates would have felt right at home.
“Edward Samuelson?” Con said as he approached the man seated in a wide gaming chair.
Edward spun around. Unlike Martin and Thomas and Adon, there were no pictures of the man on IMDb. There was a profile but no actual photo.
Still, Con knew that this was the man he was looking for. Faded gray Street Fighter T-shirt, small eyes, freckles across the bridge of his nose.
The only thing he was missing was Cheetos dust on his fingers.
“Who are you?”
Con showed his badge and introduced himself.
Edward just grunted, unimpressed.
“I’m here because Martin Yeo is concerned that your upcoming new release will be pirated like the films last summer.”
Edward chuckled, which made his substantial gut quiver.
“Right,” he said with an eye roll. “Marty should be more concerned with creating better movies than pirated films.”
“You know, you’re like the third person who has said that to me today,” Con remarked.
Edward shrugged as if to say, Well, there ya go.
“You’re not proud of the movies?”
“I do what I can with what I’m given,” Edward said. “And I know what you’re thinking; before you ask it, no, I didn’t pirate my own films.”
“Never said you did. But Martin was so concerned that he called in the FBI.”
Another eye roll, one that had a different meaning this time: Don’t you have something better to do with your time?
Trust me, I wish I did.
“And you think it’s me, right?” Edward said. “Because I’m down here in the basement and he’s up there in his fancy suite?”
“I—”
“Yeah, I know what you’re thinking. Because I’m not boojie, I must be the one behind the leaks.”
“No, I’m just speaking to everyone who had access to the films. You, Adon Guerrero, Thomas Ellsberg. Charles Calloway.” Con paused. “Martin Yeo. I’m just doing my due diligence.”
“Uh-huh.”
“No, I’m serious.” Con wasn’t sure why he was becoming so defensive. “I’m just going through the list of names.”
“Well,” the man said petulantly, crossing his arms over his chest. “I had nothing to do with it. I take pride in my work, FBI man. Real pride. I can only do what I can with the material I’m given, but I turn out the best product I possibly can. And I don’t pirate films. Goes against everything I stand for.”
Con glanced around the room. The door had been closed when he’d arrived, but it wasn’t locked. Based on the size and number of computers, Con assumed that this a likely place to keep the master copies of the films.
“Who has access to this room?”
Edward’s face reddened just a tinge.
“I do—it’s where I do the final edits. But some of the other editors who handle the rough cuts also come in here.”
When Con looked around a second time, he did so deliberately.
“The door was unlocked and—”
“Don’t even say it.”
“It’s just that—”
“I trust my team. And if you’re thinking that maybe when I was taking a piss or heating up a Hot Pocket someone snuck in, well, you’d be wrong.”
“How can you be so sure?”
“Because I don’t take a piss and I don’t eat Hot Pockets.”
Con immediately clued into what Edward was really saying.
“You’re the first to arrive and the last to leave, right?”
The man smiled wryly, his thin lips curling into a pencil-thin grin.
“You got it.”
“But when you’re not here, like—”
“You know how much time I have from when filming wraps to when it’s released? And I’m talking about festival and pre-screening release dates, not when any regular Joe can see it in the theaters?”
Con shrugged.
“I have no idea.”
“Weeks—at most. Usually, ten days. They wrap, my editors rough cut, and then I do the final edits. Most of the movies have a shit ton of CGI, which you probably know, and this takes long hours to get right. Long hours. And a lot of computing power.” Edward gestured to the computers about the room with an air of pride. “I don’t leave here until it’s done. If I do, which is rare, then I lock up. And I have the only key. Mr. FBI, I don’t know who is pirating these movies, and I know you’re just doing your job, but the leak doesn’t come from here.”
Con smiled.
“Just had to ask.”
“Uh-huh. I have a deadline coming up, so unless you have more questions…”
“Shadowstrike?”
Edward seemed surprised that Con knew the name and, quite frankly, he was a bit shocked he remembered it, as well.
“That’s right.”
“Well, good luck.”
Con took one final look around and then left. It took fifteen minutes to find his way out, with three new mole rats again giving him mixed directions.
Unlike when he’d left Thomas Ellsberg’s office, he felt his core immediately cool upon feeling the California sun on his skin.
It was past five now and Con checked out for the day, mentally and physically. He drove home and the closer he got the more he started to think of Matthew Nelson Neil.
About the audiobook.
Earlier, he’d promised himself he’d listen to it again.
Now, Con wasn’t sure he was up to it.
He was so lost in thought, wavering back and forth, that he didn’t even notice that there was a car already parked in his driveway.
As usual, when his mind turned to The Sandman, his sister Valerie wasn’t far behind.
They’d fought the day that she’d gone missing. Valerie was a hothead, always had been, and this was far from their first fight.
But this argument had been particularly brutal.
And the subject was a sensitive one for Con.
It had revolved around their mother. Gerry Striker had dementia and it was getting worse. Until recently, the woman’s symptoms had been mild, forgetting what she went to the store to buy and returning home empty-handed, that sort of thing. Unable to find her car keys even though they were in the dish by the front door where she always kept them.
But over the past two months, Gerry had become increasingly confused. She’d called Con twice, asking for Donnie.
Donnie was her husband, and Con and Valerie’s father. He’d also died in a car accident decades ago.
Valerie lived with Gerry, whereas Con had just moved in with his then-fiancée Beth. His sister was fed up, tired, and scared.
She wanted to put Gerry in a home. Said that she’d be more comfortable there. That it would be better for all of them.
Con was having none of it, telling his sister that she was being paid to look after her mother and living rent-free in their family home.
“You don’t know what it’s like! It’s impossible!”
“Val, you need to suck it up. She’s our mother for Christ’s sake! We’re not putting her in a goddamn home!”
“She’s not our mother anymore! I don’t know who she is!”
The blow-up had escalated from there and ended with Valerie storming out.
That was the last time he’d seen his sister in person.
Two months later, Gerry’s dementia was so bad that she was unable to look after herself and Con had no choice but to set her up in a long-term care facility where she remained to this day.
Con was walking toward the fridge to grab himself a beer when he stopped.
Beth was standing in the kitchen, a glass of red wine in her hand.
He was startled by her presence. She looked the same as she always did, attractive, fit. Well-dressed.
Only her face was different. Beth Striker would never be referred to as a happy-go-lucky person, no one who lived with Con could be, but she appeared particularly dour today.
“Beth? Are you okay? Is something wrong?” Con asked, fearing the worst. “Is it your dad?”
Beth’s father had been diagnosed with colon cancer six months ago. It was in remission, but the specialists had informed them that there was a high probability of recurrence.
Beth didn’t answer.
She just looked at her glass of wine and took a deep breath.
“I’m moving out, Constantine. I’m—I’m leaving you.”



Part II — The Movies



Chapter 13
Alex Frost far from stupid. She knew what everyone thought about her. She knew that even if she worked harder than her peers, stayed later than them, and scored better on her exams—all of which were generally true—everyone would assume that the only reason she got a shot at the FBI was because of her father.
That was what it meant to have a father who was a congressman for the State of New York.
The fact that she was a young, good-looking woman didn’t help, either.
However, none of this prevented Alex from pushing forward. They wanted her to stop, to give up, to fall into the background so that they could take her place.
She refused.
Which is why, even though it was past ten on a Tuesday, she was still in Quantico at the FBI Training Facility pouring over details of a cold case, when her phone rang.
Alex frowned as she stared at the screen.
Then she raised her eyes and glanced around. Alex was the only one left in the study hall, which, while it wasn’t expressly reserved for trainees, was almost exclusively used by them.
It reminded her of a college library, what with the oversized desks all separated by flimsy partitions and each equipped with identical minimalistic lamps.
Green shades, of course.
She was the only one left.
This wasn’t always the case. Typically, her fellow recruit and best friend Tori would be by her side, and they’d spend their evenings sucking down overly sweet lattes while bouncing wild theories off each other. But today was Tori’s boyfriend Ben’s birthday and they were out celebrating.
Alex had promised that she would meet up with them later, but that wasn’t until much later.
She’d specifically not mentioned a time.
When Alex was locked in, Alex was locked in.
What wasn’t regular was receiving a call from FBI Training Director Jeremy Stitts at any hour, let alone after ten.
Like her, Alex knew that Stitts, as he was affectionately referred to when not in the man’s presence, also liked to work late.
Alex answered the call on the second ring.
“Director Stitts.”
“Ms. Frost.”
Even though she’d been attending the training facility full-time for more than six months, Alex was still having a hard time getting used to being called Ms. Frost. Mostly because it reminded her of her mother, a B-list actress who had passed from a rare type of leukemia when Alex was only eleven.
It was part of the program, however. They didn’t call you Agent until you were assigned to your first case.
Which Alex hoped would be sooner rather than later.
She was itching to start her career and investigating cold cases—no, not cold, but frozen cases—wasn’t cutting it.
“I apologize for calling this late,” Stitts said.
Alex liked Director Stitts, liked him a lot.
Everyone knew the man’s history, how, when he’d been a Field Agent, he’d been an integral part of the team that brought down the sadistic couple responsible for the torture and murder of countless women in a trailer they’d dubbed the Devil’s Den.
He was tough on recruits, but he was also fair.
In addition to liking Stitts, Alex respected him, which was probably even more important.
“I’m still in the building studying,” Alex replied, then cringed a little, thinking about how this might come off. But if Stitts considered this anything other than a statement of fact, it didn’t leak into his voice.
“Good. Can you swing by my office? I would like to have a quick word.”
“Of course. I’ll be there in five.”
“See you soon.”
Alex hung up and quickly scribbled a note for Tori—Why did the agent keep his fridge full of cold cases? Because he couldn't let them go stale!
Har, har—shoved it in the file and packed it up. A smile on her face, Alex replaced the file in the cabinet with the hundreds of other unsolved cases and then collected the rest of her things.
She left the building with three and a half minutes of the allotted five remaining. That wasn’t much time to make her way across campus and into the main building, up the stairs, and down the hall to Stitts’ office.
Alex cursed herself for saying that she’d be there in five.
Why didn’t I say ten? Ten would have been much more reasonable.
Alex didn’t like being late. Actually, it wasn’t being late that bothered her as much as it was being inaccurate.
She didn’t have OCD but what she did have was possibly worse.
A US Congressman for a father.
Brandon Frost had stressed to her even at a young age how important details were. This was especially true for a politician or a member of law enforcement.
Alex sprinted across campus, feeling the cool Virginia hair against her face, billowing in her chestnut brown hair.
She used her access card to enter the main building, then took the stairs two at a time.
Alex arrived outside Stitts’ door with just enough time to spare to wipe the sweat from her brow before knocking.
Not enough time to wonder what the hell this impromptu meeting might be about, however.
She knocked.
“Come in.”
Alex stepped into the office.
Jeremy Stitts was seated behind his desk. Alex suspected, but wasn’t exactly sure, that the man was in his early forties. He had perfect brown hair and Tori often joked that she thought it was a wig. Not because of the way it looked, but because it fell into place even if he ran his hand through it, if it was raining, or humid, or if a hurricane struck the area.
It was one of the great marvels of the world.
The cane that he used to help him walk—there was a rumor that the man had taken a bullet for his previous partner in that same Devil’s Den case—rested against the side of his desk.
“Please, take a seat,” the man said, gesturing toward the chair across from him.
During the short reprieve before Stitts addressed her again, Alex finally had a chance to consider why she’d been summoned.
It had to be their exam.
Their final exam.
Alex and Tori, as well as the other recruits, had written it two weeks ago. It was the final step to becoming an agent. Eight grueling hours covering everything from criminal psychology to FBI procedure.
Alex had been tired when she’d finally finished, but also confident. But she didn’t want to just ‘do well’. That wasn’t good enough for her. She had to ace it for her own benefit and also to proactively stem grumblings about her only getting the nod because of her dad.
But now… maybe she hadn’t done as well as she’d thought.
Alex’s eyes fell on the stack of papers in front of Stitts. She couldn’t make out any of the text, but it could be her test.
“Take a look,” Stitts said, pushing the stack of papers across to her.
Alex’s hand felt clammy as she reached for the pages.
It was her test.
But it was far from a poor mark.
In the upper right-hand corner, written in red pen and circled with the same ink, was ‘100%’.
Alex nodded to herself, feeling relief more than pride washing over her.
“Congratulations, Agent Frost.”
Alex’s eyes shot up.
Stitts was smiling, a rarity for the man. He’d also produced two more items while she’d been examining her test result.
A black plastic box about half the size of a laptop but considerably thicker, and a small leather billfold.
“… Agent?” Alex repeated, not quite believing what she’d just heard.
Stitts’ smile grew.
“Agent Frost,” the man confirmed. “A position has opened up at the Orange County Field Office. If you want it, it’s yours.”
Alex was stunned.
“Orange… County?” she said stupidly.
“California.”
Of course, I know where Orange County is, she thought.
“Agent Frost?”
Alex wasn’t a particularly emotional young woman. Like her attention to detail, her father had also drilled into her how important it was to keep your emotions in check. He didn’t go as far as to tell her to stem them completely but, rather, keep them close to your chest.
It would be too easy for someone to use these against you, weaponize your emotions.
This advice went out the window and Alex felt tears well in her eyes.
“Yes! Yes, I accept. Thank you! Thank you!”
Luckily, Stitts remained seated otherwise she would have run to him and embraced him.
Probably knocked him over.
What a way to start your FBI career, breaking the director’s other leg.
“Thank you, thank you, thank you!”



Chapter 14
“Beth, I know I haven’t been present the last little while, but you know what time of year it is,” Con said. “You know what’s coming up.”
“The past little while?” Beth made a face. For the first time in a long time, Con looked at his wife.
Really looked at her.
Like him, Beth Striker appeared much older than she actually was.
“Con, you haven’t been present for years. Years.”
Con continued to stare at his wife.
Things hadn’t been that bad, had they? They were happy, right? They didn’t fight. They just…
He shook his head.
They didn’t fight because they didn’t talk. Hardly even saw each other.
They didn’t fight because they just… co-existed. Cohabited—maybe that was as stretch. He worked all day, she typically got home after he was in bed. Or on the porch passed out with headphones jammed in his ears yelling at a coyote that may or may not have been there.
“I’m sorry.” Con’s shoulders slumped. In his mind, he saw his sister, saw Valerie the way she’d been that day, that last day. Angry, furious, screaming at him that their mother wasn’t their mother anymore. “But you don’t know how hard it has been for me. You don’t understand.”
Beth sighed and took a sip of her wine.
“No,” she admitted. “No, I don’t understand. Lord knows I’ve tried to understand. For more than ten years, Con, I’ve tried to understand. I really have. And I stayed with you for as long as I can. I stuck it out. You remember those first few weeks after your sister went missing?”
Con clenched his teeth and fought back tears.
Those first few weeks after Valerie had gone missing had been a living hell. After their fight, he hadn’t gone looking for her right away. He thought Val was just blowing off steam, working the bar circuit as she sometimes did when she was mad.
Which, to be fair, had been often lately.
But then Val didn’t return.
Ten days after he’d last seen his sister, Con started to search for her. He tracked her car, which had been discovered in an abandoned real estate development area in north OC. He reviewed footage from local shops, ATMs, traffic cameras, but none of them had captured her image.
Her debit and credit cards stopped being used two days after she disappeared.
And then The Sandman struck, although Matthew Nelson Neil wouldn’t receive the moniker until after his third victim, Ashley Zella, was discovered.
It wasn’t until Con found Val in a grainy, thirty-second video from the gas station that he knew something was truly wrong.
Because she hadn’t been alone.
The man who would haunt his dreams from that moment onward was with her.
“I did everything I could,” Beth continued when Con didn’t say anything. “I stood by your side, helped you every way possibly could think of. Put my own career in jeopardy. And I didn’t complain. Not once.”
Con raised his eyes and gazed at his wife through watery vision. What she was saying was true.
She’d been a rock when he’d been a puddle.
And how had he repaid her?
Neglect. Ambivalence.
Indifference so profound it bordered on cruelty.
“Ten years, Con. Ten. I just—I just can’t do it anymore. I’m sorry.”
Colin moved forward, reached for Beth, intent on putting his hand on her shoulder, hugging her, holding her, kissing her, telling her he loved her.
Doing all the things he should have done for the past decade.
For all of his ability to adopt whatever persona a case demanded of him, Con had failed at even coming close to knowing what his own wife needed.
His own fucking wife.
But Beth was having none of it. She pulled back, finished her wine, and stared deep into his eyes.
“I’m sorry, Con. It’s too late. It’s too late for that.”
When her eyes flicked to her left, Con noticed the bag at her side. It was the one that Beth packed when she went on one of her frequent work trips.
She picked it up and started toward the door. Con was helpless, and just watched her go.
Beth stopped at the last moment, looked at him, and said, “I really hope you can find some peace, Con. I do. I want that for you.”
And then, with that, she was gone, leaving Con standing in front of his fridge, bewildered, shell-shocked.
He had no idea what to do.
Chase after her? Beg her to stay?
But he didn’t. He knew that, like she’d said, it was too late.
There was something else holding him back as well.
As much as it pained Con to admit it, the feeling that washed over him could only be described as relief.
Con loved his wife, but she was right. She had stood by him, holding out hope that things would get better, that he would be able to put his obsession with finding his sister behind him.
But he never could and now Beth was gone.
In a daze, Con grabbed a beer from the fridge.
Then he pressed his back up against the stainless-steel door and drank. He finished the first beer in just a few gulps then opened another.
And another.
When he finished his third beer anger overtook him.
He launched the bottle across the room. It struck the opposite wall and exploded, sending brown shards scattering to the floor.
“Fuck you, Matthew Nelson Neil.” He cursed. “Fuck you!”
Then, in a fit of anger, Con stomped to his office and picked up everything he had about The Sandman and his crimes, stacks and stacks of notes and police files, photos, his laptop with the gas station footage.
Everything.
He set it all out on the kitchen table, spreading the pages from corner to corner.
As he stared down at pages of crime scene photos, copies of the victims’ licenses, and the manuscript from The Sandman’s confession, he knew that beer wasn’t going to cut it tonight. Con retrieved a bottle of bourbon from the liquor cabinet and pulled the cork.
No glass needed.
And then Con went over everything, starting from the very beginning.



Chapter 15
Tori didn’t answer, not that Alex expected her to.
She felt bad leaving her friend in the lurch, for not joining them for a drink on Ben’s birthday.
But she had little choice.
If she hurried, she could catch the last flight to California.
Alex left an apologetic message, wished Ben a happy birthday, and then glazed over what Stitts had told her. If she couldn’t tell Tori in person about her first assignment, she wanted to at least share the good news live and not in a message.
Then she rushed home.
The trainees all lived in the same apartment complex, which was located only a half mile from the Training Headquarters.
It took her six minutes to get home. Ten to pack up her things, enough for a week—Stitts had said that the position that she’d been assigned was temporary with the possibility of becoming permanent—and then got an Uber to the airport.
Because of the insanely fast turnaround time, the details of her new salary—they got paid as trainees but there was a significant pay bump when you become a Field Agent—were to be worked out later. Stitts also said that she would be reimbursed for her flight and accommodations in OC.
But Alex cared little about any of this. Because she worked such long hours, there wasn’t much leisure time to spend what little cash she earned. And, as much as she was hesitant to do it, Alex knew that if she was ever in a pinch, her father would have no problem fronting her some money.
Money that he would never accept repayment for.
Alex cleared TSA screening in a daze, checking her gun as was required, and then boarded the plane.
The final flight out of Richmond for the night.
As she slumped in her coach seat, thankfully with nobody else in her row, Alex finally allowed herself a breath.
And tried to take everything in.
Agent Frost.
Agent Frost.
That would take some getting used to. Perhaps more than even Ms. Frost.
Alex flipped open the leather case that contained her FBI badge.
Admittedly, the photo could have been better. It was the same one that they’d used for her ID card, taken the night following when the recruits were encouraged to go out and ‘get to know one another’. This, Alex quickly learned, was a euphemism for getting absolutely smashed on Big Brother’s dime.
But still…
“I’m an FBI Agent,” Alex whispered, a smile forming on her full lips. “I’m an F-B-I Agent.”
She said it a little louder this time and the person seated in front of her, a man with so many skin tags on his neck that he looked like a frilled lizard, turned.
Alex’s face flushed.
Ten minutes into the flight, she finally began to come to terms with her promotion.
And then she set to work.
Stitts had hooked her up with a file containing the details of her first case. It was a far cry from hunting a serial killer and was, if she was being honest, a little mundane: finding the source of pirated films from a large production company.
But Alex was determined to put the same effort into this case as if she were back in Quantico investigating cold cases.
Minus the joke.
She poured over details pertaining to Imperial Productions, their films, the major players involved. The information that Stitts had provided was scant, and this took no more than an hour.
Satisfied that there was nothing else to be learned thirty thousand feet in the air, Alex flipped to the final page and noticed an addendum.
And then her jaw fell open.
This can’t be.
But it was. Buried within a list of routine details, including the address of the Orange County Field Office, her direct report, Special Agent in Charge Marcus Allen, it listed her partner: Special Agent Constantine Striker.
Alex read this last line three times to make sure she wasn’t just imagining things.
She wasn’t.
Her partner was Constantine Striker.
The man who, at twenty-four years of age, incidentally the same age Alex was now, had headed up a task force that had eventually brought down the most notorious Californian serial killers of the past two decades: The Sandman, Matthew Nelson Neil.
If Jeremy Stitts was a legend in the FBI, Con Striker was a god.
His work ethic and attention to detail were second to none.
Alex had never met the man, but she had met his one-time partner, the man who had worked side-by-side with Con when he’d caught The Sandman.
Stitts had called in Tate Abernathy as a special guest lecturer about a month ago. The man had spoken extensively about The Sandman case, told them about how they’d worked night and day, explored every clue, every tip.
How the media and political pressure to stop the man who had killed eleven, and eventually twelve when his reign of terror was finally over, women in and around Orange County had been intense.
The scrutiny over everything they did was relentless, the public’s gaze fixed unwaveringly on each step they made.
Tate had been confident, but humble, too.
He explained that despite their efforts, catching The Sandman had come down to an anonymous tip.
And now Con was going to be her partner.
Alex struggled to contain her excitement. Being partnered up with someone with his reputation had the potential to catapult her career.
Time passed in a blur and before she knew it, the six-hour cross-country flight was over. A wide-eyed Alex Frost took a cab from the airport to the hotel that Stitts had recommended, which was less than three miles from the field office. It was a chain hotel, but a smaller version, a homier variety than the typical oversized structures that lacked any sort of personality.
Due to the time difference, by the time Alex got settled, it was just after midnight. Hungry, she ordered room service, a burger and fries, and chased this with a beer from the mini fridge.
She wanted to be fresh in the morning and after eating, crawled into bed. Alex feared that her excitement would keep her from sleeping, but the moment she closed her eyes it came hard and fast.
***
Alex was nervous when she arrived at the Orange County FBI Field Office. Unlike many of the structures that she’d flown over last night, the building that was to be her place of employment for at least the next week was rather bland.
This comforted her a little. Not enough to quell all of her anxiety, but sufficient to knock it down a few notches.
When people thought of LA, and Hollywood and Orange County in particular, they envisioned the iconic sign, movie star sightings, Disneyland.
The office lacked this glitz and glamour.
Alex introduced herself to the secretary at the front desk, who smiled politely, and told her, even though it was early, that Special Agent in Charge Marcus Allen was waiting for her upstairs.
Alex thanked the woman and took the elevator to the third floor. Once there, she weaved through the row of cubicles, all empty, before reaching her new boss’ office situated near the back.
It was early, not even eight, yet. And the fact that Agent Allen was already here was telling. This was good because her searches into Marcus Allen had revealed little. Alex had discovered that the man had been a field agent in San Diego before being promoted to his current position. His specialty was in profiling school shooters.
Alex stood outside the door and, similar to what she’d done last night before entering Director Stitts’ office, relaxed her hands and took a deep breath.
No need to wipe away sweat, however.
Then she knocked twice.
“Come in,” a male voice answered.
Alex opened the door and stepped inside.
The office was modest, and her analytical mind naturally took in the details. She noticed Agent Allen’s criminal psychology diploma mounted on the wall, the plain, unobtrusive decor, the picture frames on his desk with their backs to her.
She assumed they contained images of his family.
And then Alex observed Marcus Allen.
He was lean, with a square jaw. His medium-length gray hair was slicked back away from his forehead. The man’s eyes were small and intense.
“Agent Alex Frost,” Marcus said, not bothering to get up from behind his desk. “Welcome to Orange County.”
Alex felt a tingle of excitement course through her.
Agent Frost.
Yeah, that was going to take some getting used to.
“Thank you. I’m very excited to be here.”
“Well, you come highly recommended. Director Stitts says that you are the top of your class and that you’re one of very few to get a perfect score on the final exam.”
Alex felt a slight flush to her cheeks, but she took the compliment in stride.
“Thanks. I’m looking forward to learning a lot from you and Agent Striker.”
The man’s demeanor suddenly changed. It was minor, but evident to someone as detail-oriented as Alex.
A slight stiffening of his posture, an almost imperceptible narrowing of the eyes.
“Yes, Agent Striker.” Marcus let this hang in the air for a moment, and then leaned forward, interlacing his fingers. “Agent Frost, I feel that it’s my duty to temper your expectations. I know Agent Striker’s reputation, of course, but most of his repute comes from years ago. Agent Striker may not be the same man that you’ve heard about.” Alex said nothing and Marcus continued. “He’s a private person and I’m ashamed to say that even though we’ve worked in the same building for quite some time, I know very little about him. That’s something that I was hoping you might be able to help me with.”
In addition to being meticulous, Alex’s father had also taught her to be adept at reading between the lines. As such, what Marcus said next came as little surprise to her.
“I would like you, Agent Frost, to provide me with regular updates on Agent Constantine Striker.”
Brandon Frost had trained Alex well. And in this context, regular updates meant anything but being a highly-trained stenographer. Regular updates meant spying on Constantine and reporting everything he did.
Everything he did wrong.
This understanding swept away the final remnants of Agent Alex Frost’s excitement.



Chapter 16
Thirteen victims, all young women between the ages of twenty-two and twenty-nine years old. All single, all Caucasian, all on the slimmer side.
That was the profile of Matthew Nelson Neil’s victims.
It wasn’t much to go on.
The first confirmed victim was a 24-year-old waitress from Los Angeles named Marcy Long. She was a local, born and raised, with jet-black hair and high cheekbones. She served Matthew at her diner, and he waited in his car for her to finish her shift.
What happened next was anybody’s guess.
A recreational hiker found Marcy’s body three days later in Santiago Oaks Regional Park. She’d been strangled to death and buried in a shallow grave. It was so shallow, that the wildlife had gotten to the corpse before they did and took a particular liking to one of Marcy’s legs.
Buried with the naked body had been a single item: a pillow.
The second victim was found two months later, also a waitress. Twenty-nine, thin, with a nasty meth habit. Deborah Bright.
Same MO. Manually strangled, this time buried in Antelope Valley.
Also with a pillow.
Because the first murder had occurred in Orange County, the FBI had immediately been called in to assist. After the second murder, this time in Lancaster County, they’d taken over the case.
The unsub increased their activity over the next eight months, adding an additional nine victims to the list.
The pillows and the locations for the body drops, mostly deserts and dry areas, led to the media dubbing the killer ‘The Sandman’ after victim three, Ashley Zella, was discovered.
Despite finding every victim nude there were never any signs of sexual assault. Using eye-witness accounts, they came up with a probable description of their unsub. White, between six-three and six-six, north of two-hundred and fifty pounds. Aside from his immense size, the man had an average face. No distinguishing birthmarks or tattoos.
But when Con saw the video tape of his sister from the gas station, he knew he was looking at The Sandman.
FBI facial recognition software revealed the man’s name to be Matthew Nelson Neil.
Con was nearly done the bottle of bourbon now. His vision was blurry, and his shirtless chest was slick with sweat.
The cigarette burn glistened beneath the harsh kitchen lights.
His eyes kept going back to Valerie’s driver’s license.
Con and his sister were identical twins, which was exceedingly rare for siblings of different sexes. Something about two different sperm fertilizing one egg, which Con wasn’t sure he ever truly understood.
When they were babies and Val had short dark hair, people often mistook them for twin boys. As they aged, their looks diverged somewhat.
Valerie was undoubtedly the better-looking of the two, but Con was far from an eyesore.
If he had been, there was no way he’d be able to bag someone like Beth.
Colin leaned back from the table and took a large haul from the bottle.
Beth…
Con pulled out a worn map of Orange County and the surrounding areas. It curled at the edges, threatening to roll back up, so he placed empty coffee mugs on the corners to make sure they stayed relatively flat.
All of the locations where the victims had been found were marked with red circles. There were other annotations, as well, including the diners that Marcy and Deborah worked and the last known locations of the other victims.
A much larger red X showed where The Sandman had been captured.
All blue markings represented Valerie’s movements. She was seen at a bar in the heart of Orange County the day she disappeared, and she’d used her debit card to withdraw a nominal amount of cash near the bar the following day.
Valerie’s car was found in a then-abandoned real estate complex, which has now been developed into a pricey townhouse subdivision. The gas station where she’d been caught on video was a good two-hour hike from the complex.
No one knows why she left her car where she did or why she’d gone to that particular gas station.
Con connected his cell phone to the wireless speaker in the kitchen before turning his attention to his laptop.
He wasn’t sure why he began playing the Gold Rush audiobook before watching the footage, but that’s exactly what he did.
And the second he heard Matthew’s face, his jaw clenched.
Why won’t you tell me? Why the fuck won’t you tell me where you buried her?
For months, the FBI—and later Con alone—had searched all the locations where the previous victims were found, using heavy machinery to dig far deeper than what even someone as large as The Sandman would have been capable of reaching to bury a body.
But they’d come up empty.
Still, Con knew the odds. A person went missing for a day and the chance of them showing up somewhere was high. By a week, the odds dropped precipitously.
But Valerie Striker had been missing for eleven years. Eleven. And during that time, outside of the bar and ATM on days one and two, the gas station was the only record of his sister having been seen anywhere.
She was dead.
Con was sure of it.
When they’d been kids, they liked to tell people that they had a special connection, that they could feel each other’s pain even if they were separated.
That was a lie, though.
And the reason he knew that Valerie was dead had nothing to do with twin intuition.
It had with the facts.
And all Con wanted to do was find her and finally put this nightmare to rest.
The video was only twenty-eight seconds long. It showed Valerie, her dark hair hanging in front of her face, entering the gas station, and heading to a rack of potato chips. She looked tired, worn. Her shoes were dirty as were her jeans.
Valerie decided against the chips and went to the fridge to grab a bottle of water instead.
When she placed the bottle on the counter and pulled out a grimy five to pay for it, her head tilted upward just enough for her face to be captured by the camera.
Con paused the video and he stared into his sister’s eyes.
“Where are you buried?” he whispered.
Con wiped tears from his cheeks, swigged more bourbon, and pressed play.
As Valerie collected her change, someone else entered the store.
He stood about four feet behind her and yet he still towered over Valerie.
As Con’s sister turned, her eyes seemed to meet The Sandman’s for a split second. Then she was gone.
Matthew left shortly after, buying nothing in the store.
The video ended.
With Matthew Nelson Neil’s voice droning on about the California Gold Rush in the background, Con repeated the same words he’d been saying for more than a decade.
“Where the hell are you buried, Valerie?”



Chapter 17
Con felt like garbage when he finally pulled to the OC Field Office.
Like absolute shit. He hadn’t slept at all.
He’d listened to nearly the entire audiobook and with each passing second, he grew more and more enraged.
This fueled his alcohol consumption, and he’d drunk so much bourbon over the course of the night that Con was fairly certain that if he’d been pulled over this morning, he’d have been issued a DUI.
And then Marcus would get his wish, his reason to finally cut Con loose.
Sporting sunglasses and a 5 o’clock shadow nearly as dark as the hair on his head, Con’s mood only worsened when he saw Agent Chris Hale standing outside the building. The only saving grace is that the Owl also looked like shit.
His eyes were red, and the heavy bags beneath them were a dull gray.
Con debated getting back in his car and driving home, calling in sick.
Then he thought of AA and how his $2400 spend yesterday had been an absolute waste of money.
“Agent Striker,” Hale said as he neared.
Con only grunted.
He’d brushed his teeth seven times this morning and yet he still tasted bourbon on his tongue.
“I’m so sorry.”
“For what?” Con managed.
He had to fight the urge to dry heave.
“I’ve been called back to the LAPD. Apparently, they really need my help on the case I was working before. I told them no, but Chief Abner insisted. Didn’t give me much of a choice, really. I hate to do this, to leave you, Agent Striker, but I have to go back to the LAPD.”
Con felt his spirits lift.
“But I’ll be back,” Hale said quickly. “It’s just temporary. I’ll come back and we will find out who is pirating these movies. Oh, speaking of which, I watched all three of the movies again last night. Couldn’t find anything other than that one throw-away line I told you about yesterday.”
Con could feel sweat form on his back. All he wanted to do now was get out from beneath the blazing sun.
“It was a pleasure working with you,” Con lied, extending his hand.
Hale appeared almost dejected as he shook it.
“Thank you for everything. I really appreciate it.”
What a strange comment, Con thought.
The only thing he’d done was his best to get Hale taken off the case.
And he’d succeeded.
If he wasn’t so hungover, Con might have felt bad for what he’d done.
“Good luck,” Con said.
On the third floor, Con saw a woman he didn’t recognize seated in front of an empty desk. She was pretty, with brown hair, smooth features, and plump lips.
It looked as if she was waiting for someone.
Con ignored her and slumped into his chair. He immediately leaned back and interlaced his fingers behind his head.
His eyes slowly closed.
Three days… it was three days until the eleven-year anniversary of the last known citing of Valerie Striker.
Despite his efforts last night, Con had come no closer to figuring out where The Sandman had disposed of her body. Over the years, he’d run the victim locations through every algorithm he could get his hands on and had dug in every spot that they had pumped out.
Nothing.
“Agent Striker, in my office, now.”
Con’s eyes snapped open, and he craned his neck around so violently that he almost fell out of his chair.
Marcus Allen was angry, his lips twisted into a pretzel. Normally, this would bring Con pleasure.
But not today.
The man retreated into his office and Con reluctantly followed. Twice, he had to steady himself with a hand on an empty desk to stop the world from spinning off its axis.
“What did you do, Con?” the man demanded.
Con wasn’t in any frame of mind to figure out how to act so he did what just came naturally to him.
He played dumb.
“What do you mean?” he replied with a shrug. “I saw Agent Hale outside, and he said that he got pulled back to the LAPD?”
“Don’t do that.”
“Do what?”
“It’s a new record for you, Con. Two days. You worked with Agent Hale for two days and I don’t know how you did it, but you got him taken off the case.”
Technically, it was only a day but who’s counting?
“I didn’t—”
“You did. You did something. You must think I’m a real idiot if you thought I’d believe that the LAPD just spontaneously wanted Agent Hale back two days after releasing him.”
Well, you’re right on both accounts. You are a fucking idiot, and I did orchestrate this.
“I had nothing to do with it,” Con lied.
“What the fuck is wrong with you?”
This was aggressive even for Marcus, and Con felt his temperature start to rise.
If he hadn’t been so hung over, he might’ve said something that he couldn’t take back.
But that’s what Marcus Allen wanted.
And Con was determined not to give the man the satisfaction. Besides, he still needed the FBI’s resources and his credentials to find Valerie.
“You reek like booze. You’re a mess—you look like you slept in your clothes.”
And my wife left me, don’t forget that. My sister’s gone, too, murdered by a serial killer.
Con bit his tongue.
“You have nothing to say for yourself?”
“I work better alone. And I’m making head roads into the piracy case.”
It was a pathetic reply, but for some reason it made Agent Marcus Allen grin.
“Well, I got news for you, Con.”
Con didn’t like the way this was headed, and he certainly didn’t like that smile.
“We got lucky. You won’t have to work alone for long.”
Con was shaking his head preemptively.
He thought about the young girl that he’d passed, the one he’d never seen before. Despite his sporadic attendance record, Con thought he knew every Agent who worked in the field office. If not by name, at least by sight.
But he didn’t recognize her.
“No, I told you, I don’t need a partner. I’m better—”
“I don’t care what you want or need, Con. It’s not up to you. I am in charge of this office. I found you a new partner.”
“Marcus—”
“And you can’t fuck this one up.” Marcus suddenly lowered his voice. “You know who Brandon Frost is?”
“No idea,” Con replied through clenched teeth.
“Well, he just happens to be a US Congressman. And that girl out there, the one with brown hair, that’s his daughter. Her name is Alex Frost, and she’s your new partner. You fuck this one up, Con, and you’re out. Out for good.”



Chapter 18
Alex recognized Agent Constantine Striker the moment he walked through the door. Or at least she thought she did. The man who practically stumbled into the office stinking of hard alcohol was either her new partner or his much older and alcoholic brother.
She watched Con intently as he sat down at his desk only to be promptly called into Agent Allen’s office.
The latter looked furious, very different from when they’d met over an hour ago.
And then the real shouting took place.
Agent Allen’s office walls weren’t all that thick, and Alex got the gist of the argument.
Agent Striker wasn’t happy about having her as a partner.
It was far from an ideal start to an FBI career. Still, she’d dealt with worse. Prior to being accepted as an FBI Trainee, Alex had been a beat cop in New York. Pretty much every cop in New York was a current or recovering alcoholic.
And they seemed to get a kick out of letting her know about it.
As well as taking their anger out on her as if, somehow, she was to blame.
At least the yelling seemed to sober Agent Striker up a little. Alex waited for him to return to his chair and cool down a bit before deciding that it was time to introduce herself. But before she got the chance, Striker rose, scooped a folder up, and strode to her.
He gave her a quick once over and then, without introduction, said, “Come on, let’s go.”
She followed Striker to his car and got into the passenger seat. When he fired up the engine, the speakers started to play.
A monotone voice started to talk about the California Gold Rush of all things.
Alex watched on curiously as Con struggled to get his phone out and stop the audio from playing. He eventually managed, but not before Alex caught sight of the cover.
Her brow lowered.
What she’d learned about Constantine Striker was almost exclusively constrained to his professional career. She knew that the man believed his missing sister had been one of The Sandman’s victims, possibly his first, but that was the extent of knowledge of his personal life.
That being said, Alex didn’t peg the man as a history buff. She made a mental note of the name of the audiobook as the car finally fell silent.
The urge to introduce herself now was strong, but Alex resisted. Con’s jaw was clenched, and his knuckles were white from gripping the steering wheel so tightly.
It dawned on her that they weren’t heading toward the city, where she suspected Imperial Productions had their headquarters, but in the opposite direction.
Alex turned to Striker, a question regarding their destination on the tip of her tongue.
She bit down.
Her partner didn’t look angry anymore.
He looked… defeated.
Broken.
Those alcoholic cops in New York had the same look about them. When she told her father her intention of joining the FBI, he’d warned her that the same thing might happen to her.
It was a tough job. High pressure, minimal reward.
Alex had promised her dad that she would never become a statistic.
She was strong, tough.
And he’d made her that way.
Fifteen minutes later, Con pulled into the parking lot out front of a nondescript diner.
“Come on,” Con said as he got out. “I need something to eat.”
They both ordered the same thing, two eggs sunny side up with a side of bacon and whole wheat toast.
And large coffees. His black, hers with two sugars and one cream.
Alex ate her meal, but Con barely touched his.
When she was done, the waitress came by and took away her empty plate and his full one.
She didn’t ask if Con was through, which suggested that her new partner was a regular at Lucky’s Diner.
At long last, con addressed her.
“Not in my best shape today,” he said. His voice was solemn. “It’s not been a good week.”
Something about the man’s demeanor hinted that this funk had lasted much longer than a week.
“I get it,” Alex said softly.
The man looked up from his coffee and stared at her.
“I’m Constantine Striker.”
“Alex Frost.”
“I’ll be honest with you, Alex,” the man said after a heavy breath. “I don’t want a partner. I don’t work well with others. I guess I failed that lesson in Kindergarten. It’s nothing personal.”
The man was trying to get a read on her.
Well, Alex thought, let him look. Let him do his thing.
He already knew about her father—she’d overheard Marcus telling him in a hushed voice that she was a US Congressman’s daughter.
Constantine apparently got what he wanted, either that or he gave up, because he produced a folder and laid it out in front of her.
“Last year, three films were pirated and placed on illegal sites for download. The head of Imperial Productions is worried that the same thing will happen with their newest blockbuster this year.”
He pushed the folder across the table, but Alex made no move to open it. Stitts had already given her the file. She didn’t say anything either, because she got the impression that someone like Constantine Striker enjoyed silence more than idle chit-chat.
Besides, she detected no question in the man’s words.
“You seen any of the movies?” He listed all three of them.
“I saw Rise of the Titans last year with a friend. Not really my thing, but it wasn’t bad.”
She kept her reply short and simple.
Con seemed to appreciate this because he nodded.
“I haven’t seen any of them. I did interview four of the five people at Imperial who had access to pre-release versions of these films.” Con listed their names and positions, which Alex committed to memory. “But what I don’t understand is what their motivation is. I mean, they all make more money than they can possibly spend in three lifetimes. Why jeopardize that by pirating movies they all worked on?”
This time, Con seemed to be asking for input.
Alex obliged.
“You remember Napster?”
Con cocked his head.
“It was like the OG streaming service, for music,” Alex clarified. “Only, the artist and record companies didn’t get a cent.”
“Yeah, I think I remember.”
“Well, do you recall what Kid Rock said when he was asked about Napster?”
“Can’t say that I do.”
“He was asked if he was concerned about losing money from the distribution of illegal copies of his songs. He replied with something along the lines of, Why the fuck do I care? I’m rich. Or something like that, anyway.”
Con snapped his fingers. He seemed to have livened up a little.
“Exactly. Martin Yeo said they lost hundreds of millions, but Thomas Ellsberg disagreed. Even if the losses are close to what Martin says they are, it’s like a drop in the bucket to Imperial Productions.”
“Different markets,” Alex said. One of Con’s eyebrows lifted. “Someone who watches pirated movies on their phone or tablet isn’t going to be going to the theater any time soon. You could also make an argument that these illegal copies actually build hype for the people who do go to the movies.”
Con chewed the inside of his cheek.
“So, why the hell is Martin Yeo calling in the FBI?”
Alex mused this over.
“You know, Kid Rock wasn’t the only one to speak out about the Napster thing. James Hatfield, the lead singer of Metallica, had a completely different take. He fought Napster tough and nail, despite being worth ten times Kid Rock. Sued them for millions. He said it was about the principal more than the money, but it’s always about the—”
“Money,” Con finished for her.
She thought she caught a hint of a smile appear on her partner’s face. This caused an identical one to appear on her lips.
“But if money isn’t being made from the illegal uploads, it’s being made somewhere else,” Alex said.
“Exactly.”
Con pulled out a twenty and placed it on the table. Then he seemed to reconsider and added a ten.
They returned to his car and Alex, feeling as if the frosty barrier between them had melted, decided to speak up.
“Where are we going? To interview the people on Martin’s list again?”
Con kept his eyes on the road as he answered.
“We? No, not we—we’re not doing anything. You are going to watch some movies.”



Chapter 19
It was the alcohol, it had to be.
The fact that Con didn’t hate Alex Frost within the first few seconds of meeting her was unknown territory for him. He knew that he was going to despise Chris Hale mainly because he’d despised every partner he’d had since Tate Abernathy.
But Alex seemed different.
For one, she hadn’t sucked up to him, claiming to be a big fan despite clearly knowing who he was. Two, Alex didn’t feel the need to fill empty spaces with emptier words. Unlike Hale, she kept her mouth shut, spoke sparingly, only when necessary. He could see the gears behind her eyes working, however.
She was smart, a thinker.
Case and point, their shared opinion that they were missing a key detail in this case: the money. Who was gaining and who was losing.
But none of this meant that Con wasn’t going to put young Alex Frost to the test.
He had to know her breaking point.
After dropping his new partner off at the office, Con drove back to the OC Post. He carried the copy of Entertainment Weekly featuring Thomas Ellsberg with him as he walked up to Dwight’s desk.
The reporter had headphones on and was squinting at his computer screen. He didn’t hear Con approach.
Con slammed the magazine down on the desk, startling Dwight.
“Agent Striker,” Dwight said, pulling the headphones down around his neck. He was nervous, his eyes moving back and forth as he planned a possible exit strategy.
Con positioned himself so that if Dwight stood, he would bump into him.
The man was like a cornered rat.
Instead of saying anything, Con just deliberately and dramatically looked down at the cover of Entertainment Weekly.
“What did I write now?” Dwight grumbled.
“An article about Thomas Ellsberg and his new production company EE.”
“Right.” Dwight massaged the back of his neck with one hand. “I didn’t think that you were—” The man suddenly snapped his fingers. “Wait, this is about what you said last time, right? About Imperial Productions and pirated movies?”
Con nodded.
“Let me guess, this about last year’s releases? Uh, uh,” more finger-snapping, “Quantum Guardian, Rise of the Titans, and Eclipse, right?”
Con straightened and backed up, giving Dwight more space.
“That’s right. You’ve seen them?”
“Yeah, I had to watch them—”
“I mean the pirated ones.”
Dwight recoiled and made a face.
“N-no.”
“Then how did you know those were the films I was asking about?”
“It’s just,” Dwight licked his lips, “Ellsberg was a producer at IP last year and those were their three big films. I just assumed… Look, I don’t—I don’t watch pirated movies.”
Con was enjoying watching the man squirm.
He came by his distaste for reporters honestly.
Before catching The Sandman, Con had been personally lambasted by them.
“I’m not concerned with who’s watching these movies. I want to know who’s putting them out.”
“Well—well,” Dwight stammered, “I don’t know. How would I know?”
“If you had to guess?”
“Some kid?”
“No, whoever did this had to have access to the movies early on.”
“Then some employee, some disgruntled employee trying to get back at his boss,” Dwight offered with a shrug. “There’s no real money to be made in pirated movies anymore.”
“Hmm.”
Adon Guerrero fit the bill, but he had too much to lose.
“What about Thomas Ellsberg?” Con asked, his eyes drifting to the magazine.
“No. Why?”
“I don’t know. He’s mad because he got cut loose by IP? Forced to start his own firm?”
“You didn’t—you didn’t read the article, did you?”
“I just looked at the pretty pictures.”
“Right, well, Thomas left on good terms—his own terms. He wanted to start EE. Nobody forced him out,” Dwight informed him. His discomfort faded as he entered familiar territory. “But you know what? I did an article a few years back on pirated movies, managed to speak to the man who pioneered torrent-sharing software. I can—”
“What’s his name?”
“That… that I can’t do that.”
Con leaned forward but when Dwight’s rat-like expression didn’t change, he retreated again.
“I won’t reveal my sources, Agent Striker.”
Con reached into his pocket and withdrew a business card. The corners were bent, and the white paper had long since yellowed.
“Reach out to your guy. I want to know who’s making money from these pirated films.”
Dwight took the card and Con spun around.
“Wait! Your magazine,” the reporter called after him. “Your magazine!”
“Keep it,” Con said over his shoulder. “I already looked at all the pictures.”



Chapter 20
Con had instructed Alex to watch the Imperial Production movies that had been pirated, but she hadn’t even been assigned a desk yet. Nor had she been introduced to anyone except for Marcus Allen, whose office door remained closed.
It was awkward and uncomfortable but thankfully, the floor was nearly empty with only two stern-faced agents sitting near the back. Alex found an empty desk devoid of any personal belongings and set up her laptop there.
She found the movies on a streaming service she subscribed to but barely ever had the time to actually use. For the next four hours, she slipped her headphones on and watched the two movies that she hadn’t yet seen—she had indeed gone to the movies with Tori to watch Rise of the Titans last year before they’d been accepted at the Academy.
This, despite the fact that she knew, deep down, it was a complete and utter waste of time.
Alex also knew that her partner was testing her.
Still, she didn’t let this knowledge affect her focus or her attention to detail. She watched the movies closely.
When she was done, Marcus Allen’s office door was open. Alex stretched her back and pulled the headphones from her ears.
She could see the man behind his desk, scribbling something on a sheet of paper.
Marcus raised his eyes and when their gaze met, Alex quickly looked away.
I would like you, Agent Frost, to provide me with regular updates on Agent Constantine Striker.
Alex inwardly cringed.
Marcus Allen had put her in an impossible spot. Spy on her partner or lie to her boss.
Please, don’t call me into your office, she silently pleaded. If he did, Alex didn’t know what she was going to say.
Well, Agent Striker… he asked me a few questions about the case, we—no, I had breakfast—and then he dropped me off here, told me to watch the movies. What’s that? No, I have no idea where he went.
Thankfully, Marcus didn’t say anything.
And after resting her eyes for another few moments, Alex changed her focus.
Back in her college days, it was fairly common for her and her roommates to download movies from torrent sites to watch on their computers while lying in bed or to have on in the background while getting ready for a night out.
This was in the early days of Netflix, the then-sole streaming service, and the selection wasn’t as diverse as it is now.
Alex still had some of these websites saved in her browser.
She searched for Titans first, probably because it was the best and most popular of the three films.
No results.
Curious, she searched for the two other movies. There were a few copies of these available and Alex, for the sake of the case, went ahead and downloaded them.
The internet was blazing fast—and thankfully the login and password were the same as back in Quantico—and within minutes, she was able to start playing the ripped version of Quantum Guardians.
Only, it wasn’t Quantum Guardians. It was a completely different movie.
Some cheesy Rom-Com.
Frowning, she tried Eclipse next.
Same thing—this time it was a poor-quality version of The Princess Bride.
Her experience told her that this wasn’t particularly unusual but what was strange was the fact that none of the copies were of the actual movie that was being advertised.
More searching revealed that there were no legitimate copies of any of the three films on the torrent sites that she searched.
This was odd.
Popular movies, and these three, quality aside, most definitely qualified, usually had dozens of ripped versions with different bit rates and varying sound qualities.
But not the IP movies.
Martin Yeo had evidently been very successful at getting the pirated versions taken down. But if his actions, whatever they were, were this effective, why the hell was he so worried about Shadowstrike?
It could be that he’d had to go to extreme measures to remove the other movies. Then again, it should be easier the second time around. A temp or an assistant could just repeat what they’d done previously.
Alex sighed. She was in need of fresh air.
The two other agents who had been at their desks were gone now and Marcus Allen’s door was closed once more.
Normally, she wouldn’t dream of leaving work this early. But her mind was fried from watching superheroes battle intergalactic foes and Alex wasn’t sure what else to do.
She wanted to talk to Con but had no way of reaching him.
Thank god Marcus didn’t ask to speak to me.
At the Academy, they’d taught her how to fire a gun, interview and interrogate suspects, identify and subdue threats, and defend herself.
What they hadn’t taught her was how to deal with an obviously broken partner and a boss who seemed to only care about getting him fired.
“Agent Frost?”
Alex, surprised to hear someone call out to her, stopped.
Agent Frost…
Despite her rather uneventful, and unpleasant, first day, she still felt a smile creep onto her lips as she turned.
It was the pleasant secretary who had given her access early that morning.
“Yes?”
“How was your first day?”
The woman had a kind, matronly face, with deep blue eyes.
“It was… great.”
Alex had always been a terrible liar and the secretary saw right through her.
“It’ll get better, hon. Con… he’s different. But he means well.”
Alex still wasn’t sure what to make of her partner. It was as if the man had a split personality. There had been the morning, silent, hungover version, then there was the more talkative and intelligent diner Con, and then there was the almost cruel person who had dropped her off at a strange building where she knew nobody and told her to watch movies.
The real question was, who is the actual Constantine Striker?
The moment she stepped outside, the heat sapped Alex of her thoughts.
It was late afternoon, bordering on evening, but it was still so damn hot out.
She used the blade of her hand to shield her eyes as she looked upward.
Bad idea.
Blinking away the stars that speckled her vision, Alex began to walk. She had no destination, just needed to move a little.
It wasn’t the nicest of areas, sandwiched between a freeway and a major artery, but as she headed north on Lewis Street, Alex came across a compound housing a beautiful cathedral and behind that, a memorial garden.
Only now did Alex turn on her phone.
She had three missed calls, all from Tori.
Working her way toward the garden, Alex found a comfortable-looking bench and sat down.
Then she called Tori back.
“Oh my god, Alex, where are you?” her friend asked excitedly.
“Orange County. I’m in LA.” The words sounded strange coming out of her mouth. Last night, she’d been in dreary Virginia sitting alone at a desk, scouring cold case files.
And now she was here.
Now she was an FBI Agent.
It was surreal.
“I can’t—I can’t believe it. And Stitts said that you got a perfect score on your test?”
If it had been anyone else, Alex would have suspected jealousy. Hell, she would have been jealous if the tables had been turned.
But not Tori.
Tori was a good friend. Tori only wanted the best for her.
“Yeah. It’s been… it’s been a whirlwind.”
“I just—you’re an Agent Alex. And you already have your first case!”
“It’s only temporary. And the case is…” Alex hesitated. Her initial instinct was to keep the details of her current case to herself. They weren’t supposed to share information about active duty. But this was Tori. “To be honest? It’s a bit boring.”
“Who cares!” Tori replied immediately. “You’re an Agent. Tell me about it.”
“We’re looking into pirated films. Trying to figure out who’s leaking them.”
“Ooooh, meet any movie stars yet?”
Alex smiled.
“Not yet.”
A priest entered the gardens and looked over at her. Fearing that he might approach, Alex nodded politely and then left, continuing up Lewis Street.
“You’re not going to guess who my partner is,” she said.
“Who?”
“Con Striker. The man who caught The Sandman.”
There was a long pause during which Alex pulled the phone away from her ear to make sure that the call was still connected.
“You’re shitting me. You’re shitting me.”
Alex’s smile grew.
“No, for real.”
“What’s he like?”
Alex paused.
What is Con like? She’d asked herself the same question.
“Serious.”
“Huh. Well, at least he’s hot.”
“Tori…”
“Just sayin’, just sayin’.”
“What about you? Did you get your test results back yet?”
“No, not yet. I’m sure I did fine, though. Not one hundred percent like you, but I did well enough. Stitts said that we’ll probably get our results back sometime next week.”
Alex passed a small bookstore and stopped to look through the window. Prominently displayed were new releases by D.D. Black and Lisa Regan.
“Tori, can I call you back?”
“Yeah, sure. Gimme a call tomorrow. I want to hear all about what it’s like to be a real FBI Agent.”
“I will. Bye Tori, be good.”
Alex hung up and entered the store. She perused the tables near the front but not finding what she was looking for, approached a man behind the cash.
“Excuse me, you wouldn’t happen to have a copy of The Great California Gold Rush?”
The man eyed her curiously.
“We have a few about the gold rush. Not very popular but—”
“No, I’m looking for a specific book. It has a longer title but—” she racked her brain, closing her eyes and picturing Con’s cell phone when he’d struggled to turn off the audiobook. Eyes still closed, she said, “The Great California Gold Rush: A History of the Largest Migration in US History. Yeah, that’s it.”
“I’ll check.”
Alex opened her eyes. The clerk was typing away at the computer.
“You’re in luck, I’ve got one copy hiding in the back. I’ll get it for you.”
The man left and Alex’s phone rang.
“Tori—”
“Agent Frost?”
It wasn’t Tori; it was Con.
How the hell did he get my number?
“Yes?” She stopped herself from adding ‘sir’.
“Where are you right now?”
Alex raised her gaze and looked around.
“I’m walking up Lewis Street, getting fresh air.”
“Good. I’m going to pick you up.”
“Okay. Where—”
But Con had already hung up.
“Here you go,” the clerk said, returning with a large hardcover version of the book she’d requested. It was covered in a thin layer of dust and the man turned away from her as he blew it clean.
Alex paid and left the bookstore.
Then she stood outside, waiting, wondering what Con had planned for the evening. It was late to interview any of the main players in the piracy case, but she knew that sometimes surprising a person at home had a way of getting them to offer different answers than they might in a professional environment, such as at their place of employment.
But when Con pulled up twenty minutes later and told her to get in, it quickly became evident that her new partner had something entirely different in mind.



Chapter 21
Having already had two beers at a local pub after meeting up with Dwight, Con was buzzing nicely.
His plan had been to go home, continue drinking, and maybe delve even deeper into his sister’s case.
But then he remembered that Beth wouldn’t be there. Even though they rarely talked, the fact that she was sleeping in their bedroom, or if she was working late, just knowing that she would be coming home at some point, was comforting.
That comfort was gone now.
Con didn’t want to be alone. Being alone meant being trapped in his own head.
And his mind was a dark, lonely place.
No, he wanted to keep drinking with someone. Someone who didn’t feel the need to just talk all the fucking time.
Con picked up Alex outside a bookstore and she got into his car without so much as asking where they were going.
Con thought about heading to the bar he’d met AA in but then changed his mind.
The man was probably there, racking up another substantial bar tab.
Instead, Con chose a small bar that he’d never been to before.
It was nearly empty, but he opted for a dark booth at the back anyway.
They both ordered a beer.
Con was surprised that he was the one to finally break the silence. To his credit, though, he waited until their second—his fourth—beer.
“So, how was your first day, Agent Frost?”
She offered him a lopsided smirk.
“Just peachy. Agent Allen introduced me to the entire team, welcomed me to the squad with open arms. And then we had a little party like it was my birthday.”
“Seriously?”
Alex laughed. She had a nice laugh. Not a high-pitched titter but not completely baritone, either. Somewhere in between.
“No. My day was… uneventful.”
Even though Con appreciated the joke, he still looked down and fiddled with his glass.
“I’m sorry. It’s just been a rough—”
“—week. Yeah, you said that.”
Con glanced up expecting to see judgment plastered on Alex’s features.
But there was none. There was something else.
Understanding.
He’d gone through many partners since Tate, since capturing The Sandman. All men, all with experience in law enforcement. And all of them had looked at him the same way: with reverence.
Why?
Because someone had given an anonymous tip that led to The Sandman’s capture?
Con hadn’t done anything.
If he’d been smarter, worked harder or longer, he might have been able to save some of the victims.
He might have saved his sister.
But that wasn’t Alex.
While having his first few drinks of the day, Con had looked her up. As Marcus had informed him, her father was indeed a US Congressman. But Alex’s accolades stood on their own.
She’d graduated from NYU summa cum laude with an undergraduate degree in Criminal Justice. Then she was top of her class in the NYPD training program and received a glowing report from her commanding officer after a short stint as a beat cop. Her real crowning achievement, however, was the perfect mark on her final FBI exam.
Con really didn’t keep up to date on these things, but a little research revealed that this was extremely rare.
What he really liked about the woman, as minimal as their interactions had been, was that she didn’t look at him with that glazed-over expression.
Like he was some sort of celebrity, which he most definitely was not.
Rather than hurting an ego that he didn’t really have, this was a breath of fresh air for Con.
And he felt a strange sort of responsibility for Alex that he hadn’t for any of his previous partners. With this came a small tinge of guilt.
Con opened his mouth to say something, perhaps utter a half-assed apology, but Alex spoke up first.
“Listen, so I was thinking, when the first wave of people came to California for the gold rush, why did they go to Yerba Buena and not Santa Clara? I mean, it was on the way.”
The question came from so far out of left field that Con wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly.
Or maybe it was the beer.
Just to make sure, Con ordered them both another drink even though Alex had barely gotten started on her second.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said flatly.
Alex made a face.
“The gold rush. The first wave of explorers who came to find gold after it was discovered here in California. They went to Yerba Buena. I thought they’d stop in Santa Clara, but they didn’t do that until Yerba was completely overrun and dry.”
“What?”
For the first time since meeting her, Alex appeared uncomfortable. There was a slight flush to her cheeks.
“I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “When we were in the car earlier, I—”
And then it clicked.
The fucking audiobook narrated by The Sandman.
“You bought the book?” Con interrupted.
The redness to Alex’s face intensified and she shifted her gaze.
“Yeah, I’m sorry. I just thought that you were a history buff. I don’t know much about the gold rush, but I thought maybe—”
“Well, you’re wrong. The first settlers dug in the Mojave Desert not Yerba… Buena.”
Alex pulled back.
“No, they definitely went to Yerba Buena.”
Con took a large swig of beer. As he did, he heard Matthew’s voice in his head. Truthfully, he’d been more interested in the narrator than the actual story, and he’d paid little attention to the latter.
And yet, he was confident that the serial killer had said that the settlers came to the Mojave Desert first.
He shook his head.
What did it matter, anyway?
“Sure. Anyways, I’m not really into the gold rush.”
Despite his comment, however, Con was impressed by Alex’s attention to detail. And her desire to get to know him better, especially considering how poorly he’d treated her.
“I appreciate you taking me out,” Alex said. “But I’m kinda jet lagged. I might take off, hail a cab. That okay by you?”
“Of course, but forget the cab. I’ll drive you home.”
Alex reached for her wallet, but Con stopped her. Picking up the bill was the least he could do. And their tab was far more reasonable than AA’s.
They left the bar and Con swayed a little.
“I think I’ll drive if it’s all the same to you.”
Con’s keys were dangling from his fingers, and he suddenly felt protective of them—he was the senior partner and it was his car. He was distinctly aware, though, that this had the potential to be an incredibly awkward moment, like those PSA commercials that used to air on TV.
Eventually, rationality won out.
Thinking that he was about to complain or maybe even pull his hand back, Alex reached out aggressively. They bumped knuckles and instead of handing the keys over, they fell to the ground.
Both of them went to pick them up at the same time, narrowly avoiding bumping heads.
Once they were on the same level, Con’s face inches from hers, and he saw that cute smile on her face, something happened.
Like Beth, Alex wore no perfume but had that clean scent about her that only women seemed to have.
Later, he would find a multitude of reasons to justify his actions.
His wife had just left him. The anniversary of his sister’s disappearance was on the horizon, the beer, the hangover, his constant strife with Marcus Allen.
But there was no excuse for what he did next. Without thinking, Con leaned forward and kissed her.
At least, that’s what he tried to do.
At the very last second, Alex pulled her head back and rose to her feet, keys in hand.
Realizing what had just occurred, Con stayed on his haunches.
He wanted to remain down here, tell Alex to just go ahead, take his car. That he was the one who would hail a cab.
What the fuck are you doing, Con? What the actual fuck?
Back in the bar, when she’d brought up the gold rush, Alex’s face had gone pink with embarrassment.
Now, Con felt as if his entire body was on fire.
His cheeks blazed, and his ears were practically smoking.
“Con?”
It was the use of his first name, something that he’d chastised Agent Hale for and forbidden the man from using, that finally forced him to take responsibility for his actions.
Face still burning, Con rose and looked Alex dead in the eyes.
“Fuck, I’m so sorry,” he said. He took out a cigarette and lit it.
This could go one of two ways, Con knew.
Best case was that Alex just considered him some sort of creep and, while remaining guarded, tried to put this behind them.
Worst? She told Marcus.
Fuck a DUI, basically sexually assaulting a partner was guaranteed to finish him.
Sandman reputation or not, he was done.
Alex’s expression revealed nothing.
“Don’t worry about it,” she said, her tone neutral. “This isn’t the first time that a colleague has hit on me.”
She was trying to deflect, and this didn’t go over well with Con.
“But I’m your superior. I should have never—”
“It’s not the first time a superior has hit on me either. Come on, let me take you home.”



Chapter 22
What. A. Day.
For years, all Alex could think about was becoming an FBI agent. And during all that time, she pictured her first day going a myriad of ways, some good, some not so good.
But not once did she ever picture a clusterfuck of a day like today.
Her esteemed partner was half in the bag for most of it, she’d essentially just watched movies by herself, and, in the grand finale, Con had tried to kiss her.
All Alex could do was laugh.
Laugh and laugh and laugh until tears squeezed out of her eyes.
Good thing she was alone in her hotel room otherwise, Alex wouldn’t have been surprised if she was suddenly ‘randomly selected’ for a psych eval.
But even as she continued to chuckle, Alex knew that what had happened could have potentially been something serious.
The last time a colleague—a unit supervisor, no less—had come on to her, things had ended very differently. She’d turned him down, but this wasn’t the type of man who was used to rejection.
He’d put his hands on her, grabbed her shoulders.
Alex had driven her knee into his scrotum.
The man was reassigned the very next day.
But this… this wasn’t like that.
Con hadn’t been aggressive in the least. Nor had he been intimidating. He just… was.
What he’d done clearly crossed the line and despite the look she’d seen in his dark eyes—not lust, but just the empty stare of a broken man—it was inappropriate.
Once more, she recalled what Marcus Allen had told her.
Would the Special Agent in Charge let Con go because of his actions?
Maybe.
She reconsidered.
Probably.
Con didn’t deserve that.
Still, Alex promised herself that if Con tried anything again, she would report him, regardless of what it meant for either of their careers.
She spent the next half hour unpacking her things, putting her clothes away in the faux wood dresser.
Then she got ready for bed. Instead of turning on the TV or doom-scrolling on her phone, Alex grabbed the gold rush book she’d purchased from the bookstore on Lewis Street.
While waiting for Con to pick her up, she’d read the first few chapters. It was dry, like the Mojave Desert that Con was convinced the settlers had selected first.
This bothered her. Not the location—she had zero interest in the Gold Rush, and, odd as it was, Con seemed to share this indifference—but the fact that she’d gotten a detail wrong.
She’d thought the first major migration had been to Yerba Beuna, not the Mojave. In fact, she couldn’t recall anything but a passing mention of the desert.
Alex prided herself not only on her ability to notice minor facts but to retain this information. She’d honed this skill over decades, starting all the way back when she’d been just a little girl, following her dad to important political gatherings.
He would ask her about the people later, inquire about their expressions, their attitudes. Mannerisms.
Alex scanned the first few chapters again and then, on page 41, she found what she was looking for.
The page did indeed confirm her side of the story—it was Yerba Beuna, not the Mojave.
Alex knew instantly why this seemingly unimportant difference bothered her. It was because Con struck her as someone who also knew the importance and value of even the smallest detail.
She chalked this up to the man being intoxicated and closed the book.
When sleep didn’t come right away, Alex grabbed her phone and called Tori back, for no other reason than to hear a familiar voice in this unfamiliar landscape.
***
Con waited until Alex Frost was safely in her Uber—she’d dropped him and his car off at home first—before heading back outside. He was mortified by what he’d done. She was too young for him. He was her boss. His wife had just left him. It was coming up on the anniversary of his sister’s disappearance.
It was almost time to send his annual email to Matthew Nelson Neil again.
Con took out his keys and got behind the wheel. His encounter with Alex had sobered him up completely and even though he should be exhausted, Con was anything but tired.
He needed to drive.
With all the windows down, Con slowly cruised through the Orange County streets, heading east. He passed Villa Park and eventually found himself on North Windes Drive.
Moments later, Con drove by the Santiago Oaks Regional Park sign. The park was technically closed, but it wasn’t difficult to get around the yellow and black striped barricade. From there, he headed southeast before eventually ending up near Santiago Canyon.
Con parked and got out of the car. He shivered as the cool night air enveloped him.
A decade ago, most of the entire park and the surrounding area had been roped off. Reporters had been everywhere, all trying to gain access, all trying to get that photo that would put their names on the map. Some were bold enough to risk obstruction charges by ducking the crime scene tape.
Now, especially at night, the place was quiet.
Con walked down the embankment toward a sandy area. It was impossible to tell that back then the entire place had been dug up. Grass, patchy as it was, had long since grown back.
Holes had been filled in.
Nature had reclaimed what they’d stripped from it.
But Con could picture the scene as if it was yesterday.
Large, industrial backhoes struggling to get down the slope, foremen screaming at them to take it slow. Tate, standing beside him, watching, hands on his hips.
CSU techs donning their typical white uniforms, brandishing shovels.
Dozens of OC cops speaking to each other in hushed voices. That one asshole with the long hair from the California Bureau of Investigation who walked around as if he owned the place.
It was where they’d found Matthew’s first victim, Marcy Long.
Con and Tate were only advisers back then—it wasn’t until Deborah Long’s body was discovered in Antelope Valley that they took over.
But, standing on that hill next to his partner, Con had had a bad feeling in his gut, an inkling that this wasn’t an isolated incident, that there would be more victims.
It was one of the few times he hoped he was wrong.
He wasn’t.
“I miss you, Valerie,” Con said to the night air.
In the distance, a coyote howled.
Con hiked back to his car and drove home. Once there, he ran his arm across the kitchen table, sending all of his documents flying to the floor.
Photos of the victims, of his sister, of the crime scenes. Even the map that he’d meticulously notated over the years.
A copy of the transcript from The Sandman’s confession.
Then, without hesitating, he scooped everything up and threw it in a contractor garbage bag.
Body or not, it was time for Constantine Striker to move on.



Chapter 23
To say that Alex Frost was surprised to find Con waiting outside the field office when she arrived just after 7:30 was an understatement. His clean-shaven appearance, ironed polo, dark slacks, and the absence of any brewery or distillery scent were shocking. Equally startling was that he offered her a coffee.
“Good morning,” he said.
“Good morning.”
Alex took the cup and Con reached for the door. He opened it about a foot then paused.
“I just wanted to apologize again for last night.”
“I’ve already forgotten about it,” Alex said dismissively.
“Well, I haven’t. It won’t happen again.”
He held her stare until she nodded.
Apparently satisfied, Con opened the door all the way and gestured for her to enter. The matronly secretary was already behind her desk, her eyes heavily squinted, her nose but inches from the computer.
She glanced up as they approached.
“Morning Agents Striker and Frost.”
Both of them said hello and Alex thought she caught the secretary shooting Con a sly look.
Strange, she thought. Last night, the woman had been coy when referring to Con.
Things got stranger still when they made it to the third floor.
There were more than a dozen people waiting for them.
“Hi?” Alex said awkwardly.
Con sidled in front of her.
“Everyone, this is Agent Alex Frost. She’s on loan to us from Quantico where she finished at the top of her class. She’ll be helping me out on my case.”
Alex wasn’t easily embarrassed, but the feeling of the capillaries in her cheeks filling with blood was becoming strangely common.
There was a flurry of introductions and Alex implemented an old trick to remember their names: she picked out one distinguishing feature—distinctive glasses, bald head, a mole on their cheek—and associated that with their name.
The only person on their floor who didn’t come forward was Special Agent in Charge Marcus Allen. He stood in the doorway of his office, his lips pursed.
“I got you a desk right next to mine,” Con said after the other agents had either left the office or gone back to work.
“Thanks. Thanks for all of this.”
“No problem. Don’t have a password or login for your terminal yet, but you should get one soon. In the meantime, feel free to use your laptop.”
Alex nodded and removed her laptop from her bag.
“You gonna watch some movies?” Con’s eyes, usually dark and flat, had a curious sparkle to them as he asked this.
“I was thinking—”
“I’m kidding,” he interrupted. “You can watch those shitty movies later. Let’s go for a ride. There’s someone I want you to—”
“Agent Frost, can I see my office?”
It was Marcus.
Alex nervously looked at Con. The twinkle vanished as the man nodded, the up and down movement like rubbing a greasy thumb across black pearls.
It wasn’t a nod of permission, and Alex wasn’t asking for it. It was a nod telling her that Con was okay with whatever she decided to tell the Special Agent in Charge.
That he wouldn’t hold it against her.
Alex didn’t nod back.
“Close the door behind you,” Marcus Allen instructed.
Alex did and that sat.
“Agent Frost, you were here yesterday pretty much all by yourself.” Marcus posed this like a question, but Alex didn’t bite. “Anything else happen during your first day? Anything you want to share?”
Anything you want to rat on Con about?
Alex hated being put in this spot. But who was to blame? Marcus?
Or Con?
“No,” she said firmly. “Nothing to report. Spent my day mostly just getting oriented and acquainted with the new environment.”
Not exactly a lie.
She’d found a nice bookstore, a chapel, and a garden.
Had a beer in a local pub.
Marcus blinked.
“You sure?”
Alex didn’t miss a beat.
“I’m sure.”
Marcus continued to glare at her, and then sighed and said in a patronizing tone, “Agent Frost, I want to make one thing clear. I am in charge of this unit. Nobody else, regardless of what Agent Striker might have told you. I am the Special Agent in Charge. When I ask you a question, I expect you to tell me the truth. I don’t care if you scored a hundred percent or came highly recommended by Interim Director Jeremy Stitts. I don’t care who your father is. If I find out you’ve lied to me, I will send your ass packing.” Now Marcus leaned forward. “Now, let me tell you a little something about your partner. He’s on his way out. And unless you want to be on your way out with him, I expect you to tell me the truth.”
Alex was tempted to say something, but she knew that temptation was just foreplay to regret.
Keeping her lips firmly closed, she nodded.
I hear you; I understand. And I’ve just picked my side.
I think.
“You’re dismissed.”
Alex left her boss’s office and, head down, retreated back to her desk.
Con was talking on his phone, but his attention was focused primarily on Marcus Allen’s door, which Alex had closed on the way out. She knew what he was doing. Con was waiting to see if he would be called in, if this was going to be his last day on the job.
It was a rational fear, of course—Alex knew that most people got nervous at border crossings even when they had nothing to hide. They were nearly paralyzed with fear when they were smuggling contraband.
And Con was a walking HR nightmare.
What didn’t make sense was why Con cared. After all, his attitude toward being an FBI Agent was indifferent at best.
But he needn’t worry because the door remained firmly closed.
Con said something into his phone, then hung up.
“Frost?” he said, his tone purely professional now. “I think I finally have a lead in this case. Come on, let’s get out of this shithole.”



Chapter 24
Trust was critical between partners. Con had trusted Tate Abernathy with his life and the man had saved him from a minimum of twenty-five years behind bars.
It’s not that he would’ve blamed Alex Frost for telling Marcus Allen what happened last night—or almost happened—but now that she hadn’t, Con knew he could trust her.
He just how to figure out a way to prove to Alex that she could trust him, too.
“This is my partner, Agent Frost,” Con said. “Frost, Dwight Dozier.”
Instead of meeting the man at his desk this time, he’d asked Dwight to set them up in a small conference room in the OC Post building.
He waited for the two of them to shake hands before continuing.
“Dwight reports on entertainment, amongst other things.” Like The Sandman. “I asked for his help looking into the pirated films. Dwight, tell Frost what you said on the phone this morning.”
The man pushed his glasses up his nose and ran a tongue across first his top then bottom lip.
His mouth was incredibly chapped.
“Well, I reached out to a contact who I used for a story about illegal streams years ago when it was a much bigger deal. He said the same thing I told you yesterday. There’s no money to be made in pirated films anymore.”
Con encouraged the man to continue by flapping a hand.
“I mean, these films are sold overseas at flea markets, by immigrants in Paris laying them out on a blanket outside popular tourist sites. But this is… small potatoes, you know?”
Con was beginning to regret coming here—it seemed like a waste of time. On the phone, Dwight had said that he might have found something.
But this was just more of the same.
“Is that it?” he asked with a frown.
“No, no. My guy said that recently these ripped copies have been showing up at some of the smaller, non-affiliated theaters. The thing is, in order for a theater to legally play a new release, they have to pay an exorbitant sum to the production company. Some can’t afford it, so they screen illegal copies, instead.”
Dwight’s expression suggested that he thought that this was a big break. Con was of a different mind.
“Are you saying that if we find one of these theaters, we can trace the video back to its source?” Con asked.
Dwight’s sly grin melted off his face.
“N-no—my guy said it’s almost impossible to trace these things.”
“Fucking hell,” Con grumbled. “Frost, let’s—”
“Hold on,” Alex interrupted. She appeared pensive. “Most of these movies are released on legit streaming services soon after the theatrical release. What’s stopping these theaters from just streaming those versions of the movies?”
“Well, that’s the thing. They can’t. Most theaters are equipped with a commercial projector, and these are locked to streaming services by the manufacturer. Kind of like a region lock, you know?”
Con didn’t know—this was a strange, unfamiliar world.
Alex explained.
“Back in the day when Blu-rays were a big thing, you couldn’t take a North American version of a movie and watch it in players that were manufactured in Europe. It was called region locked.”
Con shrugged, not understanding the implications of any of this.
“Do you have a list of theaters that might play these illegal versions?” Alex asked.
“I do.” Dwight produced a scrap of paper and handed it to her. “There are three local theaters but the one at the top? Midnight Matinee? I checked them out. They’re playing two IP movies right now. If anyone has a copy of these pirated movies, it’s them.”
“Hmm. Thanks.”
“No problem.”
Alex and Con left OC Post and went back to his car.
“What do you think?” Con asked, putting Midnight Matinee’s address into the GPS app on his phone. He was once again forced to close the gold rush audiobook before it started playing and made a mental note to return it the next time he got a chance.
The fucking thing was possessed.
And why wouldn’t it be? It was narrated by a goddamn serial killer.
“I’m not sure. But if this theater plays IP films, they might already have a ripped copy of Shadowstrike. Could lead somewhere.”
“Or it could be just like everything else: a dead end.”
When Con saw the dejected expression on Alex’s face, he shrugged.
“Meh, worth a look.”
The app directed them toward one of the seedier sections of Orange County.
“I looked into the gold rush book, by the way,” Alex said, deftly changing the subject. She had a knack of doing that, Con noticed. Alex also seemed to be aware of everything going on around her. He’d closed the audiobook app before the image had even completely loaded on his screen, but she’d seen it.
“And?” he asked absently, not sure where she was going with this.
“And I was right. The first settlers went to Yerba Buena and not the Mojave.”
Was this some sort of quirk of hers? An OCD fixation? Or was she trying to show him up?
Con realized that he didn’t much care either way. He just didn’t want to talk about anything related to The Sandman anymore.
That was behind him.
That was in the garbage with all of his notes.
“Don’t mean to be rude, but I’m not really interested in the gold rush,” he said flatly. “Downloaded the stupid thing by accident and I don’t know how to get rid of it.”
It was a cheap lie, a bad one, too, and Alex knew it.
“Right. Sorry.”
Fifteen minutes later, they pulled up outside the address that Dwight had given to them for Midnight Matinee. Con’s first instinct was that the reporter had made a mistake.
There was a no marquee, no traditional arced red doors. It was just a plain, rundown, and graffiti-stained concrete structure sandwiched on one side with an apartment building and a narrow alley on the other.
It was also clearly a front for dealing drugs.
Con immediately noticed the spotters hanging out on the stoops of the adjacent apartment building. They were just kids, barely capable of growing facial hair, a mix of Latinos, Blacks, and Whites. Their varied races suggested a smaller outfit that wasn’t affiliated with any of the local gangs.
The theater was the perfect location for a small-scale drug dealing operation. Dark inside, nobody allowed in without a ticket. Few entrances and exits. Difficult for law enforcement to infiltrate without being noticed.
Con continued past the theater and parked two blocks away down a side street.
“You see what I see?” he asked.
“Yeah, it’s a front. Two spotters on the steps of the apartment building. The guy in the alley is probably the runner.”
Con hadn’t seen the runner but knew that there had to be one close.
The system was simple, and it was designed to put separation between the actual dealer and the user.
A junkie approaches the spotters, who were also constantly on the lookout for 5-0. They would direct the user to the runner who would take the order and the cash. They then left, met up with the dealer at an undisclosed location, and returned with the product. Or maybe, in this case, the spotter instructs them to head inside, and the runner approaches them in the theater proper.
Yeah, that was probably the case here.
“I figure we go inside and wait for someone to offer us something. We use that against them as leverage to find out what they know about the movies,” Con suggested.
Alex frowned.
“What?”
“It’s just… you look like a cop.”
Con glanced down at himself. Last night, he’d tossed out everything he had related to The Sandman. In the morning, he’d completed this cleansing ritual by shaving and getting dressed in one of the few clean outfits he had left.
“No offense, but I don’t think anybody’s going to be dumb enough to try and sell you drugs. Maybe yesterday,” Alex joked, “but not today.”
Con observed his partner. Alex’s brown hair was pulled up into a ponytail and she was wearing jeans and a white blouse that she’d tucked in.
“You look like a cop, too,” he shot back.
She smiled.
“Wait.”
Alex untucked her shirt and then balled up the material near her waist. Then she got out of the car and proceeded to reach down and place her palms in the muddy trail that led to a sewer grate.
“What are you doing?”
Alex said nothing as she rubbed the dirt on the thighs of her jeans and then repeated this process with the hem of her shirt. Finally, she let down her hair and messed it up, allowing some of it to fall in front of her face.
“How about now?” she asked. “Now, do I look like a cop?”
Con was astounded.
Alex didn’t look like a cop. She looked like… well, a junkie. It wasn’t a perfect disguise—her eyebrows were too well manicured, and she lacked the sores on her face that was a telltale sign of a user—but it was damn good.
And it would fare especially well in a dimly lit theater.
Except…
“I don’t like this idea,” Con said softly.
Alex got back in the car.
“To be honest? I’m not sure I like it much either, but we have nothing else to go on. And, like you said, we need leverage.”
“I’m not sure about this, Alex. It’s your second day on the—”
Alex unexpectedly went rigid.
“Listen,” she began sternly, “I gave you a pass yesterday. I’m not going to hold what happened over your head forever, I wouldn’t do that, but I want to make something perfectly clear. I worked my ass off to get this job. I know what people think, I know they believe that my father pulled some strings to get me to where I am now. But he didn’t. I earned this. And I won’t have someone treating me with kid gloves. If we’re going to work together, you’re going to need to trust me.”
The outburst came out of nowhere and it was shocking.
Later, Con would realize that Alex had pulled a page out of his handbook: saying exactly what he needed to hear in order to get him to agree with her. Toying on ideas of trust and respect, teamwork. But rather than feel duped, he was impressed.
“Okay,” he finally conceded. “You go in, I’ll wait outside. Have your phone on you and if anything happens, I’ll rush in.
Trust. It was important between partners in most industries. It was critical for survival in the FBI.
This knowledge, however, did nothing to assuage Agent Striker’s apprehension as Alex removed her gun and badge, left them in the car, and then began meandering back toward Midnight Matinee in a stilted stagger.



Chapter 25
The film playing that afternoon at Midnight Matinee just happened to be Quantum Guardian.
A grungy-looking kid scrolling on his phone told Alex it was five bucks to get in and she handed the money over. Instead of some sort of ticket stub in return, all she received was a grunt and a head nod.
The hallway the kid indicated was narrow and dark, with three of the half dozen bare bulbs affixed to the navy-blue ceiling having long since burnt out.
From there, it opened to an equally neglected anteroom. To the left stood what had once been a concession stand. Now, it was just a colorful tabletop riddled with cigarette burns. The only indication of its intended purpose was a sign behind the counter, faded, splattered with a thick, yellow substance, that vaguely resembled an overflowing box of popcorn.
Across from the stand was a set of double doors and beside those, a smashed poster box containing a hand-written note. It read, Quantum Gardiens and hung askew by a single tack.
Alex grimaced as she touched the filthy silver door handle, wishing she had a long shirt to wrap her hand in, and then stepped into the theater.
It was dark, dank, and filled with the unmistakable odor of burnt rubber.
The seats had probably been reclaimed from another theater that had tossed them out while doing renovations.
Tossed them out in the rain, where they’d stayed for a month before the proprietor of this fine joint decided to appropriate them.
The screen had yellowed with time, and the image on it, a fight scene she recalled from the beginning of the movie, was faded yet somehow over-saturated at the same time. The image quality in the bottom right-hand corner was particularly poor, as the frame was warped there. Like the concession stand outside, this area was riddled with even more cigarette burns.
But at least there was a movie playing. And there was sound, too. Tinny, way too much treble and not nearly enough bass, but at least Alex could hear something coming out of the speakers.
Alex spotted two others in the theater, a man and a woman in the second row. And then there was only one; the man put a hand on the back of the woman’s head and guided her out of sight.
No voyeur was she, Alex opted for a seat in the aisle, near the back. The foam cushioning was nonexistent. During her first few weeks as an NYPD officer, Alex’s superiors had taken her and a couple of the other boots out for drinks to celebrate. They’d bought round after round of shots and when the night was through and the rookies wanted to go home, their colleagues had other ideas.
They’d driven them back to the station and locked them all in the drunk tank overnight as part of their initiation.
Alex, being the only woman in the group, had been courteously given the concrete slab in the cell to sleep on.
That was arguably more comfortable than the theater chair.
While she waited for a runner to approach, Alex focused on the movie itself.
If this was a pirated version, there was no difference—video and audio quality aside—that she could tell.
That is until about six minutes after she’d sat down.
During a scene where the protagonist held hands with a redheaded superhero, foreshadowing a romantic relationship that never actually came to fruition, there was a slight flicker to the image on screen. It lasted for only a fraction of a second and, initially, Alex chalked the change from the characteristic blue and red hues endemic to superhero flicks to something black and gray up to faulty equipment.
Then it happened again, lasting almost three-quarters of a second this time.
And in this change, Alex thought she saw the dark outline of a human shape.
This definitely wasn’t in the version that she’d watched using a legitimate streaming service on her laptop yesterday. But before she could offer this much thought, someone approached from behind and Alex tensed.
It was just a kid, not unlike the one who had taken her five bucks at the door. Thin, acne on his chin, wearing a black T-shirt that was far too big for him. A gold chain, way too yellow to be real, hung around his neck.
“What you need?” the kid hissed as he leaned down to her level. His breath was fetid, awful.
“H—one bag,” Alex said quietly.
The kid pulled back, his lower lip disappearing as he took her in.
“Thirty-five,” he said, still baring his teeth.
“Thirty-five? I only got thirty.”
“Can’t go no bag for thirty. But you can get a nugget for that.”
Alex was familiar with the term; he wanted to sell her crack. It didn’t really matter to her what she bought and was about to agree when the kid’s sneer grew into a lecherous grin.
“You know what? I’ll tell you what: I’ll give you some H for thirty if you throw in a sloppy toppy.”
She knew that slang term, too.
No thanks.
“A nugget is fine,” Alex said, producing thirty dollars from her wallet. The kid took it and then his eyes darted.
The runner was trying to be sly, but Alex knew what he was going to do perhaps even before the idea fully formed in his adolescent head.
He was going to bolt.
“Don’t even think about it,” Alex said. Her hand shot out and she grabbed the kid’s wrist.
Her FBI training, and before that her experience in the NYPD, had left her with more than adequate hand-to-hand combat training.
Still, she knew her limitations and suddenly wished that she hadn’t left her gun in Con’s car. It wasn’t as if they were going to search her.
“Let go,” the kid snarled. “Let—”
The action on screen kicked into high gear and the speakers erupted with a static-filled explosion.
The kid used this to his advantage and shoved Alex in the chest with his free hand. She was partially out of the uncomfortable seat and the push made her fall backward on top of one of the armrest dividers.
It dug into her spine, and she winced.
Alex tried to sit back up, but instead of running, the kid continued forward and laced a forearm across her throat. She could barely breathe, with her windpipe being constricted and the added pressure of their combined body weight driving the divider even deeper into her back.
“Where the fuck do you think you’re going?”
Spit hit Alex in the face and being this close to his mouth was unbearable. She felt vomit rise in her throat.
“FBI,” she croaked.
“Shut up.” The kid pushed even harder making it impossible for Alex to utter another syllable. His smile grew into a hideous rictus. “You ain’t going nowhere now, you stupid bitch. I’m taking your thirty bucks and you’re giving me that blow job.”



Chapter 26
Con hid in the shadows and watched Alex, this new version of his partner, duck into the theater.
Then he waited.
He hated waiting.
It didn’t help that he considered this impromptu sting operation to be a very bad idea. For now, it was just a gut feeling but he’d learned to trust these instincts over the years.
Alex had convinced him to at least let her try, so as long as this gut feeling didn’t morph into anything more concrete, Con decided to continue to just watch and wait.
Five minutes passed, then ten. Slowly, a White kid squatting on the apartment stoop rose and sauntered toward Midnight Matinee. He was young, seventeen, maybe eighteen years old, wearing a black shirt and a gold chain.
He walked with a swagger, a hitch in his step.
Evidently, he wasn’t the spotter, but the runner. Inside the theater, he would take Alex’s order and then meet the man in the alley to make the exchange.
This should only take a minute, two, tops.
The faster the runner made the trade, the faster he would get his fix.
But nothing about this was happening quickly.
It was all taking too long.
The unease that Con felt began to grow and fester.
At fifteen minutes, he couldn’t wait any longer. Doubting that it made any difference, Con untucked his shirt and tousled his short hair. The second he moved into the light, one of the remaining kids on the stoop would notice him and everyone would run. If Alex hadn’t made the deal by then, their cover would be blown.
But Con cared more about his partner’s safety than some stupid pirated films.
He hurried across the street and, as he threw the doors to Midnight Matinee open, the scene played out exactly as he’d thought.
The spotters on the stoop scattered.
“The movie has already started,” a kid behind a filthy glass partition informed him. Con ignored him and walked down the hall.
The carpet beneath his feet had probably once been a vibrant red but was now a dirty maroon.
Like dried blood.
“Hey! It’s five bucks to get in!” the kid hollered after him. “You can’t—you can’t just go in there!”
To hell I can’t, Con thought.
He opened the door to the theater and was immediately met with the sound of gunfire.
His hand went to his pistol, but when he realized that the sound was coming from the movie, he resisted drawing it.
When he saw his partner, the urge returned and Con broke into a sprint.
Alex was splayed across three seats and the kid with the gold chain was on top of her.
“Frost!” he yelled.
The runner glanced up when he shouted and pulled back a little. The distraction was all Alex needed.
Con reached them just as Alex managed to raise her knees and drive them into the kid’s sternum.
The runner was thin and wiry and was launched a good foot in the air. Con grabbed him while still airborne and flung him off his partner.
He slammed hard into the wall, knocking the wind out of him.
Con didn’t wait for the junkie to collect himself. He lunged, driving his knee into the man’s chest.
A strange, almost cartoonish umph sound left his sore-riddled lips and he slumped back down, dazed.
“Stay the fuck down!” Con screamed. His hand went back to his gun, but he didn’t draw just yet.
Behind him, Con heard someone approach. His eyes darted in that direction.
It was the kid from the booth.
“Don’t move!” It was Alex and her tone surprised Con. It was strong, authoritative.
If she’d been injured, you wouldn’t have been able to tell.
“What the fuck is goin’ on?” Booth Boy asked. Unlike Alex, his tone was high, screechy.
Scared.
Two more shadows appeared on his left and Con clenched his teeth. He and his partner could pin down two junkies but four?
Con unclipped the strap on his holster.
Once again, however, he hesitated before drawing his weapon.
The two people near the front of the scuffed theater weren’t junkies. Or, at least, they weren’t junkies affiliated with the crew outside. One was a man, thick, overweight, and he was struggling to pull up his pants as he waddled. The woman was rail thin, all acute angles.
“Get the fuck out of here!” Con ordered.
They hustled by, eyes and chins down.
“What you want? We ain’t got nothin’ here,” the kid on the ground said between clenched teeth.
Con removed a set of cuffs from behind his back and in a blink of an eye, slapped one on the downed kid’s wrist and the other to a rusted radiator attached to the wall.
“The fuck?” he pulled, and while the rad moved a little, it held fast.
“Who—who are you?” Booth Boy asked.
Alex whipped out her badge.
“FBI. And you two?” She pointed first at the handcuffed kid, and then at the ticket taker. “You two are fucked.”



Chapter 27
“She attacked me first,” the junkie on the floor pleaded, still tugging at his handcuffed wrist. “She attacked me—I was only defending myself!”
“I didn’t attack anybody,” Alex countered. “You tried to rob me.”
“That’s not what happened. You lie!” he hissed. “Bitch, you—”
“You need to shut the fuck up,” Con said.
The man’s eyes blazed into him, but he thought better of speaking again and instead clamped his cracked lips together.
Alex groaned in discomfort as she stretched her back.
“You okay?” Con asked.
“I’ll be fine,” she said. And then Alex turned towards the kid who had sold her the ticket. “Where do you get your movies from?”
“What?” he said, genuinely confused by the question.
“I asked you where you get your movies from,” Alex said again, flicking her hand toward the projector screen that was still showing what Con thought was a superhero flick.
He had to give it to his partner. Despite being attacked, Alex was still sticking to their plan.
“I—I don’t know. I—I just work here, I just take tickets,” the boy stammered.
“And deal heroin out of the theater,” Con added.
The boy’s eyes narrowed.
“I don’t know nothin’ about that.”
“Yeah, what the fuck you talkin’ about?” I ain’t—”
“Keep your fucking mouth shut,” Con warned.
“I don’t care about the drugs,” Alex continued. Her tone shifted again. Now she sounded bored. “I care about the movies. Where do you get them from?”
Both of the junkies were on edge, believing that this was some sort of trap. Even to Con, it sounded strange. Pirated movies were hardly on par with dealing heroin, no matter how small scale it might be.
Booth Boy shrugged.
“Like I said, I only take tickets. I don’t know nothin’ about no movies. Just write the damn signs and take tickets. Press play.”
“Take me to the projector room,” Alex said.
“I—I—” he met Alex’s stare. “Fine, okay. Fuck.”
Booth Boy led the way and Con followed, staying close to his partner.
Behind them, the kid on the ground said, “What about me?” He rattled the handcuffs. The steel bit into his wrist, leaving a gnarly red welt. “What about me?”
They ignored him.
The ticket taker led them back out into the main lobby, and then to a small door hidden behind the defunct concession stand.
“I don’t know what the fuck you guys are looking for, but I’ll say it again: I don’t know nothin’ about no movies.”
They found themselves in the projector room. The device playing the movie was old, loud, and hot. The room itself wasn’t very large, maybe ten or twelve feet wide and deep. Con’s expectations were tainted by the quality of the theater proper, but he had anticipated to see large film reels like in the olden days. Instead, the beer fridge-sized device was hooked up to a computer and monitor.
“Alls I do is come in here and press play.”
“Show me,” Alex ordered.
The kid wiggled the mouse, and the monitor showed a log-in screen. The username was ‘admin’, but the password appeared as a series of asterisks.
“What’s the password?” Alex demanded.
The kid, still clearly confused about what was happening said, “Midnight matinee, all lowercase.”
Alex pushed him aside and punched the password in herself to make sure that it worked.
It did and the screen displayed a directory full of video files.
Con looked over his partner’s shoulder and read some of the titles in his head. The one running now was Quantum Guardians and he spotted Eclipse: Dawn of Shadows included in the list. The other names were more descriptive.
Anal this, bondage that.
Massive Loads 1 through 7.
Naughty Nurses up to thirteen.
How there could be so many of these derivative porn films was a mystery to Con.
“They ain’t mine,” the kid said, noticing Con’s gaze.
“Sure.”
Alex clicked some of the column headings, rearranging the file names by date, size, and even length.
It was becoming unbearably hot in the room now. Con had started to sweat while waiting outside the theater, and his perspiration rate had increased tremendously when he’d seen his partner in distress.
Now, he was forced to wipe his eyes, which burned from the salty liquid.
He didn’t know how much longer he could stay here.
“You find anything?” he asked.
“I don’t know yet,” Alex said, squinting at the screen and clicking the mouse.
“Let me try,” Con suggested. Alex gave him a curious look, and he wondered if she was stereotyping him. Because he was older, because he didn’t spend hours on his cell phone, he probably didn’t know how to use a computer.
Well, Con thought, joke’s on you.
Instead of taking the mouse from his partner’s hand, he grabbed the desktop computer and yanked. Two of the cords going from the box to the projector came free, but the third caught.
The kid cried out as the projector wobbled on the worn table.
“Hey!”
Alex positioned herself between him and Con.
“You can’t—you can’t just take that! How am I supposed to play movies?”
Con looked down his nose at the kid.
“You seem to be a pretty good actor,” he said. “Pretending that you don’t know what really goes on here. Why don’t you hop up on stage and perform a one-man show?”
The kid’s chin disappeared in his throat.
“What?”
Con paid him no mind as he looked over at Alex and said, “Let’s go.”
“What the fuck man? You can’t just take that. You need a warrant or some shit.”
“I can, and I will. Just be grateful that I don’t arrest your ass.”
With that, Con walked out of Midnight Matinee, the computer in his arms.
Alex followed.
“What about the kid you handcuffed?”
Con glanced to the adjacent apartment stoop, then down the alley. As he’d predicted, both were empty now.
“I’ll call someone local to pick the guy up.” Alex’s face was pinched, and she was walking with a slight limp. “You sure you’re not hurt?”
“I think I’ll be fine. Just bruised.”
“We should probably take you to the hospital to get checked out.”
“No, it’s not that bad.”
Con inspected his partner, wondering if she was seriously injured or just trying to put on a brave face.
He couldn’t tell.
“Trust me, I’m fine,” Alex said. There it was again: trust. She was good; really good. “Let’s just get back to the office. I want to see what’s on the computer.”



Chapter 28
Alex’s back and shoulder blades ached, but nothing seemed broken. Tomorrow, getting out of bed might be difficult. But today, she had work to do.
Con had taken her to a room on the second floor of the field office. It was something of a computer wasteland, full of monitors, keyboards, and all manner of spare parts.
“You’ll probably find what you need here to set up the computer here.”
“Unless you broke it,” Alex said with a half-grin.
Con grunted and in less than five minutes Alex had done just that: the computer was up and running.
The first thing she did before looking through the file names was brought up the same movie that had been playing at Midnight Matinee.
“What are you looking for?” Con asked.
Alex, so focused was she on finding a specific location in Quantum Guardians, didn’t hear her partner.
“Alex?”
Tongue poking in her cheek, Alex paused the movie and leaned back from the monitor.
“Check this out—tell me if you notice anything.”
She tapped the spacebar and the romantic scene played out.
“There! You see that?”
“See what?”
“Watch closely.”
It happened again.
“Yeah, I saw it. Looked like a glitch or something.”
“That’s what I thought at first, too,” Alex confirmed with a nod. “But then…”
The scene continued to run.
A few seconds later, it happened again and even though it was gone in the blink of an eye, Alex was sure she recognized the outline of a person. The rest of the movie was shot in the traditional, saturated superhero color palette, but this ‘glitch’ was monochromatic.
“What the hell is that?” Con asked.
“Not sure. Looks like a person, though.”
Alex rewound the video and then went frame by frame. It was laborious and time-consuming, but eventually, she managed to pause at the exact moment the first ‘glitch’ occurred.
“You’re right,” Con said. “It sure looks like a person.”
Alex squinted at the screen. Although without context it was difficult to know for certain, and it didn’t help that the scene was incredibly dark, but she thought it was a man with dark hair, seated in a chair, his back to the camera. Beside him was a glass table.
“I wonder if…” Alex brought up a list of programs that were loaded on the computer and found video editing software. “Nice.”
With Con watching on, she dropped the video file into the program and then proceeded to splice out the two foreign frames and stitched them together.
Together the new video was less than half a second long, but it did appear to be the first couple of frames from a much longer sequence.
And it indeed showed a man with dark hair.
“Could this be an accident? Just a bad pirated copy?” Con inquired.
“I don’t think so. Maybe one frame, but two? Two that follow in sequence? Highly unlikely. I think someone deliberately spliced these frames in. There might be more.”
Alex went back to Quantum Guardians and began playing the film, from the beginning this time.
As she did, behind her, Con’s phone began to ring, and the man answered.
“AA, did you find the guy in the theater?” There was a pause and then, “Good. Book him for the possession, then. Just hang onto my cuffs.” Another pause, this time longer than the first. “Yes, I know. I know. I owe you.”
When Con hung up the phone, Alex had already found two more frames and had inserted them into the new file.
It still wasn’t enough to decipher what was going on, however.
“This… is going to take a while.” Alex looked over her shoulder at her partner, offering him a look that she hoped conveyed the feeling that if he wanted to leave her then he was more than welcome to.
But Con just smiled and pulled up a chair.
“I think I’ll wait. I guess telling you to sit and watch movies wasn’t such a bad idea after all. Come to think of it, I don’t feel so bad about what happened to your predecessor anymore. I told him that there might be something hidden in the movies.” Something more than Captain Dipshit talking about stolen software code. “I guess I’m not all washed up just yet.
Alex chuckled.
“Guess not. But, hey, if you’re bored, I’ve got something for you to read.” She reached over and pulled The Great California Gold Rush out of her bag. She tossed it at Con and he caught it against his chest. “You know, just so that you can learn the difference between Yerba Buena and the Mojave Desert. Gotta keep that mind, and memory sharp, you know?”



Chapter 29
To humor Alex, Con opened the gold rush book with zero intention of actually reading it. He just didn’t want to leave his partner alone again. There were few places that were safer than the OC Field Office, but he hoped that his presence would reaffirm that he had Alex’s back.
That he could be trusted.
The old adage that trust had to be earned bore true. Just how long this process might differ from person to person.
The only thing Con knew for certain was that he’d dug a big hole for himself, first by trying to kiss Alex outside the bar and then by letting her get accosted in the movie theater.
With a sigh, Con absently flipped through the pages. Soon, he found himself actually reading a section that pertained to the initial gold rush settlers.
And Alex had been right.
They had set up camp in Yerba Buena and not the Mojave.
Con began to wonder how he’d made such an egregious mistake. Sure, he’d been drunk, angry, despondent… but Yerba was to Mojave as Bourbon was to Slippery Nipple.
It didn’t make sense.
Con reluctantly plugged his headphones into his phone and loaded up the audiobook. His teeth were clenched even before he heard The Sandman’s voice.
He played the relevant section of audio twice.
Matthew clearly said, “the Mojave Desert”.
The rest of the paragraph matched word for word with the text version. But not this part.
It’s just a mistake, Con thought. A mistake by a man who is barely literate.
But this mental assertion did nothing to relieve the sense of unease growing within him. If anything, it reinforced it.
Con looked at Alex who was concentrating on watching the shitty movie. Her eyes were narrow, her neck craned forward, her tongue still making a mound in her cheek.
I can’t believe that I tried to kiss her.
Alex Frost was undeniably attractive and their age difference, him thirty-five, her twenty-four, wasn’t that extreme. She was the exact age that Con had been when he’d brought down The Sandman.
The major difference between them was that she still had her shit together and he, well, didn’t.
Oh, and then there was the fact that his wife of more than eleven years had just left him.
Con shook his head.
“I’ll be back in a minute.”
Alex grunted an affirmative and Con hurried out of the computer room and went upstairs. There, he scooped a pad of paper and a pencil from his desk and returned to the computer room.
For the next two and a half hours, Con listened to the audiobook while he read along with the text. He did so at double speed, which helped him not only to get through the dull story faster but also warped The Sandman’s voice, making it sound less like the serial killer.
In the end, he noted six major differences. There were a handful of minor errors, like the use of these instead of the, that sort of thing, but six were blatant changes.
He made sure to note these with the time stamp and page number.
From the text: The group of settlers, tired, malnourished, and on the verge of giving up, set up camp below a rare Ficus, which offered them a modicum of shade from the unrelenting sun.
From the audio: The group of settlers, tired, malnourished, and on the verge of giving up, set up camp below a large rock outcropping, which offered them a modicum shade from the unrelenting sun.
It sounded like an editorial change, only it was a specific detail and not a stylistic choice.
Why the fuck did The Sandman make that change?
Con had chewed his pencil down to a nub.
Why?
This seemed similar to the Mojave desert change.
Similar and deliberate.
Curiously, the other four differences were all related to numbers.
The first was in reference to a sizable gold haul that Captain Lou Stevenson had made.
The text said 37 ounces, the audio 35. The population of one of the earliest camps was listed as 13,000 but The Sandman said something completely else entirely. Con thought he said 10,110, but on a second and third, listen this wasn’t the case. Matthew Nelson Neil actually said, ‘zero thousand one hundred and ten’. It wasn’t an actual number, so Con just scratched ‘0110’ on his notepad.
Similarly, another settlement had 28,462 members in the text and 11,562 in the audio—less than half as many.
The final deviation was regarding the price paid to purchase a local vending stand.
Text: $5,212.
Audio: $4,732.
Con stared at his chicken scratching, begging for something to pop out at him.
But nothing did.
Yerba Buena versus Mojave Desert.
Rare Ficus versus rock outcropping.
37 ounces versus 35.
13,000 versus 0110.
28,462 versus 11,562.
$5,212 versus $4,732.
It was nonsense, just purposeful changes to drive him mad.
Con began rewriting these numbers on a separate page. Still nothing jumped out.
He tried again.
And again.
Frustrated, Con balled up a few of these pages and threw them to the floor.
He was about to give up, to turn his attention back to Alex and her menial task when he had one more thought.
Rather than write the numbers as a whole, he included only the digits that were different.
35, 0110, 115, 4734.
Mojave.
Rock outcropping.
And then it clicked.
It was a location… a rock outcropping in the Mojave Desert. And the numbers? They were GPS coordinates: 35.0110 N., 115.4734 W.
“Jesus Christ,” Con whispered.
“You see that, too?” Alex said.
Con, who was used to working alone and deeply entrenched in his own thoughts, bit down on the pencil so hard that it snapped.
He spat fragments of yellow paint onto the floor and Alex whipped her head around.
She noticed the pad, the broken pencil, the balled-up papers on the floor.
“You all right?” she asked, her voice tinged with concern.
Con continued to pick bits of pencil off his tongue.
“Yeah—yeah, sure. Just, uhh, engrossed in this book. What did you find?”
Alex gave him a curious look.
“Here, check this out,” she said hesitantly, turning back to the computer.
During Con’s gold rush adventure, Alex had managed to create an eight-second video of all the inserted clips.
She pressed play.
Now, the video, dark as it was, made sense.
It showed a man with shaggy dark hair seated next to a table. He bent down, brought a rolled-up bill to his nose, and snorted what could only be cocaine off the glass top.
This was damning enough, but to Con’s surprise, Alex had also been able to isolate the audio.
And what the man said came through the computer’s built-in speakers loud and clear.
“Fuck these trannies. Why can’t we just call them chicks with dicks like we used to?”
Con winced.
“Shit, I know that guy,” he whispered. “That’s Adon Guerrero. That’s the man who directed the pirated films.”



Chapter 30
“I think… I think I should go—sorry, we should go have another chat with Mr. Martin Yeo,” Con said.
“Yeah, I think so, too,” Alex agreed. “I guess it was about the money, after all.”
Con squinted, not following. Despite the reveal of Adon Guerrero snorting coke and spouting transphobia in the video, his mind was still halfway in the California desert, searching for gold.
His mind was back on The Sandman. Who was he kidding, thinking that just one terrible life event and the mostly symbolic act of throwing out pages, which were, incidentally, all backed up as digital copies, would be enough for him to finally let go?
“Well, it wasn’t about making money from uploading the videos, but this is obviously someone’s attempt to exploit Adon.”
Con nodded--it made sense now. It was convoluted, complicated, and involved, but it did very much appear to be an exploitation scheme.
But orchestrated by whom?
“I found the other videos—Eclipse and Rise of the Titans—on here, too. The metadata shows that they were all uploaded by the same user: DLean1908.”
Con raised an eyebrow at this.
“No idea,” Alex said, reading his confusion. “But I bet if I go through these videos and do the same thing I did with Quantum Guardians? I’ll find some damning videos featuring the other people on Martin’s list.”
“Hold that thought.”
Con pulled out his phone and dialed a number.
He spoke briefly then hung up.
“Hey, you didn’t happen to bring something nice to wear with you when you flew over from Quantico, did you?”
Alex crinkled her nose.
“Something… nice to wear?”
“Yeah, that was Martin’s secretary. He’s apparently unavailable to meet with us because he’s preparing for a party tonight. His party.”
“I’m still not following.”
Con laughed to himself.
“If you didn’t bring something nice to wear, you might want to do a little shopping.”
The creases on Alex’s brow and the bridge of her nose remained.
“You got us an invite?”
“Not exactly. But I know a guy who works in the industry, writes entertainment articles in addition to serial killer exposés. Skittish, licks his lips like more than LL Cool J? I bet if I can put just a little pressure on him, he can find us a way in.”
***
Alex hadn’t brought anything nice with her to Orange County. She’d just packed up whatever was comfortable and would fit in her bag before rushing off to the airport.
After leaving the office, Alex headed downtown to grab a cocktail dress. The prices were outrageous, mind-bogglingly high, so she settled on a department store find.
A long, silver, not sequined but highly reflective dress. As a backup, she’d picked up a short black number, tight, more revealing.
“What do you think?” Alex said, turning her back to the mirror and holding her cell phone out so that Tori could get a better look at her outfit.
“Jesus, what happened to your back? Those bruises…”
Alex gave Tori an abbreviated version of what had transpired in the theater. With every word, the girl’s eyes grew wider.
“Shit. That’s insane. Does it hurt?”
“A little,” Alex lied. It hurt like hell. Making progress on the case made the pain bearable, though. She took a moment to inspect herself in the mirror. The silver dress was low cut in the back, and she could see red welts raised on her skin. Tomorrow, they’ll be black and blue. “But you’re right, this isn’t going to do. Hold on a second.”
Alex switched off the video camera, slid out of the dress, and then squeezed into the black outfit.
She turned the camera back on.
“What do you think?”
“Holy shit. You look amazing,” Tori exclaimed.
She did look good, Alex knew. A far cry from amazing—she was tired, worn out—but with a little makeup and in good lighting, it could work.
“You don’t think it’s a bit too short?” she asked.
Alex smoothed the front of the skirt, trying to stretch it past midthigh. The material, some spandex derivative, just bounced back.
“I mean, it’s a Hollywood party, right?”
“It’s a work party, Tori.”
When Tori didn’t say anything, she looked at her friend. Tori’s face was obnoxiously close to the screen, one of her trademarks.
“Sure, it is,” Tori joked, rolling her eyes. “You going with that hottie of a partner of yours?”
The awkward attempt at a kiss flashed in Alex’s mind.
“He’s like ten years older than me,” Alex said. She reconsidered, picturing Con as he’d looked on the day they’d met: disheveled, five o’clock shadow, pitted eyes. “Make that fifteen.”
“So what? He’s cute. You never really did tell me what he’s like, BTW.”
One word came to mind now: brooding.
“I’m not sure yet. Listen, Tori, I’ve got to go. I’ll talk to you tomorrow?”
“Sure. Have a good time. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
Alex hung up the phone.
It was nearly nine-thirty and Con said he would pick her up at ten.
That didn’t leave much time to do her hair and makeup. The former was quick, as Alex elected not to straighten her brown hair and instead just went with her natural waves. Her makeup was a different story. The dark circles under her eyes were difficult to disguise without caking the foundation on.
She was applying eyeliner when there was a knock on her hotel door.
“Con?”
“Yeah, you almost ready?”
“Almost. Come in, grab a beer from the mini fridge.”
Alex swung the bathroom door closed with her foot and continued to draw on the rim of her eyelids.
She heard Con enter and open a beer in the other room.
“Did Dwight come through?” she asked.
“He did. Hooked us up. Gave us all new identities.”
Alex frowned and then immediately regretted the way it made her makeup clump. She relaxed her features.
“Didn’t you meet Martin Yeo already? And the others? Won’t they recognize you?”
“Let’s just say that I clean up real nice. It’ll help that Dwight said that Martin’s parties are pretty legendary. Everyone smashed before the thing even starts.”
Alex was skeptical, but he was the man in charge.
She pulled back from the mirror, puckered her lips, and applied a nude shade of lipstick.
Not bad, she thought. Not bad at all.
“Ready,” Alex said and stepped out of the bathroom.
The instant Con saw her, the beer bottle slipped from his hand.
“Shit, sorry,” he said, bending over to pick it up. Con’s eyes remained locked on her the entire time, and it took him several attempts to grab the bottle.
Alex allowed herself a small smile as Con continued to gape.
“It’s okay, you can say it.”
Con exhaled.
“You look amazing.”
Alex did a little curtsy and took her partner in.
The change was incredible. Con was wearing a crisp black suit, black tie, white shirt. It appeared bespoke. His face was freshly shaved and his hair, short as it was, didn’t have a strand out of place.
His skin seemed to glow.
To be honest, if Alex didn’t know better, she would have been hard-pressed to recognize this version of Constantine Striker from their first or second meetings.
“You look pretty damn good yourself. Now finish that beer and let’s get going.”



Chapter 31
Alex remembered when she’d been a little girl and her dad had taken her along to a couple of business meetings. She’d been five or six at the time, cute as a button with pigtails, rosy cheeks, and an upturned nose. These events were held in some pretty amazing venues, old English-style chateaus, complete with butlers and wait staff and gilded paintings on the walls.
She knew why he brought her, despite Brandon Frost’s claims that he just ‘wanted to show her where he worked’.
It was because nothing quite loosened up the room like having a small kid around. A cute kid.
And, of course, he also wanted Alex to do what she did best, even at such a young age: observe and report back.
But Martin Yeo’s place was nothing like these estates from her past.
The McMansion that Con pulled up to was almost entirely made of glass. It sat atop a small embankment, probably designed this way so that everyone who drove by could look up at and into the house.
See you prancing around in the nude, showing the world that you had so much money that you just didn’t give a fuck.
At present, Alex noticed dozens of people inside, mostly women, mostly blonds. Wide mouths and perfect teeth. Bolt-on tits.
Con drove a black sedan, a newer model Audi, which he explained was a rental and that Marcus Allen would absolutely freak when he put in the expense report, but, as nice as it was, it didn’t fit in with the other cars that were parked on the side of the narrow, winding road.
Supercars that cost double what either of them would ever hope to make in a year. Con elected to park about half a block away, and together they slowly made their way back to the house.
As they neared, the sound of laughter and general raucous behavior reached their ears.
“I guess Dwight was right,” Con said out of the corner of his mouth. “Maybe we should have stayed in your hotel room for a few more drinks.”
Alex gave him a sidelong glance and his face immediately went red.
“I—sorry, I didn’t mean that.”
Alex swatted him playfully on the shoulder. Tori was right about one thing, when he wasn’t a miserable drunk, Con was cute.
“It’s okay—relax.” She twirled and laughed, trying to match the pitch of the sounds filtering down from Yeo’s house. “It’s a party!”
Con smiled.
Then he leaned close and whispered in her ear.
Alex shivered pleasantly.
“Just to let you know, we are Peter and Jessica O’Toole from the private investment firm New York Limited.”
“O’Toole?”
Con shrugged.
“What? Dwight said they’re a real couple. Got an invite but couldn’t make it.”
“Okay…”
Con took her hand in his as they approached the two massive bouncers at the bottom of the concrete stairs leading up to the McMansion.
This felt strange to Alex, but not to Con. His walk changed, his gait, his demeanor. He’d gone from bashful around a pretty girl to a confident, rich, and important investor.
Alex was impressed.
“Names?” the bouncer with the clipboard asked.
“Peter and Jessica O’Toole,” Con said. Even his voice was different. Not exactly deeper, but heavier, somehow, as if there was more weight to it.
The bouncer checked his list, used his finger to trace a line then stepped aside.
And just like that, they were in.
The interior was packed, and it was loud. Music played from hidden speakers, people shouted, laughed.
Cried out.
Alex wasn’t a huge fan of crowds. Most of the past year or so had been spent with Tori and a few other select friends. When they went out, which they rarely did, they went to small pubs during off hours.
Con must have felt her tense because he gave her hand a squeeze. It was the motivation she required.
If Con could become Peter O’Toole then she could transform into the man’s doting wife, Jessica.
Alex caught the arm of the closest waiter with a tray and snagged a glass of champagne. She sipped. Then gulped.
It was delicious.
“What do we do now?” she said, nearly having to shout to be heard by Con even though they were standing right next to each other.
They hadn’t come up with a plan. Con had wanted to speak to Martin Yeo after seeing the damning video they’d pieced together of Adon Guerrero, but this wasn’t the right venue.
They weren’t even the right people anymore.
“We wait. We watch.”
Con said and she saw something of a sparkle in the man’s eyes.
He was cute alright. Troubled, broken, angry, but damn cute.
“Yeah, we watch and wait,” Alex agreed, then grabbed another drink.
***
“Yeah, but at least your husband’s hot,” the tall blond said as she swept hair from her face with the back of her hand. Alex took a sip of her champagne—her third glass—and said nothing. “That’s what I have to go home with every night.”
She aimed a manicured finger at a man sitting in a chair on the other side of the room. He was at least seventy years old and barely moved. Every half hour or so the blond would walk over and give him a new glass of scotch despite the fact that Alex never saw him take a single sip.
“He’s not that bad,” Alex said politely.
The woman snorted.
“It’s like sleeping next to a mummy. It wasn’t so terrible a couple years ago when he couldn’t do anything, couldn’t get it up. But now he takes every pill in the book. Viagra, Cialis, Levitra, everything. He makes me—” she shuddered. “—well, let me tell you, it’s like trying to suck the seeds from a raisin.”
Alex laughed. She couldn’t help herself. She also resisted the urge to tell the woman that almost all raisins were made from seedless grapes.
For some reason, this only made her laugh harder… too hard.
The blond shot her a dirty look.
“Sorry, too much champagne.”
Alex excused herself and started to search for Con. She hadn’t seen him for a good half hour at least and now she couldn’t find him anywhere. It didn’t help that pretty much every man at the party was wearing the same outfit.
Except for…
Adon Guerrero.
Even though the director was wearing a trucker cap pulled low, she recognized the shaggy dark hair.
Behind him stood Thomas Elsberg. This man she knew from the Entertainment Weekly digital magazine that Con had shown her on his phone on the way over. The duo was accompanied by a chubby man wearing a polo shirt that was too small for him and a pair of dark jeans. 
He was the most uncomfortable and out of place and Alex suspected, although she didn’t know for sure, that this was Edward Samuelson, the film editor.
All of them looked dour.
Alex sidled toward the group, swaying a little. She was only halfway confident that this drunken swagger was an act.
“Excuse me,” she slurred, shouldering her way through the crowd.
She was almost within earshot when someone grabbed her arm.
Alex stiffened and yanked free. Then she relaxed when she saw it was only Con.
“You see them?” he asked.
“I see them, but they’re going to see you. I’ll get closer, you go… mingle.”
Con let go and stepped aside without another word. Alex quickly slipped back into character, her eyes casually drifting over the pretty faces while maintaining a singular focus.
Martin Yeo, their generous host, had joined the foursome.
He was barking something and both Adon and Edward, if that was who the man was, looked none too happy about what he was saying. When he moved his arms, the sleeves of his monogrammed dress shirt pulled back revealing a silver watch that reflected the overhead lights.
It reminded Alex of when she went fishing with her dad, a rare occasion due to his busy schedule. She thought of a lure spinning just below the surface of the water.
And like a fish drawn by this lure, Alex was inclined to move closer still.
“Sorry,” she grumbled, smiling at a woman with so much Botox that she seemed like she could only sleep with her eyes open. Unless, of course, she didn’t sleep at all and instead cryofroze herself every night.
“Watch where you’re going.”
“Sorry.”
Finally, Alex was within earshot of the men.
“I’m not paying them—” Martin was saying, but Thomas grabbed his arm and held it.
“Not here.”
Martin glanced around and just before their eyes met, Alex looked away. When her gaze drifted back, the four men had disappeared down a hallway.
Alex leaned up against the adjacent wall as if for support. If she concentrated hard enough, she could just hear them over the other sounds of the party.
She knew her face was one of extreme focus now, which didn’t fit with her bubbly, tipsy wife persona, but she couldn’t help it.
“I’m not paying them,” Martin reiterated.
“Just fucking pay them, Martin. I paid, Adon paid. Fuck, even Ed paid,” Thomas said.
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” the third man shot back. His voice was nasal and resentful, matching Edward’s appearance perfectly
“Just pay them,” Thomas said again.
“I’m not. No way. I’m not being extorted. I called in the FBI.”
“And that was a bad idea, Martin,” Ed said. “A Bad idea.”
“Bad idea or not, they’ll find out who’s behind this,” Martin hissed. “And put a stop to it.”
“What do you think they’re going to do once they find out? You don’t think they’re going to look at the videos? And then what? You know what they had on me?” Based on the Latino accent, Alex assumed this voice belonged to Adon.
“They won’t look. I met the agent. He doesn’t give a fuck. It’s that asshole who brought down The Sandman. He doesn’t care about pirated videos,” Martin retorted. “He’ll find the person who pirated the movies and then delete them. Move on. Case closed.”
The first part, Alex was inclined to agree with. Not so much the second.
“It’s two hundred and fifty thousand dollars!” Thomas exclaimed. “Just pay it!”
“Keep your voice down,” Edward warned.
“I’m not paying!”
“Look I get it. Nobody wants to be in this position. But, think about it, we all paid. How is that going to make us look. How is it going to make Charles look?”
“Charles left the fucking country!” Martin snapped.
“What do they have on you, Martin?” Adon asked.
Alex pictured the man squinting suspiciously as he said this.
“Nothing… they don’t have anything on me.”
“Then why—”
Out of the corner of her eye, Alex saw someone coming toward her. She wanted to continue to focus on the conversation, but it soon became clear that the person wasn’t just wandering aimlessly through the crowd.
Alex turned her head.
It was Con.
She tried to wave him away, but Con continued to approach.
“What are you doing?” she asked, teeth clenched.
“I was just making sure that you’re—”
A stirring behind her, coming from the hallway that the men had disappeared down, made the tiny hairs on the back of her neck stand on end.
“They’re coming! Go!”
Con finally caught on to the brevity of the situation, but it was too late.
The men were nearly here.
There was only one thing that Alex could think of doing.
One terrible, clichéd, ironic thing.
She grabbed Con roughly by the shoulders, spun him around, and pushed him against the wall that she’d previously been leaning against.
Then she moved forward and planted her lips on his.
Her mouth parted and while she’d intended on just a movie kiss, old habits die hard. And she was a little drunk.
Her tongue slipped into Con’s mouth, and she closed her eyes.
He was taken by surprise but after a second, he kissed her back.
They continued to kiss, her body pressed up against his, until she heard the men pass by them.
And then, at long last, she pulled away.
Like hers, Con’s cheeks were red, his eyes glassy.
“Come on, let’s go,” Alex said and then dragged her partner outside before anybody was the wiser.



Chapter 32
Con remained quiet as he drove, not sure of what to say. He wasn’t a horny teenager anymore and he knew that the kiss was just a way to keep him from being recognized.
But it certainly felt like something more.
Sure, they’d attended the party under false pretenses using aliases, but Martin was the one who had gotten the FBI involved and it was his house, his party. If they’d been caught, all they had to say was that they were working on the case, trying to understand the players, trying to identify one or more suspects.
It wasn’t ideal but it wasn’t the end of the world, either.
Con sighed.
He wasn’t sure what was going on with him these days.
You’re just a lonely man, Con. Your wife left you, your job is in shambles, and it’s that time of year again.
He always got squirrelly around the anniversary of his sister’s disappearance. But, for some reason, this year felt particularly trying.
“You were right,” Alex said unexpectedly.
Con startled and raised an eyebrow, unsure of where his partner was going with this.
“Someone is exploiting them—all of them. I heard them talking…”
He glanced over at his partner. She really did look beautiful, especially in the moonlight, which was incredibly bright tonight, illuminating half of her face in an ethereal glow.
“Go on.”
“I couldn’t tell exactly who was speaking, but the others were telling Martin to just pay a 250k ransom. They said… they said that all of them paid it and so should he.”
Con nodded. He was glad that she hadn’t brought up their ‘interaction’ and with his focus back on the case, it took his mind off everything else.
For now.
“I only saw Adon and Thomas. Who else was there?” he asked.
“Martin, of course, and I think the editor?” she shrugged. “They called him Ed.”
“Squat man? Out of shape? Looks like the Comic Book Guy from The Simpsons?”
Alex paused and Con wasn’t sure if she got the reference.
“Big gut, Cheetos fingers. Has—”
She smiled.
“I know who that is. And, yeah, it was him. Anyways, they were pissed that Martin had called in the FBI—like I said, they just wanted him to pay up. But he was adamant. The others were concerned that when we found the pirated films we’d also find the hidden videos.”
“Which we did.”
“Right. But Martin didn’t think that we would and if we did, that we wouldn’t do anything about it.”
Con bit this lip. He wasn’t sure what to do with Adon’s video. He wasn’t a fan of the rampant cancel culture that permeated social media, the fact that you could take something out of context and use it to ruin a person’s life. He’d once heard a political activist speaking out against racism. They literally said during a small Q&A session, “To say that immigrants who come to our beautiful country are lazy, that they don’t work, that they’re a drain on the system is just plain wrong.”
Someone removed ‘to say that’ and ‘is just plain wrong’ and reposted the middle part without context.
Even after clarifying, apologizing, and reposting the entire clip, the politician was still forced to step down.
It was insane.
But what Adon had said in that eight-second video… high or not… was reprehensible.
“Ed was curious about what blackmail material they had on Martin, but Martin just shrugged this off, said they had nothing,” Alex continued. “And when someone is adamant—”
“—the opposite is often true,” Con finished for his partner.
“Right. I think maybe tomorrow when we go to meet Martin, we visit Ed and Adon as well. Speaking of which, what do you want to do with Adon’s video?”
“Not sure yet,” Con admitted. “I think the best course is to keep it to ourselves for now.”
“I agree. One more thing, they mentioned a Charles…?”
Con nodded.
“Charles Conway. Another producer of the pirated films. He’s on Martin’s list of people who had access to the movies before their release.”
“Well, they said that Charles paid and then fucked off, left the country. The way they were talking, I get the impression that he isn’t coming back anytime soon.”
Con scratched the back of his head. Then he loosened his tie.
“Charles’ secretary mentioned that he was out of town for a week. I’ll reach out again.”
“There were five names on Martin’s list, right?”
“Including him, yeah.”
“Well, if what the men at the party were saying was true, then every one of them was blackmailed. And everyone paid, except for Martin.”
Con considered this.
“According to Martin only three of the new releases from last year were pirated. But there are five of them.”
“Could be that unique copies of the same movies were uploaded, and each contained different blackmail material,” Alex suggested, following along with his train of thought. “Although, I only found one version of Quantum Guardians.”
“Or it could be that one of them is lying, that they weren’t blackmailed.”
“Well, Adon was, that’s for sure,” Alex said. “I think we can cross him off the suspect list.”
“Agreed. I’m thinking that maybe three of them were extorted last year and after they paid DLean69-420 or whatever the hell his name is took the movies down,” Con said, thinking out loud. “Maybe Martin knew about the extortion then, maybe not. But this year he hears about it or perhaps DLean reaches out with a warning and a demand for cash. Martin is scared that his dirty laundry is going to be aired next.”
Alex nodded in agreement.
“It would explain why he got us involved preemptively. I’ll go through the other videos from the Midnight Matinee computer, see what I can find.”
“Good idea.”
The car went quiet and a few minutes later, Con pulled up to Alex’s hotel room. She hesitated before getting out and then said, “Tonight was exciting.”
Con shifted uncomfortably in his seat.
“Yeah. You—you want me to pick you up tomorrow?”
Alex, fully out of the car now, turned back to face him. She was still smiling.
“I’ll get an Uber. See you.”
“See you.”
Con made sure that she got into her room safely before driving away.
Tonight was exciting.
What did she mean by that?
Even he had felt the undeniable rush of adrenaline at the party. But was that what she was referring to?
Or was it something else?
Get it together, Con, he scolded himself.
He was tired, exhausted, even, and knew that he should just go home.
But the thought of returning to his lonely, empty house was depressing.
No, he wasn’t going home. Not yet.
Instead, Con took out the piece of paper that he’d scribbled on while Alex was watching the pirated films.
Then he punched the GPS coordinates into his phone.
Just under two hours later, he reached a small, dirt road, a single-lane highway slicing through the Mojave Desert.
The road was flanked by mostly flat terrain, but there were some dunes to the west. The moonlight cast deep shadows over the desert, mostly from yuccas, Joshua Trees, and cholla cacti. Pervasive creosote shrubs stretched across the landscape like devil fingers.
Part of him didn’t want there to be a rock outcropping. Part of him wanted this whole hidden Matthew Nelson Neil audiobook message to be a sham, just the man continuing to taunt Con about his missing sister.
Better yet, that the differences were just errors and nothing more.
But as Con’s cell phone notified him that he was nearing his destination, he spotted it: a large, eight feet wide by four feet tall chunk of rock to the east, breaking the otherwise flat terrain.
It wasn’t Giant Rock, but it was damn close.
Con’s breath was coming in shallow bursts as he pulled over, making sure his car was well off the road.
He stared at the rock for several minutes, his heart thudding in his chest.
Then he grabbed his phone.
A sleepy-sounding Beth answered on the fourth ring.
“Con? What time is it?”
“Late.”
“Is… is everything okay?”
No, definitely not.
“I still love you, Beth. And… and I’m sorry. I’m so damn sorry for—”
“Please, Con. I have a big day tomorrow. I need my sleep.”
He wasn’t sure, but he thought he heard someone snoring in the background.
“I know, I know.” His breath hitched. “It’s just, I’ve been thinking and—”
The line went dead.
Con exhaled, put his phone away, and got out of his car. He walked around to the trunk and opened it.
Inside, he found the pair of gloves and the shovel he’d placed there earlier that night before picking up Alex. He took these out and started the half-mile trek to the rock outcropping.
Somewhere far away, a coyote howled, long and loud.
***
What are you doing, Alex? she asked herself. What in the hell are you doing?
She’d nearly invited Con into her hotel room for a drink.
Nearly, but she hadn’t.
It’s the champagne, she told herself. That’s all it was.
Alex slipped out of her cocktail dress and got into something more comfortable. Then, as she removed her makeup, she called Tori again.
“Alex?”
She could tell by the sound of her friend’s voice and the loud background that Tori was out and that she was probably drunk.
“Sorry, didn’t know you were busy.”
“No, hold on—Ben, stop, give me a second. It’s Alex.”
She heard Ben jokingly refer to her as ‘Alex the Bigshot Agent’ and smiled.
Alex liked Tori’s boyfriend. He was a nice guy. Not nearly as smart as she or Tori, but he’d make a good Agent one day.
“I’ll call you tomorrow,” Alex said.
“No, wait, I want to hear about your night.”
She heard Tori walking, opening a door, then another. Judging by how the music was muted now, Alex assumed that her friend found her way to a bathroom stall.
“What’s going on? How was the party?”
“You’re not gonna believe what I did tonight.”
“Let me guess, it has something to do with your hot partner?”
The smile melted off Alex’s face. Tori didn’t know how close to the truth she was, and Alex suddenly changed her mind about what she wanted to say.
“No, nothing like that,” she lied. “I was just hobnobbing with some celebs, that’s all.”
“Really? Who did you see?” Tori’s voice brimmed with excitement.
“A girl never tells.”
“Oh, c’mon. I bet you saw Ryan Reynolds. Or maybe Tom Hardy. Alex, if you hung out with Tom Hardy, I will kill you.”
Alex laughed.
“Not sayin’,” she teased.
“You’re such a bitch. A lucky bitch. I bet my first assignment is going to be like somewhere in Alaska. Can you imagine?”
“Could be worse.”
“How?”
“I dunno, Utah, maybe? Investigating a soaking epidemic?”
This set Tori off. The girl started to howl and, eventually, Alex joined in with her.
When the laughing fit passed, “I miss you, Tori.”
“We miss you too, Alex. And we’re so fucking jealous.”
“Your turn will come. Have a good night.”
“Night, bitch.”
Alex was still grinning when she hung up.
She brushed her teeth, chugged some water, and crawled into bed.
That night, she dreamed of her partner Constantine Striker.
***
Con could barely lift his arms. His gloves were shredded, and his palms were raw.
The first foot or so of the desert earth was soft, but after that, it was like clay. Hard. Impenetrable.
And he’d found nothing.
Not a scrap of clothing, not a bone, no single piece of evidence that his sister had ever been here, let alone buried at the base of the rock.
But eleven years was a long time. A long time for the sands to shift, for animals to feast.
If The Sandman had buried Valerie here before being arrested, if she truly was the convicted serial killer’s first victim, then there was no guarantee that there would be anything left.
“Fuck you,” he hissed. Then he spat a thick paste on the sand. “Fuck you.”
Con was surrounded by holes, none of them particularly deep, but there was a hell of a lot of them. He tried to suckle some water out of the bottle he’d brought with him, but it was bone dry. Dejected, annoyed, and so exhausted that he could barely move, he slowly picked up his things and walked back to his car.
His phone had long since died and when he plugged it back in and powered up again, it immediately started to buzz.
He had fourteen missed calls.
All of them were from Special Agent in Charge Marcus Allen.
As much as Con was inclined to ignore the man, as much as he wanted to go home and pass out, call in sick, do whatever he needed to rest his sore body and mind, fourteen calls were a lot.
Even for Marcus.
Instead of checking his messages, Con elected to simply call the man back.
“Con, where the fuck are you?”
This was aggressive even for him, and the harshness of his supervisor’s words momentarily wiped away his fatigue.
“What’s going on? Is it Agent Frost?”
“No, it’s not Agent Frost,” Marcus spat the name. “It’s your producer friend.”
“Martin Yeo?” Con was incredulous.
Did the CEO see him last night? Did he call to complain?
“Yes, Martin Yeo. Apparently, the man had a party last night. One of the servers found him early this morning.”
Con made a face, and he raised his eyes.
The sun was just starting to peek over the desert sand.
How could it be morning already? How could I have spent all night digging?
“Found him? Marcus, what are you—”
“He’s dead, Con. Martin Yeo overdosed.”



Chapter 33
In the end, Con did end up swinging by to pick up Alex. On the phone, he’d been obtuse and when she’d pressed, her partner had been reluctant to say much. But what he did say made her head spin.
Alex was so bewildered by what he’d told her that when she first got into the car, she didn’t notice his appearance.
“Martin’s dead?”
Eyes locked on the road, Con said, “Apparent overdose. I guess things really went crazy after we split.”
Alex thought about the conversation she’d eavesdropped at the party. Martin, staunchly opposed to paying the extortion money. Ed and the others telling him to just suck it up and pay.
The anger all parties had directed at the CEO for having called in the FBI.
Alex allowed her eyes to drift over to her partner. The first thing she noticed wasn’t his face, but his hands. They were cracked and red, and Con was having difficulty just holding the steering wheel. It made her aching back feel good in comparison.
Then she looked at his face.
“Jesus, what did you get up to last night?”
Dirt streaked Con’s face, his hair had sand in it, but it was the man’s eyes that were the most concerning.
They were so bloodshot that that he could cry tears of blood.
More dirt was caked on his suit jacket and trousers.
“Just doing some gardening.” Con’s voice was dry and hoarse.
“Did you even go home?” His jaw tensed and when he didn’t answer, Alex said, “Con, you sure you’re okay to drive?”
“I’m fine.”
But he wasn’t fine.
Alex spotted a gas station off to the right and instructed him to pull over.
“Can’t. Marcus is pissed. And he doesn’t even know that we were at the party yet.”
“You have to stop. If he sees you like this, he’s just going to send you home.”
Maybe for good.
Con frowned but reluctantly stopped at the gas station. Alex dashed inside and returned moments later with a box of tissues and two bottles of water. She cracked the first bottle and handed it to him. Con drank it hungrily, not even stopping to breathe.
What the hell did you get up to?
Alex spent the next five minutes cleaning her partner up the best she could. The end result wasn’t great, but, after forcing him to remove his suit jacket, she thought his appearance was passable.
Maybe.
“Thanks,” he said.
Less than half an hour later, they pulled up outside of Martin Yeo’s mansion in the rental. There were nearly as many cars there this morning as there had been last night, but these weren’t Bugattis and Ferraris.
These were cop cars.
Alex was prepared to show her badge to gain access to the scene, but it wasn’t necessary. Marcus Allen spotted them immediately and, scowling deeply, he approached them near the base of the concrete stairs.
“You look like shit,” Marcus said, his eyes locked on Con. Then he glanced at Alex and tilted his head.
Implicit in this look was, You’re going to tell me what happened later.
Alex averted her gaze.
Sorry to break it to you, but I can’t tell you what I don’t know.
“Fucking hell,” Marcus muttered under his breath.
Con suddenly reached out and grabbed the man’s arm. Marcus took one look at Con’s cracked and bloody fingernails and aggressively pulled free.
“We were here last night,” Con said.
“Wait—what? What do you mean? You interviewed Martin? Here? At his house?”
Con opened his mouth, but no words came out. Alex could see that Marcus was reaching the end of his patience, so she stepped up.
“No, we attended the party.”
The man was confused.
“You were at the… party?”
She nodded.
“Yes. Someone is extorting—was extorting—Martin.”
“What are you talking about?”
Alex took a deep breath, collecting herself. She might not be as tired as Con but last night had taken a toll on her, too.
“We used aliases, snuck into the party. Nobody knows we were here.”
Marcus was incredulous.
“Why?”
“We located the films that were pirated last year. Someone spliced in clips of Adon Guerrero doing coke and spouting transphobia rhetoric. We figured that someone extorted him and so we came to the party to investigate. They all met up—Martin, Edward, Thomas, Adon.” Alex was aware that these names likely meant nothing to Marcus, but she was on a roll. “I heard them talking about how they were all being exploited, about having to pay someone 250k to take down the videos. Martin refused.”
Alex could almost see the gears inside Marcus Allen’s head working.
“Why the fuck didn’t you tell me?” The question was directed at Con.
Once again, Alex came to the rescue.
“We just found out last night. We left the party around midnight; we were planning on updating you this morning.”
Marcus’ upper lip curled.
“We’re going to talk about this. We are going to—”
“Agent Allen?” a man in uniform asked as he descended the steps.
“What?”
“I finally gained access to the security footage inside the home. I think you’re gonna want to see this.”
Marcus spun and Alex followed. It took her five steps before realizing that Con was no longer at her side.
He remained where she’d left him, his eyes locked on his phone.
“I’ll catch up,” Con said.
Alex cringed.
Maybe Marcus was right. Maybe Con was unfit for this job.
But was she? Could she solve this case on her own?
It was starting to look like she had no other choice.
Could Alex Frost, a rookie agent with zero experience, solve her first god damn case on her own?



Chapter 34
“What the hell is happening over there in Hollywood?” LAPD Police Chief Art Abner asked.
Con pressed the phone to his ear.
“I don’t know. Martin—”
“You know what, it doesn’t matter. I’m on my way.”
This got Con’s attention.
“AA, this isn’t your jurisdiction. This isn’t NAD territory.”
“Tell me something I don’t know. But remember that favor you owe me?”
“I already paid your tab. And I’ll put in a good word—”
“Fuck that. This is the favor I want.”
It made sense. Even if AA wasn’t aware of the details regarding what had happened, the intense police activity hinted at something big. And this was Hollywood. Solving, or even being involved in a crime involving a dead movie star or producer was a surefire way to catapult your career.
Con looked around. There were cops everywhere. LAPD, FBI, what appeared to be private security likely hired by Imperial Productions. And he knew it was only a matter of time before the California Bureau of Investigation came sniffing. Getting AA involved would only further muddy the waters.
“Art, you can’t—”
Con stopped speaking; AA had already hung up.
“Fuck.”
Con tucked his phone away and started after Alex and Marcus. He made it two steps before a car came to a screeching halt behind him.
LAPD officers shouted at whoever was driving that this was a crime scene and to turn around unless they wanted to be arrested.
Con’s first thought was that it was AA, that the man had already been driving when he’d called. But it wasn’t Art, it wasn’t even a man.
A Caucasian woman jumped out of the sleek gray Mercedes. She had black hair, pin straight, and oversized sunglasses covered most of her pale face.
“Ma’am, you can’t be here!” a young cop, wearing sunglasses of his own—aviators—shouted, walking toward the woman with his palm out in front.
His other hand was on the butt of his service pistol.
“This is my house. My house!”
Con decided to let Alex go and focus his limited attention span on this scene instead.
“Your house?” the cop repeated. “This is Martin Yeo’s house.”
“Exactly! I’m Julia Yeo! What the hell is going on here?” She stamped her feet like a child throwing a tantrum.
Con relieved the uncomfortable-looking cop.
“Julia? Julia, my name is Constantine Striker. I’m with the FBI.”
Her head jerked in his direction and Con continued forward, letting everybody else who was observing the spectacle know that he was in control.
“What happened to Martin?”
Con lowered his voice and his chin in equal measure.
“Mrs. Yeo, I’m very sorry to have to tell you this, but your husband died last night.”
“I know that!” Julia Yeo yelled angrily. “I fucking know that! I found out from the goddamn tabloids! I want to know what the hell happened!”
If he’d been more rested, Con probably would have picked up on the telltale signs that this woman wasn’t the grieving type.
Julia Yeo was bitter and angry. This was evident in her posture, her mannerisms, and her facial expressions.
But he’d missed the cues.
The fact that she’d shown up now, in the early morning, wearing what appeared to be something that she’d hastily put together, suggested that Martin and Julia didn’t live together.
Divorced? Separated?
“What happened?”
“Julia, I apologize that you had to hear of your husband’s passing through the tabloids. We’ve only just arrived at the scene and are still gathering evidence.”
Julia ignored the apology.
“What evidence?” The woman turned her face up toward the house. “Can someone please tell me what the hell happened to Martin?”
Several of the cops exchanged looks.
Con hated the idea of jumping to conclusions, especially because he hadn’t even stepped foot inside the McMansion this morning, but the situation had the potential of getting out of hand.
“As I said, we’re still investigating—” Julia opened her mouth, but Con stopped her from speaking by holding up his hand. “—but it appears as if Martin died from some sort of overdose.”
Julie crossed her arms over her chest.
“Figures,” she said flatly.
“I know this is hard to—” Con stopped. Figures? “What do you mean?
“Just another one of his vices.”
Con thought back to the party. Despite Dwight Dozier’s claims that Martin’s events were legendary, Con had pictured more overt drug use. Glass tables like the one that Adon had been sitting next to in the hidden video, covered in Scarface-sized piles of cocaine, maybe.
People were doing drugs, he’d seen several women exit the bathroom dabbing their noses, but they weren’t done blatantly and out in the open.
And Alex hadn’t mentioned anything about the men she’d eavesdropped on doing drugs.
Still, it was possible.
Con moved closer to the woman and lowered his voice.
“We’ll have more information in the next few hours. And we’ll be sure to keep you in the loop.”
Julia calmed down a little.
“Are you sure it’s Martin?”
“We’re sure.” He squinted. “Can I ask you something about Martin’s work?”
“He doesn’t talk about his work.”
This was an invitation to continue if there ever was one.
“Has he been more agitated as of late?”
“We don’t live together.”
Con nodded.
“I know, I know. But, between us, we believe that someone was extorting your husband for cash.”
Julia brayed. There was no other way to explain the noise that came out of her mouth.
“Well, they’re barking up the wrong tree. Martin doesn’t have any money.”
This took Con by surprise. He’d seen the man’s office, his house.
And Martin Yeo was—had been—the CEO of Imperial Productions, one of the largest film production companies in Hollywood.
Noticing his confusion, Julia said, “Well, you’re going to find out anyway.” The woman removed her glasses and wiped her eyes. She wasn’t crying, but her cheeks were slightly damp. “Martin is broke. Blew everything he made and everything we ever had down in Vegas. This house?” Julie waved a hand in the direction of the McMansion. “It’s being foreclosed on. He doesn’t have a penny to his name. Martin was too proud to admit it, but he was weeks away from having to declare bankruptcy. Probably why he decided to just make it all go away.”
What Alex had overheard last night, Martin refusing to pay what to the others seemed like a paltry sum, suddenly made sense.
A vehicle pulled up next to Julia’s gray Mercedes, this one an LAPD squad car marked with ‘Supervisor’ on the side.
AA got out and he signaled at Con.
“Any idea who might have been extorting him?” Con asked the woman.
Angry Julia returned.
“How the hell should I know? You’re the goddamn FBI.”
“Right. I’m very sorry for your loss, Julia.” Con gestured at the young cop in the aviators. “This officer will guide you through the next steps. And we’ll be sure to keep you in the loop.”
“You better.”
And then, without saying a word to AA, Con headed to the house with the big man. He was so exhausted that he was forced to use the metal railing to hoist himself up the stairs.



Chapter 35
“What do you mean, all the footage is gone?” Marcus demanded.
They were huddled in a small office, and the man who Alex suspected was some sort of computer tech with the FBI was seated behind a computer.
“I don’t know what to tell you, but there’s no footage from yesterday at all. It’s been erased.”
“For fuck’s sake,” Marcus cursed.
“Was the footage deleted or were the cameras turned off?” Alex asked softly.
Marcus scowled and Alex explained herself.
“I was just thinking that Martin might have shut them off deliberately for the party. But if that’s not the case and someone deleted the footage later, it might mean something else entirely.”
Marcus nudged the man in the chair, whom Alex hadn’t met yesterday during the orientation that Con had set up.
“Let me check.” The man clicked some keys, frowned, and then pulled up a live camera feed.
Alex suddenly felt her throat go dry.
If the videos had been recorded and subsequently erased, whoever was responsible might still have a copy.
And one of those tapes would show her impromptu make-out session with Con.
If Marcus got her hands on that, Con was done.
As for her, she’d get a label. It wouldn’t matter that Con would take all the blame; the video would speak for itself.
She’d grabbed his head. She’d initiated the kiss.
This would follow her around for her entire career.
Alex forced these thoughts from her mind. If the video was out there, and that was a big if, she would deal with the blowback when it came.
There was nothing she could do about it now.
On-screen, she saw a live feed of the main living area, which still held evidence of last night’s party.
Cops milled about, trying to sort out what, if anything, might be relevant and what was just left over from the bender.
“Looks like they’re active now,” the tech said. “Unless one of the maids turned them back on this morning before we arrived, then I’m leaning towards the videos having been deleted.”
Great. Just fucking great.
“Julia Yeo is upset, but when I mentioned that Martin overdosed, she replied with something along the lines of, ‘just one of his vices’.”
Everyone cranked their heads around.
Con looked even worse now; Alex’s efforts were for not. It was amazing to think that this was the same dapper man who had taken her to the party.
No, she corrected herself. That wasn’t Con. That was Peter O’Toole.
Beside her partner was a burly man with a white mustache in an LAPD uniform.
“Who the hell are you?” Marcus asked the newcomer.
“This is Chief AA—sorry, Art Abner—from the LAPD.”
Art held out his hand, but Marcus just sneered at it.
“What the hell you’re doing at my crime scene?”
Art frowned.
“I called him in as a special consultant. He’s been helping us out with the pirated videos,” Con lied.
“You called in a special consultant without even asking me?” Marcus was incensed. “And he’s from the LAPD?”
The chief’s mustache bristled. The man wasn’t used to being spoken this way and Alex didn’t blame him.
“We’re pretty sure that the video footage from last night was deleted,” Alex offered in an attempt to change the subject.
She thought she saw relief wash over Con and wondered if he’d been thinking the same thing about their kiss.
“Perhaps—can’t know for sure, though. I checked the recycling folder, nothing there,” the FBI tech said, not pleased about her stealing the spotlight. “It could be that the cameras were just turned off and then back on again. I’ll keep digging.”
“Where was Martin found?” Con asked.
“In his bedroom,” Marcus replied.
“Take me there. I want to see the body.”
***
Martin Yeo wasn’t the first dead body that Alex had seen—she’d come across a handful of them when she’d been a beat cop. Mostly drug overdoses.
Mostly junkies.
Their circumstances were all different, but there had been similarities between the scenes. Usually dark alleys, shadowed underpasses.
Trash lying on the ground. Dirty clothes.
Dirty needles.
This was different. Martin Yeo was lying face down on his bed, arms spread, still wearing the white dress shirt from the night prior. It wasn’t just the fact that the setting was considerably more upscale—impossibly more upscale—than Alex’s previous encounters with death. It was the fact that she’d never seen any of the other victims before being called to the scene. They were strangers. And while she wasn’t about to pretend that she knew Martin personally, she had seen him alive and well mere hours ago.
But like Con’s physical change, Martin Yeo looked very different now from how he did then. The man’s tanned skin was white, and his lips were covered in a thick paste. The sheet around his head was darker than the rest of the material, probably from sweat. Alex could see the orange plunger of a syringe sticking out from beneath the crook of his right arm.
On a side table was the paraphernalia that had been used to claim his life. A blackened spoon, a lighter. A piece of rubber tubing.
In addition to the four of them—the computer specialist had elected to stay behind—two CSU technicians were also in the room.
Marcus Allen turned to the one nearest him.
“I want the syringe, the spoon, everything tested for prints.”
This was a fool’s game. During the party, Alex had seen dozens of people come and go down the hallway leading here—there would be prints everywhere in the room.
As the tech began collecting evidence in clear plastic bags, Alex inspected the body more closely.
Something was off.
But what?
She wasn’t nearly as tired as Con, but she was feeling the effects of the travel, the stress of her new job.
Her back hurt.
Her brain was fuzzy from the champagne.
But there was something… missing.
It clicked.
Last night, Alex had seen Martin sporting a fancy silver watch.
With both sleeves rolled up past his elbows, she could see that the man’s wrists were bare now.
“His watch,” Alex said softly.
The big police chief was talking to Con in a hushed tone, and Marcus Allen was busy ordering the other tech around.
“His watch,” she repeated a little louder. Con and the police chief took notice.
“What do you mean?” her partner asked.
“Last night, Martin was wearing this big silver watch. He’s not wearing it now.”
“You sure?” Con asked.
“I’m sure. Look, you can even see the lack of a tan on his wrist.”
Pale as the corpse was, a clear band devoid of hair and about two inches wide was visible on Martin’s left wrist.
Con moved close to the body, careful not to make contact, then nodded as he confirmed this fact.
He craned his head.
“I don’t see any other needle holes in his arm,” the man said almost absently. “If shooting heroin indeed one of Martin’s vices, then he did a great job of hiding it.”
Alex didn’t hear her partner; she was still stuck on the missing watch.
“The watch was on his left wrist,” she said forcefully.
Now everyone’s eyes were on her, awaiting an explanation.
“Martin was right-handed.” Her eyes widened as the implications of what she was saying became obvious. “And the needle is sticking out of his right arm.”
Alex paused, allowing this to sink in, and then added what they were all thinking. “Martin Yeo didn’t overdose. He was murdered.”



Part III — The Sandman



Chapter 36
“What the fuck do you two think you’re doing?” Marcus Allen demanded.
After spending an hour searching for the goddamn watch that was nowhere to be found and confirming that Martin had been right-handed and thus would never inject into his right arm, the CSU and ME took over.
Alex and Con had then promptly been ordered back to the office.
“We’re doing exactly what you told us to do. Finding out who pirated the videos,” Con replied calmly.
“Yeah, and you’re doing a fantastic job of that,” Marcus said sourly. “Now we’re dealing with a fucking murder.”
Con glanced over at Alex, trying to impress on her that she should remain quiet—the last thing he wanted was for the Special Agent in Charge to direct his ire at her.
She got the gist.
“And what is this deal with that LAPD police chief?” Marcus continued, his face reddening.
“As I said back at Martin’s house, I asked him to consultant on the case.”
“Why?”
“I thought maybe his experience—”
Marcus held up his hand and waved it aggressively.
“I don’t give a shit. Get rid of him. He’s a clout chaser—all he wants is to take credit for this case when it’s solved. And it will be solved. Got it?”
“We’re working on it.”
“Well, work fucking harder!” Marcus shouted. He tossed a clipboard across his desk. It skittered over the surface and landed closest to Alex, so she bent to pick it up. “Leave it! I want this thing closed now!”
This seemed to Con to be a dismissal and both of them got up to leave.
“Agent Frost, stay behind,” Marcus instructed.
Con left, Alex didn’t.
He went back to his desk alone and pulled out his phone.
Four missed calls this time, not from Marcus but from Dwight.
The man probably wanted to know how it went at the Midnight Matinee and then would transition to asking for information about Martin’s death which, if it hadn’t already, would very soon be making the 24-hour news cycle.
Con was sick of owing people favors.
First AA and now Dwight.
Marcus had ordered him to take AA off the case, but the man wasn’t actually involved. At least, not yet. But Marcus was right about one thing: AA wanted credit for when they solved this thing.
Art wasn’t dumb. Solving the murder of a Hollywood CEO pulled a lot more weight than the word of a soon-to-be ex-FBI agent.
Con turned his phone over and reached for his computer mouse. Just moving the shitty plastic device around the pad hurt.
Everything hurt.
He’d spent the entire night digging at that stupid fucking rock. And for what?
Absolutely nothing.
His email was filled with spam.
It was still two days from the anniversary of his sister’s disappearance, but he thought, What the hell?
If Dwight Dozier could write an article about The Sandman’s arrest eleven years and three months after it happened, then Con could be two days early when he sent his annual email to Matthew Nelson Neil requesting a meeting.
These emails, which Matthew was only permitted to read because, once again, Con had offered a favor to some prison guards in return for this privilege, ran the gamut from aggressive to apologetic.
Anything to get the man to finally speak with him.
But there was never any reply and when Con called San Quentin to follow-up, he was met with the same response: Inmate 98441–143 has denied your request for visitation.
Maybe he was too tired to put together a proper email. Maybe he was just fed up.
The only thing that Con wrote to the private email that the San Quentin prison guards had created for this sole purpose was: Mojave Desert. Rock outcropping. 35.0110 N., 115.4734 W.
That was it.
Con’s cursor hovered over the send button. When the door to Marcus Allen’s office opened behind him, he clicked it.
Alex, looking as pale as Martin Yeo’s corpse, slumped into the chair next to him.
“What the hell happened?” he asked.
Alex just shook her head.
Con felt terrible about everything that happened to the woman. She didn’t deserve this. This was her first job, and it was an absolute hot mess.
“I’m—”
Con was interrupted by an alert from his computer of an incoming email. His first thought was that it was Matthew replying, but that couldn’t be.
There was no subject line, and he was about to mark it as spam when the sender gave him pause.
DLean1908@protonmail.com.
The same name as the user who had uploaded the pirated movies.
Curious, Con opened the email.
Again, there was no text. Instead, a video was embedded in the body of the email.
Alex had been right when she’d assumed that he was no computer expert. But he knew better than to open random attachments or to view embedded videos.
But this was the FBI. Surely, if there was a virus, it would be blocked, wouldn’t it?
He wasn’t in the caring mood, either way.
Con took a chance and pressed play.
The video was grainy, low resolution, but it wasn’t so bad that he didn’t recognize the location.
It was outside the bar that he and Alex had gone to after work.
When Con saw himself exiting the bar, his throat tightened. Alex came next, and things played out the way he remembered it.
The dropped keys, the nearly knocking of their heads, the attempted kiss.
The video ended suddenly and Con leaned back in his chair.
Someone was recording us from across the street. Why?
Con scratched the back of his head. He could still feel sand in his hair.
Another alert, another email from the same address.
It was like the first: no subject, no text, just a video.
He didn’t hesitate in playing it this time.
The recording was equally if not darker than the first, and it took Con a little longer to tell what he was looking at.
The inside of Midnight Matinee.
He saw the back of Alex’s head, saw the movie on the dirty screen.
And then the kid came in, conversed briefly with Alex, took her money, and attacked. Con appeared moments later, and the scene ended with him handcuffing the kid to the radiator.
Con made a mental note to ask AA what he’d done with the prick.
And to give his fucking cuffs back.
Someone is watching me. Someone is watching us.
Con was aware that Alex was observing him now, but he was too caught up in what he was seeing to pay her any heed.
Especially when a third email arrived.
It was shot from high up in Martin Yeo’s house.
Con cringed when he again saw himself and Alex. Winced when he saw them kiss.
It looked… well, it looked a little raunchy.
Definitely wrong.
Fuck.
He closed this video before it ended.
No sooner had he done this did a fourth email arrive.
This time it was taken from much farther away. A quarter mile, maybe. The footage was shaky.
Con saw himself in the desert, standing with a shovel in his hand, surrounded by holes that he’d dug.
At one point, he shouted and slammed the shovel against the rock.
Con had been so tired that he couldn’t remember doing this. He was about to stop the video when he noticed something else.
Moving his face closer to the screen, he saw that he wasn’t alone.
In the foreground, between Con and the person taking the video, a female figure appeared, her back to the camera.
It looked like Alex.
Who the fuck—
A hand came down on his shoulder and he jumped.
“Jesus!”
Alex leaned away, hands up.
“Sorry.”
Her eyes darted to the computer screen and Con scrambled to log out of his email. His hand was so mutilated that it took him three times to click the ‘x’ on the top right corner of the browser.
She’d seen.
She had to have seen.
But maybe she didn’t need to.
Maybe Alex had followed him into the desert.
“Con, I think we should go somewhere to talk,” his partner said, and he knew that it was time to finally come clean.



Chapter 37
On any other day, Con would’ve resisted the urge to open up. Or maybe not have the urge at all.
But he was just so goddamn tired.
He sipped the beer in front of him.
Alex deserved to know the truth.
The videos were damning. The bar scene could be brushed off, interpreted several different ways. Some benign, some not so much. The Midnight Matinee incident could be rationalized.
The desert shoveling, well, what Con did in his own time was his business.
The make out session, however…
It would ruin both of their careers.
Marcus would claim that he used his position of authority to take advantage of a new FBI agent.
And Alex would be forever tainted.
“I guess I should start from the beginning.”
Alex sat quietly and listened, and the words came out more freely than Con would have ever expected. Had she interrupted at any point, even to ask for clarification, the spell would have been broken and Con might not have been able to start up again.
But Alex said nothing.
Did nothing.
Con started by telling his partner about the fight he’d had with his sister ten days before The Sandman’s first victim had been discovered. He told her about the video from the gas station. He mentioned the anonymous tip, the stakeout with Tate, the Arby’s delivery.
Con didn’t even gloss over the part where he’d nearly strangled Matthew Nelson Neil, screaming at him to tell him where his sister was buried.
His voice hitched a little when he spoke about hearing The Sandman’s voice reciting the audiobook. Then he mentioned the discrepancies between that version and the text version, which she herself had initially put him onto.
A secret message directed at just one person: him.
Con finished by describing the videos he’d received less than an hour ago.
The only thing he left out was his wife leaving him.
When he was done, Con felt a weight lift off his shoulders.
Or maybe that was just the next stage of fatigue.
Of grief.
Con expected her to comment on the videos first, to ask questions now, but she didn’t.
Alex just calmly drank her beer.
Licking the foam from her upper lip, she said, “That’s so sad, Con.”
It wasn’t pity in her tone or condescension. It was pure emotion.
He couldn’t count the number of times someone had said this to him, especially after the search for Val had continually come up empty.
But this was so heartfelt, so raw, so not just paying lip service, that it touched him.
Con took another hitching breath.
And then he felt cruel.
Laying this all on Alex Frost, a woman he barely knew, was wrong. The fact that she was approachable and easy to talk to didn’t give him free rein to take advantage of her kindness.
“Shit, I’m sorry,” he said, burying his face in his beer.
“Don’t be.”
Desperate to change the subject now, Con said, “What do you think of the videos I received?”
Alex nibbled her bottom lip.
Once again, she went somewhere he wasn’t expecting.
There was a lot more to Alex Frost than a pretty face.
“You said that there was someone else in the video of you in the desert?”
“Yeah, a woman.”
“Do you know who she is?”
Con shook his head.
“I thought it was you.”
Alex’s nose crinkled. Con suspected that this was one of her traits, something that she did when she was uncomfortable.
“It wasn’t me. I called a friend and went to bed after the party.”
Con couldn’t think of a reason why she would lie to him, not now, but he couldn’t turn off that part of his brain.
He detected no deception in his partner.
“I think she was taller.”
“Hmm,” Alex said, deep in thought. “And there was a video of us at the party last night?”
“Yeah. Of us.” He emphasized the word us.
“So, the cameras were working.”
“I guess so,” Con said, not understanding the significance.
“Con?” she said, her tone flat. “This means that whoever sent you those videos is probably the same person who murdered Martin Yeo.”
***
Going back to the FBI to investigate the origins of the videos Con had received in his email was out of the question.
Con had seen the way that the tech had looked at Marcus back at Martin Yeo’s house.
If they showed him the videos, it wouldn’t be a matter of if the sensitive content got back to the Special Agent in Charge, it was how quickly would it end up in the asshole’s hands. As an alternative, Con considered going to AA. He doubted that the mustachioed police chief had more knowledge of computers than even he did, but the man would have lackeys in the LAPD to help him out.
But while Con was fairly certain AA could be trusted, even considering the chief’s overt aspirations, Marcus’ reach was far and wide.
That left only one person he could think of.
“Dwight, how good are you with computers?” Con asked.
The reporter, once again shocked by the intrusion, looked up at him and his glasses slipped down his nose.
Dwight pushed them back up, licked his lips, and glanced at Alex. Rather than comfort him, the woman’s presence seemed to make him even more nervous.
“I’ve—I’ve been trying to reach you, A-Agent Striker,” Dwight said, once again running his tongue over his lips.
“I know.”
“Did Martin Yeo really overdose? Because I’m hearing that—”
“Dwight, I need computer help.”
The man must have read the desperation in Con’s face because his demeanor suddenly changed.
“I—I—here, come with me.”
Dwight took them to the conference room they’d met in the other day, but not before retrieving a laptop from his desk.
There, Con took over, logging into his email and opening the message that contained the video that was taken from Martin’s party.
“We need to know who sent this email,” he said. “Can you find out?”
“Don’t you have someone in the FBI who can do that for you?”
“No, I don’t.”
Rather than explain the situation, Con played the video. Beside him, he felt Alex tense.
Dwight watched all of ten seconds before nodding vigorously.
“I get it… I get it. I’ll see what I can do, but I’m no computer expert.”
“Have at it.”
Con and Alex backed away and allowed Dwight to do his thing. As the man’s fingers whipped across the keyboard in a blur, Con turned to his partner.
“If anything—”
“I know,” Alex said preemptively.
“I’m just saying that if Marcus—”
Alex repeated the statement more forcibly.
“I know.”
Con nodded. He’d expected an argument, something along the lines of, I initiated things, it’s my fault, but Alex knew better. 
“Uhh, Con?”
Their eyes darted back to Dwight.
“You find something? Did you find out who sent the email?” Alex asked.
“No—no, not yet. It’s just—you got another email. Want me to open it?”
Con glanced at the screen. He recognized the email address as the same one that had sent him the other videos.
“Go for it.”
Again, no text, just an embedded video.
Con wasn’t in this one and neither was Alex. But he’d already seen it more times than he could count.
It was the gas station security camera footage of Valerie and The Sandman.
They got to the point where Matthew Nelson Neil entered the frame before Con told Dwight to turn it off.
“I’ve seen this before.”
Dwight stopped the video.
“No, keep it running,” Alex said.
“There’s nothing else to see.” Con’s jaw was clenched.
“Just play it out,” she insisted. “Please.”
Dwight looked to him for confirmation, and Con shrugged.
Onscreen, Val left the store, and shortly after Matthew did as well. This is where Con expected the footage to end, this was where his version ended, but it kept rolling for another good thirty or forty seconds.
Several other people entered the store to pay for their gas, but Con didn’t recognize any of them.
“Hey, go back a bit,” Alex instructed. “Just after the big man leaves the store.”
Dwight obliged.
“Stop there.”
Alex pointed at the screen.
“You see that?” Her finger was aimed at the gas station window. The glass was smeared, and it warped everything outside.
Still…
“It looks like The Sandman standing out there.”
It was Dwight who made this comment, but he was just verbalizing what they were all thinking.
The reporter rewound just a little more.
“Sure does,” Alex remarked.
Con was confused. His version of this footage was truncated to when The Sandman left the gas station.
“What’s he doing?” Alex asked.
The Sandman appeared to be gesticulating with his hands. This went on for a few seconds, then the man disappeared.
“It looks like he’s talking to somebody,” Dwight remarked.
“Could he be talking to her?”
There was no reason to specify who Alex was referring to and Con felt his heart rate double.
“No, it can’t be,” he said.
But it could be.
Whoever The Sandman was talking to was out of frame, but the timing worked. The only thing that didn’t jive with this theory was that Matthew didn’t appear agitated or upset. It seemed as if he was just having a casual conversation.
“No,” Con decided last. “No, he’s not talking to Val.”
“I don’t know. If you look at when she leaves the store and when—”
Con cut the reporter off mid-sentence, leaving no room for argument.
“It’s not her. Just focus on the other emails.”
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Alex open her mouth to protest and Con had a reply at the ready.
But his partner stayed mum.
“Okay, okay,” Dwight relented. He started typing again. “Looks like whoever sent the emails used a VPN. And Proton Mail is probably one of the most secure email providers out there. This DLean guy knows what he was—”
“Wait, did you say DLean?” Alex interrupted.
“Yeah. DLean1908@protonmail.com.”
“That’s the same username as the person who uploaded the pirated videos.”
Con felt his forehead shrink.
“I thought—I thought I told you that.”
“Hold up—hold up,” Dwight said. He used his finger to push his glasses back up. “D Lean? As in David Lean?”
“I—I have no idea,” Alex said with a half-hearted shrug.
Dwight started typing again. He pulled up a photo of a well-dressed man with gray hair.
“Like this guy?”
“Who the fuck is that?” Con blurted.
“David Lean was an English editor turned director. He made Lawrence of Arabia and Dr. Zhivago. And…” Dwight leaned forward. A smile crept onto his lips. “Yep, he was born in 1908. DLean1908.”
Con’s mouth fell open and he looked at Alex.
They said the name at the exact same time.
“Edward Samuelson.”



Chapter 38
It made sense. Not only did Edward Samuelson have access to all of the final versions of the pirated films, but he also had the skills to splice in the frames of the extortion videos.
“I heard Ed say to the others that he paid his ransom,” Alex said, recalling the conversation she’d overheard at Martin’s party.
“He could have been lying.”
“What about when you met with him? What was he like?”
Con huffed.
“I dunno. What you’d expect a film editor to be like, I suppose. He was a proud guy, ornery.”
“Ornery enough to kill Martin?”
David Lean, the expertly spliced films, the anger Ed had expressed at Martin for calling in the FBI.
Everything pointed at Edward Samuelson as being behind this.
But extortion by a man who was bitter at not being able to transition from editing to directing was a far cry from killing Martin and staging his death to look like an accidental overdose.
“Maybe?” Con said. “Ed makes good money, but I doubt he makes anything close to what Martin or the others pull in. And when Martin refused to pay him, perhaps he decided that enough was enough.”
“It’s always about the money,” Alex grumbled, repeating what both of them had said numerous times during their investigation.
Despite her words, something still wasn’t sitting right with Alex.
Something was off.
“What do you think about the videos he sent me?” Con asked. “Assuming it is Edward who is behind them?”
What Con was really asking was, Why go to such complicated lengths to extort his colleagues? Why splice them into pirated films? Why not just send them to Martin, Thomas, Charles, and Adon directly?
Alex supposed that extorting these men hurt their personal pocketbooks while uploading illegal versions of the movies hurt the company as a whole.
A two-for-one deal.
It still didn’t feel exactly right, though.
“Alex?”
“Mmm? Sorry, was just thinking.”
Con gave her a queer look.
“I asked why you think Ed sent me those videos?”
Alex shrugged and spouted what made sense with respect to the narrative they’d formed.
“Considering that he sent the video of us at the party, he knew that we were present. Best guess is that he panicked, figured that we were getting too close to him. Decided to try and extort you—maybe not for cash, but to get you to stop your investigation.”
“Well, if he thought that was going to work, Eddie has another thing coming.”
Con entered the impressive Imperial Productions head office first, with Alex directly on his heels. They’d left Dwight back at OC Post with the computer, told him to continue to dig while they went to go have a little chat with Edward Samuelson.
Alex watched as her partner spoke to a secretary in the lobby who informed them that she wasn’t sure if Edward was in—she hadn’t seen him—but then went on to say that the man was known to arrive early and leave late.
When the secretary picked up the phone and offered to page him, Con declined.
“Thank you, but this isn’t important. I bet he’s busy—don’t want to take him away from his work for too long. And I’ve been here before, I know where his office is.”
Office, Alex quickly learned, was a bit of a colloquialism in this context. Unless, of course, there was a pristine work area hidden deep within the bowels of a typical LA subbasement.
“He’s down here?” she asked as they navigated the industrial space. The idea that they were missing a key element of this case started to fade the deeper they went and the dingier their surroundings became.
Hell, if she worked down here, Alex wouldn’t be shocked if she was pushed to murder, as well.
“Somewhere…” Con stopped at a fork in the tunnels and looked around.
Sweat dripped down Alex’s forehead and she wiped it away with the back of her hand.
“Which way?”
Instead of answering, Con took two steps to his left only to back up so quickly that they nearly bumped into one another.
“I don’t… I don’t know. Everything looks the same.”
Alex nodded.
“I’ll go left, you go right.” As she said this, she unclipped the latch on her hip holster.
“No, it’s this way. Come on.”
They went left.
Ten sweltering minutes later, they reached another fork.
“Goddamn it,” Con cursed, once again stopping.
Alex heard shuffling feet moving toward them and she pointed in the direction of the sound. Con pulled his gun and laid it down the side of his leg. He signaled for her to press up against the wall, make herself small, and Alex did.
“Edward?” Con said loudly. The sound bounced up and down the concrete corridor. “Edward Samuelson?”
A man came into view and Alex exhaled.
It wasn’t Edward. It was an elderly man wearing socks and Crocs. He looked as lost as they did and despite Con’s shouts, he didn’t seem at all alarmed.
She watched her partner put his gun away.
“Do you know where Edward Samuelson’s office is?”
The man looked up. He had wild, overgrown eyebrows.
“Yeah. Back that way, take a right at the first fork. Then continue straight and it’s there, at the end.”
If he was at all interested in why two members of law enforcement—today, they couldn’t look more like detectives or FBI Agents if they tried—it didn’t show on his weathered face.
Con and Alex hurried back the way they’d come and followed the man’s directions.
They arrived in front of a thick door.
“This is where I met him a few days ago,” Con informed her. He reached for the handle. It turned freely.
“What’s wrong?” Alex asked, noting the suspicion on her partner’s features.
“He told me that if he leaves the room, he always locks it behind him.”
The implication was clear, but Con reinforced it by drawing his gun again.
The man was inside.
Alex withdrew her own pistol from the holster.
Con opened the door and stepped to his left. Alex slipped in behind him, raising her pistol and sweeping the area to their right.
She saw rows and rows of massive computers held on wire racks, but no Edward Samuelson.
“Edward?” Con said again. “Edward, it’s Agent Striker. You in here?”
With two fingers, Con pointed down the rows of computers, then at Alex’s chest.
She nodded and started walking forward.
“Ed? You here? We just want to talk.”
Alex cleared each of the eight rows of computers before eventually meeting Con at what she could only describe as a battle station: eight monitors, stacked in twos, a dozen or more devices that she didn’t recognize sitting on a wooden desk.
What she didn’t see was a computer.
Three thick cables lay loosely on the surface leading to nothing.
“Shit—he’s not here,” Con said. “That’s where the computer was last time. He must have left in a hurry.”
He indicated a rectangular outline on the desk that was a lighter shade than the surrounding area.
“But not before sending you those emails,” Alex remarked. She grabbed her partner’s arm. “Let’s go. We need to tell Marcus Allen to put out an APB for Edward Samuelson.”
***
“Let me get this straight, Agent Striker,” Marcus’ voice came from Con’s cell phone, which he had put on speaker and laid on the dash of his Audi rental. “You want me to put out an all-points bulletin for this Edward Samuelson, an editor at Imperial Productions because… the person who uploaded the pirated films used a username that may or may not be that of a famous editor turned director?”
That was exactly what Con wanted.
Marcus was missing one key fact, that the same username had been used to send him a copy of the video taken inside Martin Yeo’s house during the party.
Footage that had subsequently been deleted.
But Con hadn’t shared this information with the Special Agent in Charge.
And neither had Alex.
“Last night, I overheard Edward speaking with Martin, telling him to just pay the damn ransom. And he was pissed because Martin decided to involve the FBI.”
“Didn’t you also say that all of the people you heard talking were extorted?” Marcus shot back.
“Yes, but we think that Edward just made this up.”
Marcus was nonplussed.
“Not enough for an APB. Not enough to bring any charges in the pirated film case.”
“This isn’t a pirated film case any longer,” Con countered. “This is a murder investigation. You said so yourself.”
Again, this didn’t seem to bother Marcus.
“Which only means that we need stronger evidence before we bring this Edward guy in.”
“Look,” Con pleaded, “Edward himself told me that he’s the first to arrive and the last to leave IP. He grumbled about how the directors and producers gave him virtually no time to do his job. We go there in the middle of the afternoon today and not only is he not there, but Edward has taken his computer with him. And he’s probably the only one of the group with the skill to cut the scenes into the pirated movies.”
“So you think.”
Con’s face went red.
“For fuck’s sake, Marcus! This is our guy! You told us to close this case, so let us fucking close it! Put out the APB!”
There was a short pause and then, “Agents Striker and Frost I would like to see you in my office.”
Con threw his hands up and then slammed them on the steering wheel. Pain shot up to his elbows and he winced.
“This is a waste of time! Edward is just—”
He felt a hand on his arm and looked over at Alex.
She was trying to calm him.
It didn’t work.
“—putting more distance between us and him. If he goes after Thomas or—”
“This is not a request, Agent Striker,” Marcus boomed. “It was an order! I want you and Agent Frost in my office, now!”
Con reached for his phone. He jammed his thumb on the END button multiple times. The call was dropped, but his aggressive actions somehow opened the audiobook and Matthew Nelson Neil’s voice filled the car.
“Motherfucker!”
He flung his phone into the backseat.
“Fuck!”
Con put the car into drive and peeled out of the IP parking lot.
He drove for several minutes in the direction of the OC Field Office before Alex spoke up.
“What are we going to do?”
Con didn’t have an answer.
What he wanted to do was strangle Marcus Allen. What he wanted to do was find out what The Sandman was doing outside the gas station and who he was talking to.
What he wanted to do was figure out who the fuck the woman who had been watching him dig all last night was.
What he did was pull into the field office parking lot.
Alex reached into the backseat and retrieved his phone. She was handing it to Con and he was in the process of thanking her—his temper had subsided somewhat—when it buzzed in her hand.
She looked down at it, a frown appearing on her face.
“You got an email.”
“Is it from Edward? From DLean?”
Alex squinted at the phone.
“No—it’s… I think it’s from San Quentin.”
Con rudely snatched the phone from her.
San Quentin?
It was suddenly difficult to swallow, and he felt hot despite the AC that was blasting cold air into the cabin.
“Con?”
“Go,” he said quietly as he opened the email. “Head on up. I’ll be there in a minute.”
Alex opened the door and then stepped out.
“You sure?”
“Yeah, I just… I need a sec to collect myself.” He offered his partner a weak smile. She didn’t leave. “Please.”
“Okay. See you in a few.”
The moment his partner’s back was turned, Con turned his attention to the phone.
It was a simple email, standard, impersonal.
Except for Con, it was the exact opposite.
May 31, 2024: Inmate 98441–143 at the San Quentin State Prison has approved your request for visitation. Your visit has been approved for: May 31, 2024, 14:00h—15:00h. No changes to the visitation time or date are permitted. This is an unmonitored mailbox. Do not reply to this message.
Shaking now, Con forced his eyes away from the screen and peered through the passenger window.
Alex was standing just inside the doors, staring at him through the glass.
Their eyes met and Con ground his teeth.
Then he looked away and started to drive again.
He didn’t look back.



Chapter 39
Alex watched Con go.
She’d seen who had sent the email—it had come from an official-looking San Quentin State Prison email address—but had no idea of its contents.
But she could guess.
And Alex was pretty good at guessing.
The Sandman.
The Sandman was being held in San Quentin.
She thought that the most likely scenario was that Matthew Nelson Neil had agreed to meet with Con. And the timing also made sense; Con had mentioned that it was nearing the anniversary of his sister’s disappearance.
I should be with him, Alex thought. I should be by his side.
They had been working together for less than a week and a non-insignificant portion of that time Alex had spent by herself watching superhero movies.
Still, she felt a strong kinship with the man.
Had their kiss affected her opinion of the man?
Perhaps.
But it was more than that. He’d opened up to her and Alex was certain that this had been rare and extremely difficult for Con.
It meant something.
What Alex was really struggling with was if this something—whatever it was—meant more to her than being an FBI Agent.
Because, if nothing else, Con was self-destructive.
His blistered and calloused hands were evidence of this.
As was his appearance.
How long have you wanted to be an FBI Agent, Alex? she asked herself as she slowly made her way upstairs. Five years? Ten?
For the first time in as long as she could remember, Alex was at a loss for what to do next.
Before heading onto her floor, Alex pulled out her phone.
She’d gotten into the NYPD Police Academy through hard work and perseverance. She’d done the same to gain acceptance into the FBI Training Program.
And once there, she’d worked her ass off. She’d worked her fucking ass off.
Top of the class. Excellent marksman. Impeccable psych eval.
She’d done all of this with only the occasional personal encouragement from her father. But now she needed him.
She needed Brandon Frost’s advice.
Alex wasn’t looking for her father to clear up this mess, nor did she want him to intervene. But she needed his help, nonetheless.
The man answered on the first ring.
“Alex, it’s great to hear from you. I was going to call this evening—I heard through the grapevine that you aced your exams and that you got your first assignment. Congratulations! No one deserves this more than you.”
“Thanks, dad.” Alex squeezed her forehead with her hand. “I appreciate it. The reason I’m calling is that I need your advice…”
***
“Where’s Agent Striker?” Marcus Allen demanded from across his desk. There were pages and pages of notes sprawled across the surface.
“Family emergency,” Alex lied. Or maybe this wasn’t a lie.
Maybe The Sandman was finally going to tell Con about his sister’s fate. Didn’t that constitute a family emergency?
“What family?” Marcus Allen snapped. Then he shook his head. “In the middle of a murder investigation? Agent Frost, do you remember what I told you about what would happen to you if you lied to me?”
Alex nodded. How could she forget?
“We’re confident that Edward Samuelson is the man responsible for Martin Yeo’s murder. We also believe that he extorted Adon Guerrero, Thomas Ellsberg, and Charles Calloway for two hundred and fifty thousand dollars each. He secretly filmed them performing illicit acts and then he hid these videos inside the pirated versions of IP blockbusters. He only agreed to take them down once they paid his ransom. Martin refused, so Edward took things to the next level.”
Alex tried her best to keep an even voice as she said this, but it cracked ever so slightly at the end.
This was the part that she was having an issue with, but it would do no good to express this to the irate man seated across from her.
“If what you say is true, why would Edward go to all this trouble? Why not just send the videos directly to Martin and the others?”
Why would Matthew Nelson Neil encode a secret message in an audiobook that Con might never even come across? Because it was like a game to these men? Because it was cryptic and infuriating?
“I don’t know,” Alex admitted.
“And what does killing Martin do? If Edward is behind this and it’s all about the money, how does this help him?”
“I… I don’t know.”
Marcus stared at her for a long time.
“I’ll tell the LAPD to be on the lookout for Edward Samuelson. But I won’t put out a state or even nationwide APB. I refuse to take valuable resources away from other cases until you find me concrete evidence that Edward is involved in this.”
Marcus was making it seem like he was doing her a favor but they both knew that this was bullshit. All Con had to do was call his police chief friend AA and ask him to do the same.
But sometimes you just had to play the game.
That had come from her father.
“Thanks.”
Alex rose and started to leave.
“One more thing, Agent Striker.”
She turned.
“Yes?”
“Con has a family emergency?”
There was something sinister hidden deep within the man’s eyes. He was testing her.
“Yes,” Alex said quickly.
Marcus’ lips twisted into a sardonic smile.
“Don’t ever say I didn’t give you a chance. You’re dismissed.”
Alex returned to her desk.
Stay loyal to your partner, Brandon Frost had instructed her. Unless, of course, he’s a sinking ship. You don’t ever want to anchor yourself to a sinking ship.
She’d wanted a hard and fast answer, but Alex should have known better.
Her dad, after all, was a politician.
Alex puffed her lips.
Only time would tell if Con was treading water or going under.
Marcus wanted hard evidence, so that was what Alex spent the next hour looking for.
Edward Samuelson’s online presence was scant. Just a couple of images on Instagram of his dog and an old Facebook page that hadn’t been updated in at least two years.
Alex switched focus, instead searching for mentions of DLean1908. This proved more fruitful.
A user of the same name was extremely active on Reddit. The first few posts, dating back ten months or so were relatively tame.
But then something happened. DLean got angry.
And his anger was focused on directors and producers in Hollywood.
He claimed that they were all money-grubbing assholes, that they had no integrity, no creativity. All they gave a shit about was maximizing revenue.
Amidst these rants, Alex found one line that was particularly interesting.
Let’s just see how much these guys love their money.
It was a far cry from an admission of guilt, but it could coincide when Edward made the decision to start posting the pirated movies.
The dates matched and the messages represented a classic pathological pattern: increasing anger, more manic, desperate. More violent.
What happened to you ten months ago, Edward? Alex wondered. What was the triggering event? Did you get a divorce? Did someone close to you pass away? Or is it simpler than that: did Martin just refuse to promote you to direct or producer?
Alex continued to review the posts, and while she was confident that this DLean was the same DLean they were searching for, there was no obvious link to Edward Samuelson.
She’d been hopeful, optimistic, but hadn’t really expected the man to do something as stupid as sign off on one of these profanity-laden tirades as ‘Eddie Samuelson, editor of Quantum Guardians and Eclipse, among others’. After all, Edward had enough sense to use Proton Mail and a VPN to send the videos to Con.
Frustrated, Alex debated what to do next.
On a whim, she opened Mega Torrent on her computer and did a search for Imperial Production films. There were no ripped copies of Quantum Guardians, Eclipse, or Rise of the Titans available—at least not ones that looked legitimate.
Edward had removed those after Charles, Adon, and Thomas paid their ransoms.
But to her surprise, there was a new upload, a new seed that had first appeared just under an hour ago.
Shadowstrike.
It was Imperial’s big summer blockbuster release, the movie that Martin Yeo had been most worried about being pirated.
According to Con, Martin had said something about a big twist that the producer wanted to keep a secret.
But they now knew it had nothing to do with the film itself.
Edward had likely pirated the film, inserted frames of Martin doing… something… and sent it to Martin with a message along the lines of: Pay up, or I upload this version of Shadowstrike.
Evidently, Martin’s death was irrelevant.
What mattered was that he hadn’t paid. Couldn’t pay, if what Julia Yeo had said was true.
Alex downloaded the movie.
And then she started to watch. During the opening credits, she noticed an unusual frame. If she hadn’t been looking for it, Alex might have just passed this off as a coding error in the pirated movie.
But now she knew better.
Bearing down, Alex watched the entire movie, stopping it often to cut out a frame and drop it into editing software.
On their own, these frames meant nothing.
But when Alex was finally done and she watched what she’d created in its entirety, she felt sick to her stomach.
“Jesus.”
Alex tried to watch it again, but it felt wrong.
She saved the file and closed her laptop.
Then she got up, stretched her back, and checked her phone.
No messages from Con.
Alex’s eyes drifted to Marcus’ office.
The door was firmly closed.
She debated, very briefly, telling the Special Agent in Charge what she’d found but decided against it.
As the man had said, she’d picked her side.
And it wasn’t Marcus’.
Having made up her mind, Alex left the office and set out on foot, wanting nothing more than to clear her clouded mind of the horrible images that simply refused to fade away.



Chapter 40
A decade had passed since Con had seen Matthew Nelson Neil. Over this time, Con had aged at least twice that amount. The lines on his face had deepened, his hair had started to show flecks of gray—although this was thankfully still barely noticeable—and his shoulders had stooped.
And these were just a few of the many physical changes he’d experienced.
The mental aspects were far more obvious.
There had been twelve partners, a job he only tenuously held onto and that he now hated, and a broken marriage, to name a few.
And his anger… he’d once heard that you could only stay angry for a very short period of time. This was why psychologists suggested taking a deep breath or extricating yourself from the immediate situation.
But those talking heads that populated Instagram had never had a twin sister who had been abducted and murdered by a serial killer, and whose bones had never been found.
Con’s anger had only grown.
It only got worse when he got his first glimpse of The Sandman.
Unlike Con, Matthew Nelson Neil didn’t seem to have changed much at all.
He was still a huge man, with a big gleaming bald head and wideset eyes. His nose had long since healed from their first altercation and the slight bend could only be noticed if you stared intently at him, which, of course, was too unnerving for most to actually do.
His teeth were still chipped, though, and this made Con smile inwardly.
The big man’s hands and legs were chained to the table and Matthew was wearing a bright orange San Quentin-issue jumpsuit.
When Con entered the room, Matthew raised his eyes. They were dark and beady, sweaty, and they followed him across the concrete room.
Someone had pulled a chair out for Con, but he walked behind it and gripped the cold metal in both hands.
And then he just stared.
Eleven years and three months.
Despite the changes that Con had undergone, his fury notwithstanding, it felt as if he and Tate staking out the dilapidated house had happened just yesterday.
Yesterday, they’d seen the Arby’s delivery.
Yesterday, they’d bared the heat and the flies.
Yesterday, he’d squeezed the man’s neck.
Yesterday, Tate had pulled Con off The Sandman before he killed him.
At long last, Matthew Nelson Neil finally spoke. He did so in the same monotone voice as he’d narrated the audiobook.
“So, you finally found her, Agent Striker.”
Con snapped.
He leaped across the table so quickly that The Sandman had only time to lean back.
This proved to be a tactical error because it exposed his fleshy throat.
And then, just like eleven years ago, Con once more started to strangle the man.
“Tell me where she’s buried!” He screamed into the man’s face. Con’s hands were sore and tired from digging, his palms shredded. But he still had it in him to squeeze.
Veins in Matthew’s head began to throb, and his face started to turn a deep shade of red.
Although Con couldn’t see it, his face looked nearly identical to that of the convicted serial killer’s, complete with hissing breaths and spit coating his lower lip.
“Just fucking tell me where she’s buried!”
The door flew open, and someone grabbed Con’s shoulders. They pulled, but he didn’t let go.
A heavy boot anchored behind Con’s heel and this time when the guard leaned back, Con had to let go or else fall on his ass.
Matthew broke into a coughing fit as Con was dragged to the opposite wall.
“What the hell are you doing?” The guard spun him around and shoved him in the chest. Con’s spine struck the hard concrete. “Agent Striker, what the hell are you doing?”
Con was seething.
“That’s it, you’re done here.”
The guard gripped him by the shoulders, intent on forcing him out of the room.
“No,” Matthew said. His voice was different now—it was strained. The guard stopped. “He couldn’t kill me then and he can’t kill me now. He doesn’t have what it takes.”
The guard appeared confused, his eyes moving from Con, who couldn’t stop staring at Matthew’s still-red face, to the inmate.
“Let me talk to him,” Matthew said.
Prior to entering the room, Con had been given explicit instructions as to what was and what wasn’t permitted.
Top of the list had been making any physical contact with The Sandman.
Oops.
The guard released his hold on Con but remained positioned between the two combatants.
“One more outburst like that, Agent Striker, and I will throw your ass in jail.”
The guard waited for a beat, making sure that Con didn’t act on his urges, then backed down.
He didn’t leave the room this time, however.
“You didn’t find her,” Matthew said. His lips started to form a smile but when Con flinched, it disappeared.
The guard held up a warning hand and Con took a deep breath and held the air in his lungs.
He wants you to get mad, he wants you to lash out again. Do not give this piece of shit what he wants.
“But based on your email, I’m guessing you found my message. You like stories, Agent Striker?”
Although it took all of his efforts, Con managed to remain silent.
“Well, I like stories. Not much else to do in here.” The man laughed. “Not much to do but read stories. I’ll admit, The Great California Gold Rush was a bit of a drag. But I know plenty of more interesting stories. I think… yes, I think that I’m gonna tell you a story. Yeah, I’m going to tell you my story, Agent Striker.”
That tone… that fucking monotone way of speaking.
The last thing Con wanted was to listen to this man talk. He’d had his fill with the audiobook.
But there was nothing he could do.
Except for hope that The Sandman fucked up.
That the bastard finally told him where Valerie was buried.
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“Come on Matty, I dare you to go in there,” the boy with the cleft lip teased.
“Yeah, Matty,” the fat kid reiterated. “Go inside. Don’t be a pussy.”
Matthew’s eyes drifted to the door in front of them. His two classmates had already managed to pop the lock using a piece of metal they’d found buried in the snow. The thick door was wedged open nearly a foot.
Matthew didn’t want to go inside. He didn’t want to be anywhere near this place.
“No, I don’t think so,” he said softly.” He was bigger than even the fat kid, had him by at least three inches and thirty pounds.
But Matthew was soft, and Rick and Damien were the two biggest bullies in the school. There were rumors that they’d killed Mrs. Montgomery’s cat after she’d given them detention three days in a row.
People said they’d lured the animal into an alley with a can of tuna and then smashed its skull in with a brick.
“Go inside, pussy.” Rick bumped Matthew with his shoulder. His cleft lip gave him a bit of a lisp, but no one dared make fun of him.
It was freezing outside, and Matthew cupped his hands in front of his mouth and blew on them. His feet ached. His running shoes were too small and the glue that held the soles together had long since worn out. He couldn’t feel his toes.
But no matter how cold it was outside, it was colder inside the rear entrance to the morgue.
Frosty air billowed out from the foot-wide gap.
“Listen, Matty, if you don’t go inside, we’ll tell everyone at school that you tried to suck Damien’s cock.”
“What?” Matthew gasped. “I didn’t —”
“Do it,” Rick ordered. He had that look in his eyes, the one that suggested that if Matthew refused, they’d give a beating.
Matthew was used to beatings. Just this past year, his dad had split his lip open with a slap and broken his left arm when he’d pushed him down the stairs.
And it was only February.
Matthew could handle beatings.
But if these boys told the entire school he was gay, and his father heard that rumor? He’d be lucky if he only ended up in the hospital.
His mom, too.
“Do it,” Damien sneered. “Do it, you fucking pussy.”
“Yeah, go inside. What’s the big deal? You scared of ghosts, Matty?”
The truth was that Matthew was scared of ghosts. After his grandmother had gotten ill, she’d moved in with them, taken up residence in his room. His father had grumbled something about how the hospital bills had forced them to sell her home to be able to afford to keep the ‘old bitch’ alive.
Matthew slept on a leaky air mattress on the floor. His grandmother was hooked up to a ventilator, which hissed and beeped all night.
He barely slept.
But then, one night, the beeping had intensified.
His grandmother had gasped, struggled to breathe.
Matthew had woken up from a light slumber and hovered over the frail woman. She’d reached out to him, her wet eyes begging him to call for help.
Matthew just watched as his grandmother suffocated to death in front of him.
He thought this would make his father happy—no more bills, no more expensive medication or equipment—but his old man was anything but.
The man was furious.
He yelled at Matthew, calling him a freak, a pervert, a psycho.
But his mom had gotten it worse.
Now, even though his grandmother and all the equipment that had once kept her alive was gone, he still couldn’t sleep.
Every time Matthew closed his eyes, he heard the horrible croaking sound the woman had made as she desperately tried to fill her diseased lungs with air.
“All I have to do is go inside for one minute, right?” his voice was timid, belonging to a kid half his age and a third his size.
Rick looked down at his watch, a cheap Timex, pressed a few buttons, and then held the face up for Matthew to see.
“One minute. That’s it.”
Was it a big deal? he asked himself. Just duck inside, stay there for one minute and come back out again. Then they’ll leave me alone. And tomorrow, I’ll throw a fit in class, make sure I get detention so there’ll be no chance I’ll run into Rick and Damien on the way home from school again.
Matthew shrugged, his heavy shoulders rising and falling beneath his thin jacket.
“Okay,” he said. “I’ll do it.”
Matthew took one step toward the door and then he felt two hands on his back, shoving him forward.
“Wait!”
But they didn’t wait. Both Rick and Damien started pushing him, forcing him through the narrow opening.
It was a tight squeeze and when he finally made it through, Matthew fell hard on his knees.
“Hey!”
He scrambled to his feet and rushed toward the door only to see the light from the outside blink out.
Matthew pounded his fists against the metal.
“Open up! Open up, please!”
They were laughing outside.
Matthew grabbed the handle and pulled. It didn’t budge.
“Please!”
His desperate cries were met with more laughs.
“I changed my mind! I don’t want to be in here! Let me out! You have to let me out!”
This time there was a reply.
“Watch out for the ghosts, pussy.”
Matthew went silent and listened. He heard boots crunching snow.
Receding.
“No,” he moaned.
The stark realization of where he was suddenly came over Matthew and he redoubled his efforts to try to open the door.
But Rick and Damien had done something to it. It was stuck.
Hysteria rose up, bubbled over.
Matthew hammered on the door until his hands no longer felt attached to his body.
He switched to kicking but his foot was frozen solid and after just one blow, he thought he’d broken all his toes.
That’s when he heard the sound.
The beeping followed by a hiss.
It was his grandmother. She was here.
She was back.
Back for him.
In his mind, he could see that horrible expression on her face, the realization that she was going to die.
A thin whine escaped Matthew’s throat and he turned around.
The interior of the morgue was pitch black.
And it was freezing.
A tremendous shudder coursed through his body and once Matthew started to shake, he couldn’t stop.
“Grammie?”
Nothing.
“Grammie? Is that you?”
Matthew spun back around but the darkness was so all-encompassing that it was disorienting. His left foot struck something—at least he thought it did; he’d lost all feeling in his limbs.
Something fell, metallic at first, but this was quickly followed by a dull, almost organic thump.
Oh, god, that was a body. That was a body.
Matthew scrambled forward even though he knew it was best just to stay still.
Something hard and metal blocked his path, and he held his hands out in front of him, blindly groping the darkness as he tried to navigate around it.
He had to find a way out. It was too cold in here. He was going to freeze to death.
Matthew managed two steps before he tripped and sprawled forward, landing on all fours.
Get up, his mind screamed. Get up!
Instead, he crawled.
His numb mind registered that his hands had come up against something, even though he could barely feel what it was.
But it was warm, warmer than the air, anyway. It wasn’t quite pliable but not as unyielding as the metal object.
What was the metal thing?
A table? A chair?
No, a gurney.
Matthew nestled up against the pliable object. He pulled it close, wrapped it around him.
And then, his teeth chattering like those gag dentures with feet he’d seen at the local Dollar Tree around Halloween time, his mind went blank.
Matthew Nelson Neil fell into something reminiscent of sleep for the first time since his grandmother had invaded his space.
Sometime later, he was awoken by the sound of scraping metal.
Sunlight suddenly flooded the morgue, warming his frozen face.
Matthew opened his eyes and saw a man in uniform make his way inside. He tried to say something, to call out, but his lips were frozen solid.
All he could manage was a dry croak.
But it was enough.
The man—a cop, it was a cop—looked down at him and his face filled with a mixture of shock and fear.
“Jesus Christ.” Cold breath puffed out of his mouth. “Jesus Christ, boy, are you cuddling up to a corpse?”
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Con wasn’t sure what to say. He knew what The Sandman was trying to do. He was trying to save face, to explain his actions and maybe garner a little sympathy.
Control the narrative.
Torture Con even further.
Little Matty was bullied at school. Little Matty was beaten by his dad.
Little Matty watched his grandmother die.
Boo-fucking-hoo.
This was, however, the first time that Con had heard any of this story. After Matthew’s arrest, there had been a boom of podcasts and even a book written about his life.
Con had consumed everything he could find about The Sandman, convinced that it would help him figure out where his sister’s body might be.
It didn’t.
But there was never any mention of this soirée in the morgue, of Rick with the cleft lip or overweight Damien.
Someone had, however, managed to track down Matthew’s mother, hiding out in rural Virginia.
The woman claimed she didn’t have a son. Had never been married. Even when presented with both marriage and birth certificates to contradict these claims, Patricia Neil, now going by Paula Atkinson, denied everything.
“You’ve got the wrong woman,” she’d asserted.
What was known about Matthew Nelson Neil was that he’d grown up in a suburb of New York  City in a lower-class home. He dropped out of school when he turned sixteen. The arrest record that followed gave no indication of the true evil the man possessed.
Shoplifting in Ohio when he was seventeen for which he’d gotten probation. At twenty, Matthew was arrested again, this time in Nebraska for assaulting a woman outside a bar. A prostitute claimed that he tried to rape her, but Matthew contested that he’d paid for sex and that the woman had changed her mind.
The judge hadn’t been so lenient this time.
Matthew spent four years in prison for his crime.
And then, as he presumably continued to make his way west, Matthew either cleaned up his act or was never caught for breaking the law.
There was no record of the man between the ages of 24 and 31.
Nobody knew where he went, what he did for work.
Matthew remained completely off the radar until Con and Tate confronted him in that desolate house.
During the DA’s due diligence following the man’s confession, a call went out to the public, asking for help in trying to trace The Sandman’s movements over the years.
Nobody spoke up and Matthew remained obtuse at best.
“Bullshit,” Con said at last. Dwight’s article suddenly flashed in his mind. “You know, the media calls you The Sandman because of the pillows you left with the victims and the fact that they were all buried in or around deserts. But I have a better name for you: the Necro-Killer.”
Matthew’s face changed. His eyes darkened, his body tensed.
“And if you're so inspired to tell stories,” Con continued, “why don’t you tell me what happened to Valerie?”
Con instantly realized his mistake.
A smile spread across Matthew’s lips, revealing teeth that looked like globules of fat.
Even though Con, usually so composed and analytical and deliberate and in control, knew that he was falling into a trap, he was unable to contain himself.
“Tell me where you buried her,” he hissed. “Why don’t you just tell me?”
Nothing. Just that terrible smile.
“You admitted to all the other murders, so why don’t you just tell me what you did with my sister?”
He didn’t expect a reply and was thus startled when he was met with one.
“I never killed your sister,” Matthew said flatly.
Con sneered. It wasn’t the big reveal he’d been hoping for, but it was a step in the right direction.
“I saw you at the gas station standing behind her.”
There was no need to be more specific. The video of Val and Matthew had been played on every media circuit for weeks while they searched for The Sandman.
Matthew lost his tongue again.
“Tell about the rock out in the Mojave,” Con asked, switching gears. “What was I supposed to find? Did you bury her there? Is that where you buried Val?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Of course you do. That was the message… the secret message you put in the audiobook. You wanted me to go out there, to dig.”
Matthew pressed his lips together as if trying to stop himself from saying something.
“You want to know what I think? I think that you tried to rape that prostitute in Nebraska, but you couldn’t get it up. And this made you mad. When you met Marcy Long, you tried to have sex with her and maybe it was even consensual. But again, you couldn’t get hard. She laughed at you, and you killed her. Only then could you get hard. And you fucked her. You fucked her corpse.”
Matthew began to sneer.
“I did not.”
“Oh, you did. I know you did.” What Con said next hurt him to the core, but it was necessary. He would do and say whatever it took to find his sister’s bones. “But that wasn’t your first time, was it? I think your first time was with Val. I think you saw her in the gas station and wanted her. You followed my sister and when she didn’t give you the time of day, you strangled her. Then you—” his voice wavered ever so slightly, “—then you raped her.”
“I did not,” Matthew protested through clenched teeth. The vein in his forehead had returned and Con doubled-down.
“You did; you killed her and then raped her. My twin sister. And every time you see my face, you see her.”
“I did not,” Matthew said with such force that Con recoiled. The guard stepped forward. “I didn’t kill her!”
The man slammed both fists down and the chains around his wrists rattled on the metal table.
“Matthew, calm down,” the guard warned.
But Matthew was beyond reproach.
“I didn’t fucking kill her! I loved her! Even after what she did, I still loved her!”
Con felt as if the man had somehow freed himself from his chains and had driven one of those massive firsts into his solar plexus.
He couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. So complete was Con’s shock that he didn’t even register that the man had finally, after all these years, admitted to knowing his sister.
“I loved her!” Matthew screamed again. “I loved Valerie!”
“All right, enough of this shit,” the guard grumbled. “Agent Striker—”
“I lo… ved…” One of The Sandman’s eyes started to twitch and, moments later, his entire body began thrumming like a plucked violin string.
“Oh, shit,” the guard cursed. “Help! We need help in here!”
He grabbed Con and glared at him.
“You can’t be in here. You have to go.”
“I… lo…ved… Val… erie.” Drool poured from The Sandman’s mouth. “I lovvvvvv…”
“You have to go!” the guard suddenly screamed in Con’s face. “You have to go, now!”



Chapter 43
“So, you’re Agent Striker’s new partner, are ya?” the cop asked as he rolled down his window.
“Chief Abner?” Alex said, peering into the LAPD squad car.
“Just AA—everyone calls me AA.”
Alex frowned. It was a strange nickname. She was glad to see him, though. Surprised that he had been driving by the OC Field Office while Alex was getting some fresh air.
Surprised but grateful.
“Okay, AA. And yes, I’m Agent Frost—Alex Frost. You think I could…” she glanced over her shoulder. “You think I could get in?”
“Sure,” AA said with a grin. “I’m actually searching for Con. Got word that we should be on the lookout for Edward Samuelson driving a green Mustang.”
Alex got in the passenger seat. She felt strangely comfortable around AA, probably because outside of Marcus and Con he was the only person she really knew in Orange County.
Really… knew?
That was a stretch.
But she was lonely and disturbed by the video of Martin Yeo she’d found embedded within the pirated version of Shadowstrike.
“I don’t know where Con is,” Alex admitted.
“Went off on his own, did he?” AA said, a cheerful lilt to his voice. “Yeah, the man has a reputation for doing that. It’s nothing personal, you know.”
“Yeah, I know.”
AA started to drive, slowly putting distance between them and the field office. The further they got, the more relaxed Alex became.
“He’s tough on partners, isn’t he?”
AA laughed.
“That’s an understatement.” He grew serious when he saw the look on her face. “I’m sure you know about his sister by now?”
Alex nodded.
“Was she really The Sandman’s first victim?”
AA shrugged.
“Who knows? Matthew Nelson Neil admitted to all twelve murders but never said anything about Valerie Striker.”
“But the video?”
“Everyone’s seen the video,” the burly cop said with a shrug.
This wasn’t the answer that Alex was seeking, and she felt as if AA was holding something back.
“I’m just trying to understand him.”
Another chuckle.
“Good luck with that.”
They drove for a good ten minutes. High rises soon flattened out as they reached the suburbs.
Alex wanted to ask more questions but knew if she did, she risked sounding desperate. She needed AA to open up willingly and on his own accord. And Alex thought the best way to get him to do that was to remain quiet.
It worked.
“You want to know what I think?”
“Please.”
AA rubbed his lower lip along the underside of his white mustache.
“I think… I think that Con wants Matthew to have taken his sister. Although he’s never said, I think that something happened between him and his sister before she went missing. Something serious. And I think he feels guilty about it.”
Something did happen, Alex knew. Con had said as much. They’d gotten into a fight, although her partner had been scant on the details.
It warmed her to think that Con had shared this detail with her but not AA, which she suspected Con had known for much longer.
She didn’t think they were very close, she didn’t think that Con was close with anyone, but still, it meant a lot to her.
AA suddenly pulled over outside a sprawling townhouse.
“Where are we?” Alex asked, looking around.
The siding on the house was painted a dark green and the impressive front was adorned with large white columns.
AA grinned.
“Edward Samuelson’s house.”
This surprised Alex—she’d pictured Edward living in a small dingy apartment—and then she recalled that, despite his complex extortion scheme, Ed made good money.
Not as good as Adon or Martin, but still damn good.
“Want to go check it out?”
Alex nodded and they got out of the car together.
As they approached, Alex suddenly realized why she felt so comfortable around AA, and it had nothing to do with the fact that they’d previously met at Martin Yeo’s.
It was because he reminded Alex of her father.
Kind, well-meaning, but driven. Not unscrupulous but unscrupulous-adjacent, if there was such a thing.
Even though AA had no jurisdiction here, and this was technically Alex’s case, not to mention the fact that Marcus had explicitly stated that the LAPD police chief was not to be involved, she let the man take the lead.
And he did so naturally.
Hand on the gun on his hip, AA walked to the front door and knocked. Alex veered to the right and placed her hands against the bay window to peer inside.
Considering that there was no car in the driveway and that the man had obviously left IP in a hurry, she deemed it incredibly unlikely that he was just hanging out at home.
The lack of movement from inside this house confirmed her suspicion.
“Mr. Samuelson? LAPD. Open up,” AA hollered as he knocked again.
The place was deserted. No steaming mugs of coffee on the table, no half-eaten plate of food.
“Mr. Samuelson?”
AA tried the door and was surprised to find it unlocked. He started to turn the knob when Alex’s phone rang.
He stopped and looked over at her.
On the rare chance that Edward was inside and was just waiting for a chance to attack, Alex moved away from the window before answering.
It was Con and he sounded desperate.
“Alex? I need to see you. Please, I need to see you, now.”
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“There he is.”
Alex pointed out the car window at a familiar figure standing in the distance.
What the hell is he doing here?
They were literally in the middle of nowhere, a narrow freeway splitting through the Mojave Desert. About a quarter to the east stood an impressive rock outcropping.
Con stood beside the rock, hands buried deep into his pockets.
“What the hell?” AA said under his breath. He pulled in front of Con’s car and parked.
Alex got out and hurried toward her partner.
The sun was angry today and she was sweating profusely by the time she made it within earshot.
“Con?” she shouted as best she could with little air in her lungs.
“What’s he doing here?” Con asked, hooking a chin over her shoulder.
The man’s eyes were but lumps of coal buried deep in unleavened bread.
“I didn’t have a choice,” Alex said defensively. “I don’t have a car and you left me.”
“I—”
“Con, what the hell are you doing way out here?”
Con stepped out from behind Alex’s shadow.
“The Sandman sent me,” he said simply.
AA screwed up his face, but Alex understood.
The message in the audiobook… it had led him here.
Alex placed her hands on her hips and looked around.
Here…?
The only thing special about this place were the holes that riddled the ground around the rock.
This is where he came, Alex thought instinctively. After Martin’s party, Con came here. And he dug all night, looking for whatever might be left of his sister’s corpse.
It was incredibly heartbreaking.
Devastatingly so.
“I think he’s just fucking with me,” Con said. “I searched and there’s nothing here. Valerie’s not here.” His voice was thick with desperation.
Alex didn’t know what to do. She didn’t know what Con needed in that moment and even if she did, she wasn’t certain she was the person to give it.
AA began to walk around the rock, and Con finally dropped his eyes.
“There’s nothing here, AA,” her partner repeated. “I’ve searched everywhere.”
The police chief grunted and continued his tour of the rock.
“He agreed to meet me today,” Con said softly.
At first, Alex didn’t know what her partner was talking about.
“…he?”
“Matthew Nelson Neil. I visited him at San Quentin.”
Alex had been right: the email that she’d seen on Con’s phone from San Quentin had to do with The Sandman.
“Are you all right?”
“I… I’m not sure. He killed her, Alex. He killed my sister. I know he did. I just don’t understand why he won’t fucking admit it.”
Alex thought back to what AA had told her in the car about how Con felt responsible for what happened to his sister. She started to wonder if Con would ever get the closure he so sought even if he found Valerie.
Or if he’d be worse off because of it.
“He’s getting some sort of sick pleasure out of torturing you, Con. Whether he had something to do with your sister's disappearance or not. You must know that.”
Con nodded.
“I know, but—”
“Found something,” AA suddenly shouted. “I found something!”
Con stopped speaking and bolted around the rock. Alex ran after him. They found AA around the backside, squatting in front of a hole that was about a foot and a half wide and equally as deep.
He used a pen to lift something out of the hole.
“What the fuck?” Con gasped.
Based on the horror on her partner’s face, Alex had expected bones or maybe a piece of fabric.
It was neither; it was a watch.
A big, expensive-looking silver watch.
Martin Yeo’s watch.
Con took two steps back.
“What—what is that doing here? It wasn’t here last night.”
AA held the watch up higher, dumbstruck.
“You sure?”
“Of course, I’m fucking sure. I wouldn’t have missed that.”
If it hadn’t been here last night, that meant that someone had put it here after Con had been called out to the Yeo McMansion by Marcus Allen.
Alex’s eyes suddenly shot back to the road.
She remembered the video that Con had received in the email from DLean1908.
Someone had been watching him dig and that same someone most likely put the watch in the hole.
And they’d done it to frame Con.
There was no doubt in her mind who that person was.
Her eyes drifted back to the road, past their parked cars. When AA had pulled up, Alex had instantly spotted Con by the rock. Neither Alex nor AA had so much as glanced to the other side of the road. There was no matching rock there but there were two large Joshua Trees standing about six feet apart.
But it was what lay situated between those trees that Alex focused her attention on.
The desert was littered with low-lying creosote bushes, but between the tree trunks there seemed to be an unnaturally large pile of them.
Alex was no expert, but some of the plants even appeared to have been uprooted, almost as if they had been torn up and used to cover something. The sun glinted off a hidden object buried within the pile.
Not almost as if someone had covered something, Alex realized, but that was exactly what they’d done.
“It’s him!” Alex yelled. “That’s Edward’s car! He’s here!” She looked at both Con and AA, her eyes as big as the glowing orb in the sky. “Edward’s here!”
All three of them broke into a run.
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Con hadn’t seen what Alex had, but the conviction in her voice was enough to convince him that Edward Samuelson was hiding in the desert.
And sure enough, when they made it to the road, they heard the sound of a door slamming closed. An engine revved and creosote bushes fell to the ground as Edward’s green Ford Mustang revved.
They weren’t going to make it in time, not even close.
By the time they got to their cars, Edward was already racing across the desert, not heading toward the road but away from it, driving due west across the Mojave.
AA’s squad car was closer, and both the police chief and Alex quickly got in.
Con went to his own vehicle, the Audi rental, and sprinted around to the driver’s side.
He opened the door and then paused.
A coyote screamed loudly.
Con turned his head, but it wasn’t a mangy animal that he saw.
Instead, it was a woman.
Tall, with dark hair.
It was the same woman that he’d seen in the video.
She was behind them, about fifty yards down the road, just standing there, her arm resting on the hood of a pale blue sedan.
Con shielded his eyes with the blade of his hand.
Who are you?
The woman got back in her car and made a quick U-turn, spraying dust and sand into the air.
In front of him, AA was already pulling away, cutting a perpendicular track onto the compacted desert sand.
Con jumped into his Audi.
I should go after Edward, he thought. I should stay with Alex.
But he didn’t.
He had to know who the woman was.
Had to.
Con hammered on the gas and swung the wheel all the way around, quickly closing ground on the strange woman and her old sedan.
***
“Where the fuck is he going?” AA growled as he pressed the pedal down and picked up speed. The ride was bumpy, and Alex was forced to hold onto the safety handle above the door.
Edward didn’t seem to have a destination, he just drove.
As they moved further and further from the road, the sand dunes started to grow taller.
Like his house, Sam drove a fancy car. A newer model Ford Mustang.
But AA was behind the wheel of an LAPD cruiser. It may not be as flashy, but it had better tires and a suped-up engine.
They were gaining on him.
“Hold on—hold on tight,” AA warned through gritted teeth.
Alex was gripping the safety handle with one hand and the side of her seat with the other. Her knuckles were white, and her fingers throbbed.
AA was almost level with the Mustang now, and Alex could see Edward hunched over the wheel, his chin jutting forward, his hair swept back.
“Here we go!” AA shouted.
The man seemed excited and for good reason. He was a police chief now, not a beat cop. It wasn’t often that he was involved in adrenaline-fueled high-speed chases.
But the man's zealousness posed a problem, one Alex recognized right away.
AA was trying to perform the precision immobilization technique, the PIT maneuver. It was simple enough, something they perfected in basic training.
Alex knew it well.
The cop would use the front bumper of his vehicle to push the ass end of the chase car, sending it into a wild tailspin.
This was highly effective on the road, maybe even on grass.
But out here, far from the road, the sand was loose, soft.
And the Ford Mustang was halfway up the largest dune that they’d come across yet.
“No! Wait!” Alex screamed.
But it was too late.
AA was committed.
And, to the man’s credit, he executed the PIT maneuver perfectly. Alex would think later that if it hadn’t been so well performed, things might have been different. The squad car might have just spun out. Sure, Edward would have gotten away. But that was a far better result than what actually happened.
AA’s cruiser nudged the Mustang’s rear bumper, and Edward reacted as most people did, naturally turning the wheel in the opposite direction of contact. Sand peppered the windshield, blinding them.
It didn’t matter.
There was nothing they could do; the cruiser’s tires had lost their grip.
Alex felt her arms go slack as their vehicle started to roll.
***
Con was gaining on her. He was gaining on the woman.
And he would catch her. His Audi was faster than her rust bucket.
She came into focus.
Dark hair hanging past her shoulder blades. Narrow frame.
Con was within just a car’s length when lights lit up his dash and the engine started to knock.
What the fuck?
He took his eyes off the road for a second and glanced down.
The low gas indicator wasn’t just on, but it was flashing frenetically.
He thought back to how much he’d driven since renting the car prior to Martin’s party. He’d picked up Alex from her hotel. He’d gone to the party, then dropped her off afterward. Later, Con had driven out to the desert, to this very spot, which had taken him nearly two hours. Then he’d returned.
Next, to OC Post to visit Dwight, then to the field office.
San Quentin.
Back out to the Mojave.
And not once had he gassed up.
No, please.
He pushed the Audi even harder and tried to pull up right next to the pale blue vehicle. She swerved to block his path, but Con predicted this action and quickly reversed course to the other side.
One final, aggressive acceleration and he was directly beside her.
Con turned his head and looked through the passenger window at the driver.
And then his heart stopped.
It was her.
He didn’t understand how this was possible and thought maybe his fatigued mind was just playing tricks on him.
But then the driver swiveled her head and their eyes met.
It was her.
It was his twin sister, it was Valerie.
Valerie Striker.
How?
And then, just as this question entered Con’s brain, the Audi’s engine cut out and the car died.
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Alex didn’t know where she was.
Her chest hurt.
Her head hurt.
She groaned and opened her eyes.
Panic set in when she was met with darkness.
Alex swiped at her face with her right hand–her left was too sore to raise–and felt something wet and tacky.
Rather than incite panic, the fact that she could now see brought with it a modicum of relief.
Alex blinked again, clearing the rest of the blood from her eyes. Then she searched for the source.
Her hairline–there she found a bruise and a small cut. Prodding her swollen head caused everything to flood back.
Edward, the watch, the green Mustang.
AA.
Alex was hanging upside down, her seatbelt the only thing preventing her from falling on her head and neck. The airbag, now deflated, had streaks of blood on it. White powder–Was it from the airbag? Or was it sand?—coated her chest and arms.
She glanced over and saw AA. He too was upside down, but because he was heavier, the man’s body was pressed uncomfortably against the ceiling of the LAPD cruiser. His neck was bent at an odd angle and Alex sucked in a painful breath.
Please…
She watched the man closely for several seconds, her eyes trained on his chest, silently pleading for it to move.
And then it did.
AA was alive.
She was alive.
Where the hell is Con?
Alex turned her attention front and center, but the windshield was shattered and covered in sand. She moved her head right next and immediately hissed through clenched teeth. Pain shot down her shoulder.
Alex shut her eyes and forced herself to take a deep breath. Slowly this time, she rolled her head and neck.
Nothing seemed broken, just bruised and sore.
Aching.
Alex tried again to catch her bearings by looking out the passenger window again. Best she figured, they’d rolled the car and were lying now upside down at the base of the sand dune. Or they’d rolled dozens of times and the small, white embankment that she saw was a completely different dune than the one upon which AA attempted the PIT maneuver. There were no landmarks, so it was impossible to tell for certain.
Okay, Alex, you need to move now. You can’t just hang here forever. Con is probably still chasing Edward. Except…
Alex steeled herself against the pain as she forced herself to turn her head even further.
The Mustang was there. Not twenty feet from where their car had flipped.
It was idling.
Oh, shit, Alex thought. Oh, shit!
This was bad. A split second later, things got considerably worse.
Amidst the ticking of the cop car’s engine and the throaty rumble of the Mustang, Alex heard something else.
Shuffling feet.
Alex’s vision suddenly darkened as a shadow was cast over the side of the car.
She saw two feet and knew instantly that they weren’t Con’s.
They were Edward’s.
If she needed any further confirmation, she got it when the man bent down and leered at her.
“You must be Agent Frost,” Edward Samuelson said.
Alex shifted and she surreptitiously snaked her hand down her side–up her side–to feel for her gun.
“Nuh, uh, uh,” Edward taunted. He brought his hand into view. In it, Alex saw a faded pistol.
“What do you–” she cleared her throat. Where the fuck is Con? “What do you want?”
“What do I want?” A pitch-titter came out of Ed’s throat. And then his features hardened as if he was embarrassed by the sound. “What do I want? All I ever wanted was to make my own movies. Martin promised me. He said after Eclipse, I’d get my chance. My shot. But he lied. They always lie. But jokes on them. I made my movies without their help. Movies of them.”
Alex needed to stall, needed to keep Edward talking to give Con the time he needed to arrive.
“You killed Martin because he couldn’t pay. I can understand the extortion. I saw what Martin did, what Adon said. But you killed him.”
“No!” Edward suddenly roared. “I didn’t kill Martin. Your partner did.”
With the blood rushing to her head, it was taking Alex too much time to put the pieces together.
Seeing her confusion, Edward decided to be a good Samaritan and help her out.
“The watch.”
It clicked.
Edward had a video of Con at the party. He’d also videotaped Con digging at the rock, which was where AA found Martin’s watch.
It was a set-up.
Where the fuck are you now, Con?
“No one will believe it.”
“Oh, they will. Ever since Agent Striker came to visit, I’ve been following him, taping him. He’s a broken man. Did you know that his wife left him?”
Alex couldn’t keep the surprise from showing on her face. She had no idea that Con had even been married–this hadn’t shown up in any of the research she’d done prior to meeting her new partner. And now… she’d left him?
“Maybe you’re not as smart as everyone thinks you are, Alex,” Edward said with a wicked grin. “Or maybe you’re just now figuring out that you face sucked a married man. What do you think is going to happen when I upload all these videos of your partner? You think that boss of yours, Marcus Allen, is going to back him up?” A dry laugh this time. “He’s going to do my work for me!”
“Just… just go,” Alex said. The accident, the news about Con, everything came to a head, and she felt her faculties waning. “Just get in your car and drive.”
Edward regarded her for a moment as if deep in thought. Then he shook his head.
“No,” he said simply. Alex didn’t like the evil that had crept into the man’s voice.
“Please.”
Edward raised the gun and aimed it at her chest. A strangled cry escaped Alex’s mouth.
“I was never a fan of those stupid superhero movies that Martin insisted we make. All that CGI…” He shook his head despondently. “I prefer movies that are more real. Crime thrillers, that sort of thing. Along Came a Spider, Se7ven, No Country for Old Men, that sort of thing.”
“Just go,” Alex whimpered.
Edward was so lost in his own head that he didn’t seem to hear her.
“Martin wouldn’t let me make a movie, so I’m making one now. A real-life movie with a twist. Can you guess what the twist is, Agent Alex Frost?”
Alex closed her eyes. Tears started to spill down her cheeks.
“No? Okay, well, spoiler alert, Agent Striker didn’t just kill Martin Yeo. He killed his partner, too. He blamed her for his failed marriage just like he blames The Sandman for his sister’s disappearance.”
“I–”
–don’t want to die, Alex wanted to say, but never got the chance. A shot rang out, stealing the words right out of her mouth.
***
Con tried to start his car, but the engine refused to turn over. The gas tank wasn’t just empty, it was bone dry.
“No!” he yelled. “Fuck!”
It was Valerie.
His twin sister, the one he’d thought–he’d known–was dead for more than eleven years had been less than six feet from him.
Six fucking feet.
And now she was speeding away.
Con pressed the start button once more but when this was met with flashing lights, he got out of the car.
The pale blue sedan was kicking up dust and Con reflexively, and ineffectively, waved a hand in front of his face.
Despite the cloudy air, he still managed to read the first three digits on the tag: 6LY.
He committed these to memory and then looked over his shoulder.
Con was about to ask Alex if she saw the plate but, of course, she wasn’t with him.
She was with AA.
Con felt his heart rate quicken.
What the fuck?
There was something wrong with what he was seeing. He spotted the Mustang immediately; it was idling upon the crest of a dune. It was AA’s LAPD supervisor car that was wrong.
All wrong.
The fucking thing was upside down and black smoke poured out of the engine.
Con broke into some facsimile of a run. He was so spent that it was more of a drunken shamble than a full-out sprint.
Thoughts of his sister, which had occupied his mind every second of nearly every day since Val had disappeared, vanished.
All he cared about now was his partner.
It was impossible to tell how far he was from the accident.
A mile? Two? Seven?
It didn’t matter.
Con forced his body to move faster.
He made it halfway to the car when he heard the shot.
He was nearly there when he saw the blood on the sand.



Chapter 47
The sound of the shot was loud, reverberant, deafening.
Alex waited for the searing pain. When it didn’t come, she feared the worst.
I’m dead.
Her father had brought her up agnostic, but after Alex’s mother passed away, Brandon had had a change of heart. It wasn’t a complete one-eighty, the man didn’t suddenly start preaching or drag Alex to Evangelist events on the weekends, but she’d caught him on several occasions mentioning a sort of afterlife.
Alex, still young then, had naturally adopted her father’s beliefs.
I’m dead, she thought again. That’s why I don’t feel anything.
Alex opened her eyes, which, in this new context, felt like a bewilderingly new experience.
Not knowing what to expect–Golden Gates? Angels with wings? Halos? A blazing inferno and heads on spikes?–Alex was taken aback when she realized that scene before her hadn’t changed.
Only, it wasn’t exactly the same.
For one, Edward wasn’t staring at her menacingly, wasn’t pointing a gun at her chest.
In fact, he was nowhere to be found.
I’m not dead.
For some reason, this revelation was less profound than when Alex had thought she’d been killed.
“Alex?” The voice was like sandpaper on a wet tongue.
She looked left.
AA’s eyes were open. He looked stunned.
“Oh my god, you’re okay.”
Something fell from AA’s hand, and he took a shuddering breath. His features were pinched.
Alex’s eyes dropped to the object that was now resting on the ceiling of the car.
It was his gun.
She whipped her head to the window again, ignoring the pain that flared in her neck.
Edward Samuelson lay on his back, his arms out to his sides, palms up.
There was a dark, spreading stain in the center of his graphic T.
The man’s eyes were open, and he was mouth breathing in short, wet bursts.
Blood coated his lips.
“Alex! Alex!”
It wasn’t AA this time, but Con.
She recognized his voice even though it, too, was tight.
“Con?” Alex coughed. “Con? I’m in here.”
Con came into view.
His face, which he turned in her direction for but a second, was slick with sweat.
He looked the way she felt: worn, injured.
Defeated.
Maybe he nodded at her. Maybe his experience told Con during this extremely brief once-over that she was okay.
Maybe he just let his anger take over.
It wouldn’t be the first time.
Instead of coming to her aid, Alex saw Con jump on top of Edward Samuelson’s wounded chest.
***
All Constantine Striker saw was Matthew Nelson Neil.
He didn’t see Alex, suspended upside down by her seatbelt.
He didn’t see AA, the man’s weathered face a mask of agony. He didn’t see the gun, a thin wisp of superheated gray air still leaking lazily from the barrel.
It was just him and The Sandman.
It always had been.
The words Matthew Nelson Neil had uttered in that concrete San Quentin interview room filled Con’s mind.
Took it over.
Erased everything else.
He couldn’t kill me then and he can’t kill me now. He doesn’t have what it takes.
“I have what it takes, Matthew. You’ll see,” Con stated, his tone disturbingly flat, like The Sandman’s during his narration of the audiobook.
Con felt a moist squish as he drove his knees into the man’s chest.
And then he wrapped his hands around The Sandman’s throat, intent on finally finishing what he’d started more than a decade ago.
***
“Stop!” Alex croaked.
She didn’t understand what Con was doing.
Can’t he see that Edward is dying already? Why is he choking him?
“Stop!” she repeated with as much gusto as she could muster. Which, admittedly, wasn’t much.
Con’s fingers completely disappeared in the soft tissue of Edward Samuelson’s throat.
“I have what takes, Matthew. You’ll see.”
Her partner’s tone was strange, almost detached.
Matthew? Matthew?
Alex suddenly realized what was happening. Con didn’t see a deranged, murderous, film editor bleeding from a gunshot wound to his chest.
He saw Matthew Nelson Neil.
His mind had snapped like a dry creosote branch.
And she knew that she had to stop him.
Alex braced herself by putting an arm over her head and then reached to her hip and unclicked her seatbelt. More pain flooded her system as she crumpled on the roof of the car.
Alex grunted, then struggled to roll over and right herself in the small space. She batted the deflated airbag out of her way and was met by a puff of white powder for her efforts.
It stung her eyes and the cut on her forehead.
“Con! Con, stop!”
But the man didn’t hear her. Couldn’t hear her.
Alex squeezed her body through the open window and began a military crawl across the sand.
“Con, please.”
She reached her partner and put a shaky hand on his shoulder.
Con turned his head and set his dangerous red eyes on her.
***
It was Valerie. It was his twin sister—she’d driven away, but then she’d come back. Now Val was on all fours for some reason, staring at him, blood caked from eyebrows to hairline. Her face was covered in a thin layer of white powder which might have been dust or some bizarre makeup.
She was older now, but she still had that intense look in her eyes that he remembered from when they were kids.
“Val?”
He finally relaxed his sore hands.
The Sandman had gone limp.
It was over.
He did have what it takes, after all.
Emotion poured out of him like water from a fire extinguisher.
Con reached out and embraced his sister, pulling her in close.
“I missed you,” he sobbed. “I missed you, Val. I missed you and I’m so, so sorry.”
***
Alex just went with her partner, thinking that this might be a situation similar to trying to wake someone from a nightmare.
It was better just to let Con play this out and hopefully, he’d come out of it on the other side.
As they hugged, she peered over Con’s shoulder at Edward Samuelson.
The man’s lips were slack, his eyes staring blankly at the bright sun above them.
He was dead.
Con sobbed heavily.
This went on for a good minute before the man finally pulled back.
“Val, I—” Con’s eyes suddenly narrowed. “Alex?”
She wiped tears from his face, gently, softly.
“It’s me, Con. It’s Alex. Things are going to be okay.”
Empty words. Placating, condescending.
But Alex didn’t have any idea what else to do.
Making sure to keep eye contact with Con, Alex pulled out her cell phone and started to dial 9-1-1.
Before the operator answered, Con suddenly reared back and cocked his head.
“Do you—do you hear that?” there was desperation in his tone. Deep, almost carnal desperation. An impossible longing.
Alex listened closely.
She heard the tick of the cruiser, the Mustang’s engine purring.
“I don’t—”
“Do you hear the coyote, Alex? Tell me you hear the coyote…”
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“The bruising on your chest is likely going to get worse and it’s going to look mighty ugly before it heals, but nothing’s broken. I suspect that you might also have a mild concussion, which means you need to be diligent. If you get any severe headaches over the next few days, I want you to come back here to see me.” The doctor pointed at her head. “We put dissolving sutures in your hairline so when that heals, you shouldn’t be able to see any sort of scar.
Alex nodded and then regretted it. Her neck throbbed.
“Thank you,” she said. Alex was desperate to get out of here. She’d been in the hospital for just over two hours, undergoing x-rays done, brain scans, getting stitched up. And during that time, she had no idea where AA or Con had gone.
Or if they were okay.
Alex started to walk around the doctor, but he stopped her with a severe look.
“Ms. Frost, I strongly recommend that you take it easy. Stay off your feet.”
“Noted and thanks.”
The man frowned as she left the examination room and stepped into the hallway.
“Your partner is two doors down,” the doctor said after her.
Alex thanked him a third time and entered the room that he indicated. She was surprised to find Con sitting up and arguing with a doctor who was at least twice the age of the man who had treated her.
“I’m fine. This is ridiculous. I’m—” Con stopped when he saw her. This drew the doctor’s gaze as well.
“Are you Agent Striker’s partner?”
“I am.”
“Then maybe you can talk some sense into him. He’s severely dehydrated and exhausted. We need him to stay overnight for observation.”
“I’m fine,” Con protested.
He looked much like he had in the desert. Except there was a level of lucidity in his eyes that hadn’t been there before.
But Alex knew that even if the man had been bleeding out, the only way that the doctor would get him to stay here, in this place, would be to slap cuffs on him.
And that fell outside the man’s purview.
She placated the doctor with a smile.
“I’ll do my best.”
The doc saw right through her and frowned. Shaking his head, he left them alone. Alex waited for the flapper-style door to stop swinging before addressing her partner.
“How are you holding up?”
Con’s dark eyebrows inched closer together.
“Me? What about you? How are you doing?”
Alex shrugged.
“Nothing’s broken.”
They stared at each other awkwardly, and then Con began removing the IV port on the back of his left hand.
“Con, we should—”
“I’m so sorry, Alex. I should never have left you.”
Alex felt her shoulders sag.
He had left her.
The man looked down, took a deep breath, and said, “I’m sorry. I really am. I shouldn’t have left you. I promised to stay by your side but…”
The man’s words stung. Edward had nearly killed her, had planned on killing her.
If AA had been unconscious or worse, she’d be dead right now.
This wasn’t the time nor the place to air their grievances, but Alex was helpless to contain her emotions.
“Why? Why didn’t you come after us? Why didn’t you chase Edward like we did?”
Con’s lips pulled back.
“I—I—Alex, I saw her.”
“Saw who?”
“Val. My twin sister. She was there. She was the one in the video and she came back.”
Alex was shaking her head without even realizing it.
She sighed heavily.
“You were exhausted. Not in your right mind. There’s no way that—”
—your sister is still alive.
Alex stopped herself. They both knew the stats, the reality of a woman going missing and not being seen for a month, let alone a decade.
“I know, I know. But I’m telling you, I saw her.”
“Con…”
“No,” he said forcefully and then coughed. He roughly yanked the IV out. “I know what you’re going to say. And I am sorry for leaving you. But she was there. Valerie was there. I swear to you.”
Alex knew that just because you saw something didn’t make it real.
Two days after her mother had passed, two days during which she and her father had been inundated with condolences from dignitaries, politicians, friends, people she’d never seen before and robbed her of her sleep, her mother had come to her.
It seemed more real than any dream.
Heather Striker stared down at Alex, a smile on her pretty face.
“You’ll be okay, Alexandra.” She was the only one who called her that. “You and dad are going to be okay.”
And then she was gone.
This comforted her and for a while, Alex believed that this interaction had actually occurred. As she aged, her opinion changed.
She shared her father’s newfound belief in the afterlife, but she didn’t think that the dead could return to earth.
Not even to console a sad, lonely child.
Alex was at a loss for what to do next. Pacifying Con probably wasn’t a good idea. But she didn’t think that arguing with her partner was in his best interests either.
In the end, she chose the path of least resistance.
“Did you get a make and model of the car she was driving?”
“I think it was a Camry. Pale blue. The license plate number…” Con strained. “I don’t—I don’t remember. But… but…”
Alex put a hand on his shoulder.
“It’s okay, it’ll come back to you.”
Con sighed.
“Where’s AA?”
“Here… somewhere.”
Together they found the police chief in a similar room on the same hospital floor.
Unlike Con, AA was sleeping soundly. Alex suggested coming back later, but Con rejected this idea.
When they entered the room, the man opened his eyes. When no recognition swept over the man’s face, Alex feared the worst.
Then the man grinned, the corners of his white mustache lifting.
“I need a drink,” he said gruffly.
Alex let out a nervous laugh.
“I guess you’re going to be okay, after all.”
AA winced as he lifted his right arm, showing off the plaster cast.
“Broken wing, but it’ll heal. You guys?”
“Fine,” Con said quickly. “I want to thank you, Art. You saved Alex’s life.”
The man in the cot shifted uncomfortably.
“Just doing my job, I guess.”
“No, that wasn’t your job,” Con countered. “That was my job.”
This was met with dead air. AA eventually broke the silence.
“What… what happened to Edward?”
Alex pictured the man with the bloody shirt lying on his back, Con kneeing on top of him.
Strangling him.
Killing him.
After calling 9-1-1, it took the cops eighteen minutes to arrive on the scene.
The ambulance, twenty-one.
Neither she nor Con mentioned the incident while making their report and Alex doubted that the ME would notice the bruising on Edward’s neck.
Even if he did, would it matter?
Edward would have died from the bullet wound regardless. It had severed his aorta.
“He’s dead,” Con replied with zero emotion.
AA closed his eyes for a moment and Alex prepared a consoling statement in her head.
In the end, there was no need for it.
“Good.”
Alex didn’t share the chief’s opinion.
She wasn’t happy that Edward was dead. Alex didn’t feel sympathy for him, the man had, after all, pointed a gun at her and planned to use it, but even after everything that happened, she couldn’t shake the feeling that there was still something amiss about this case.
Con reached out and squeezed AA’s hand, the one not wrapped in a cast.
“I owe you one.”
AA offered a weak smile.
“More than one, Con. More than one.”
They exchanged appreciative nods and left the man to do what all of them desperately needed to do: rest.
In the hallway, Con pressed his forehead against the cool tiled wall.
“Con?” Alex asked.
“We need to go see Marcus.”
Alex wanted to put this off for as long as possible, but she knew that just tearing the band-aid off in one go was the best approach.
How would the Special Agent in Charge react?
They’d solved the pirated films case, they’d discovered damning videos of Martin and Adon, and when Alex had the time to review the other movies, she knew that she’d find something on Thomas and Charles, too.
They’d solved Martin’s murder.
Con pulled away from the wall and turned his gaze in her direction.
Alex recalled a thought she had what seemed like years ago, but what probably been just a few hours: If Con found his sister’s bones, would it break or heal him?
“But don’t worry, I told that asshole he could wait until tomorrow. And when we do talk to Marcus, I want you to tell him the truth, Alex. I want you to tell him everything.”
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The first thing Alex did when she got home was shower. Everything hurt. Her muscles, her joints, even her bones.
But her headache had thankfully faded.
She was careful not to get the bandage at her hairline too wet and just did a rudimentary wash of the tips of her hair, trying, and mostly failing to get most of the sand and powder from the airbag out.
When she finished, Alex stared at her naked body in the mirror.
There was a horrible bruise that ran from her right shoulder straight through her breasts and ended in a twisted knot above her left hip.
Her back was purple and blue between her shoulder blades from the Midnight Matinee altercation.
All in all, though, Alex considered herself exceedingly lucky.
She should be dead.
Con was right. He’d fucked up. This whole thing about his sister was a liability that had nearly cost Alex her life.
Of course, she didn’t believe that Con had seen Valerie. It was just like the phantom coyote.
It was all in his head.
Her thoughts came around to what Con had said at the hospital.
“And when we do talk to Marcus, I want you to tell him the truth, Alex. I want you to tell him everything.”
He didn’t know.
Con had no idea that she’d already tethered herself to him, to what she now knew, without a doubt, wasn’t just a sinking ship but one that had already imploded.
Was it too late to save her job?
If she just admitted everything to Marcus, would he feel compassion toward her, an understanding that this was her first case? That she was just a rookie?
Alex wasn’t sure.
If she had to bet, she’d put her money on no.
Maybe if the offending party hadn’t been Con Striker, if it had been anyone else, the story might have been different.
Alex had left her phone on the counter before showering and it buzzed.
She picked it up.
Tori was calling.
Alex let it ring out.
She considered reaching out to her father for more advice, but ignored this urge, as well.
This was on her.
This was one decision she had to make on her own.
***
Con had lied to Alex.
He clearly remembered the three digits of the license plate number.
They were burned into his mind as strongly as his sister’s aged face: 6LY.
To her credit, he thought that Alex wanted to believe.
Even tried to believe him.
But she hadn’t.
Con’s heart was pounding as he sat in the Audi, gas tank full now, outside the small, one-story ranch-style house with a modest front yard, a concrete driveway, and a simple porch.
The car in the driveway was a blue Toyota Camry that had the tag number: 6LY99Z.
Con looked down at the printout that he’d obtained from the DMV records.
Anna Holstein. Thirty-two years old.
Dark hair. Similar facial structure.
Con flipped to another sheet, another DMV license printout.
Only this one belonged to his sister.
Valerie was younger than Anna, of course, considering that the photo was taken more than twelve years ago.
But the similarities were uncanny.
It broke Con’s heart to think it, but they almost looked like sisters.
He folded up both sheets and jammed them into his pocket.
Then he got out of his car and walked up to the porch.
The gods were punishing him today, it seemed. The sun was doing its best to melt him before he confronted Anna.
Or Valerie.
He couldn’t be sure but as he reached up to knock on the door, but Con thought he heard a coyote howl.
That fucking rabid coyote that seemed to follow him everywhere.
“Hello?” The door opened only a crack. “Can I help you?”
Con tried to see into the house but couldn’t. He also tried to remember his sister’s voice but that too was impossible.
“I’m… I’m looking for someone,” he said simply.
The woman started to close the door and Con’s hand flew out, stopping its progress.
“No, please. I’m looking for my sister. Here, this is her.”
What he wanted to say was, Is that you, Valerie? but was worried that he’d scare her off.
Con scrambled to pull out the papers from his pocket. He flipped to Val’s ID and held it in the opening. The door opened a little wider and he finally got a glimpse of the person behind it.
His breath caught.
It wasn’t her.
Goddamn it, it wasn’t Val.
Tears started to form in his eyes as Anna Holstein observed the page.
“No, I’m sorry. I’ve never seen this woman before.”
Once more, Anna leaned on the back of the door, intent on closing it.
“Are you sure?”
“I’m sure. Please remove your hand.”
“Can you…” Tears flowed freely now, and Con was helpless to stop them. “Can you please just tell me where she’s buried?”
“I don’t—I don’t know what you’re talking about. Let go of the door or I’m going to call the cops.”
Con pushed and the woman was forced backward.
“Please,” he begged. “She was using your car, just a few days ago. Driving out in the Mojave Desert. You must know where she is. Just tell me. Please.”
The woman’s voice hardened.
“I’m calling the cops. I’m—”
Con finally let go of the door and it slammed in his face.
He stumbled back to his car.
And then he buried his face in his hands and wept.
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Around nine, Alex was awoken by a series of sharp knocks on her hotel room door. She hissed as she sat up, pain wracking her body. When she realized the time, Alex felt a wave of panic. She’d overslept and, even though given the circumstances this was completely understandable, it still made her feel guilty.
She hated being late.
“Alex? It’s Con.”
“Coming,” she replied, trying to sound less sleepy than she actually was. “What time is our meeting with Marcus?”
“Pushed to this afternoon, there’s something we need to do first.”
Alex got out of bed and cleaned herself up. She popped two Advil, reconsidered, and then took another.
She looked like shit, but what the hell.
It was no consolation, but Con looked worse. There was something different about him, too, something harder, maybe.
Con seemed almost apathetic now.
They said little on the way to the car. Sometimes, when you had too much to say it was impossible to get the ball rolling.
Selection fatigue but for tough discussion openers and not forty varieties of pasta sauce at the supermarket.
“Look in the back,” Con instructed.
Alex did as he asked. Lying on the seat was a computer.
“Is that—”
“Yeah, Edward’s computer. AA made a call, assumed that there might be some sensitive material on there that we don’t want others to see. He’s giving us the first crack at it.”
Alex knew she liked Art, knew she liked the big police chief before he saved her life, but now she knew that she could trust him, too.
Alex wasn’t sure if she could say the same about Con.
Con drove to OC Post and Dwight—her partner had clearly called him beforehand because the bespectacled man didn’t have that deer in a headlight look when they arrived—led them to the familiar conference room.
Once there, they hooked up Edward’s computer.
It took a handful of tries, but they eventually gained access.
The username was DLean1908, and the password was director.
Alex found all of the original videos within seconds—no splicing and hawk-like focus needed this time.
The video of Adon Guerrero spouting his despicable message.
Thomas Ellsberg soliciting a prostitute outside of a seedy liquor joint.
Charles Calloway engaging in bondage with a woman. This was disturbing but at least the act appeared consensual.
Alex hesitated before playing the video labeled, simply, Martin.
She’d seen it before.
And she didn’t want to see it again.
But Alex forced herself to open it.
Shot from an angle above and behind the two people in the scene, the movie was dark, black in places. House music throbbed in the background, the bass shaking the image with every beat.
Martin was holding a woman beneath him. She was gagged, and her hands were pinned to a wooden headboard. Alex had no idea where the video was taken, but it wasn’t the same bed that they’d found Martin’s corpse in.
It was the young girl’s eyes that really haunted Alex. In Charles’ video, the woman had lust plastered on her features.
This one most definitely did not.
She was scared.
Scared for her life.
“Fuck,” Con whispered and Dwight’s throat clicked.
Alex closed the video. There was one more file in the folder, but this one had no name—it was just a series of numbers. Alex was so disturbed by what she’d just seen that she didn’t recognize the format right away.
“That’s the date of the party,” Con remarked.
Indeed, it was.
Alex played this video next.
This was shot from inside Martin’s bedroom, and the man was lying face down on the bed, almost identical to how they’d found his body.
But it differed slightly. For one, his sleeves weren’t rolled up. Two, he was still breathing. Alex could see Martin’s lips vibrate and his back rise and fall with shallow breaths.
The timecode on the security footage read 3:46 AM.
“He’s still alive,” Con said.
All three of them huddled closer as they watched.
The bedroom door opened, and a dark figure entered. Their back was to the camera as they inched toward Martin.
There, they paused, looking down at his body, hooded head cocked. Time sluiced forward, and the figure pulled what appeared to be a plastic bag from the center pocket of their sweatshirt.
Alex held her breath when she saw the syringe. Then the spoon and the lighter. They watched as the gloved figure rolled up Martin’s sleeves.
She was well aware that this had already happened and that there was no way to intervene, but Alex still felt a familiar tightness in her chest.
It was almost ritualistic the way that the heroin was prepared and injected into Martin’s arm.
The man had probably hit the bottle hard after the argument with his colleagues—they wanted him to pay, but he simply didn’t have the money.
He was good and drunk.
Completely passed out.
After the trembling stopped following the deadly injection, he was good and dead.
“Fucking Edward,” Con whispered as the figure meticulously laid out the paraphernalia on the table where they later found it. “Fucking—”
But then the figure turned and for a brief second, their face, shadowed, downcast, was visible to the camera.
And it wasn’t Edward at all.
“Holy fuck, is that Julia Yeo?” Dwight whispered breathlessly.
Alex, who was now experienced at pausing movies, did so at the exact moment that the woman’s face was in full view.
“It is,” she confirmed, still trying to wrap her mind around this new and highly disturbing development.
“Julia killed her husband,” Con said.
“Holy shit, he was telling the truth,” Alex said with a nod. “Edward didn’t kill Martin.”
Con exhaled loudly.
“Follow the money,” he said.
“What do you mean?” Dwight and Alex asked in unison.
“Martin had a hefty life insurance policy through IP. More than enough to pay off his debts and for Julia to live comfortably for decades.”
“Well, I hope she finds an eight-by-ten-foot cell comfortable,” Alex remarked.
“I bet Martin was going to use this to blackmail her, too,” Con continued, ignoring her comment. “Get the two-hundred and fifty grand that he figured Martin owed him that way.”
“No doubt.”
Alex let the video run out.
Before leaving, Julia went back to Martin’s body one last time.
“Look, she’s taking his watch,” Alex said.
“The watch that Edward used to try and frame me,” Con said.
Alex mulled this over.
“Does that mean they were working together?” It was a rhetorical question and was treated as such. Alex bit her lower lip and then added, “Edward might not be a murderer, but he was some kind of evil. He watched all of this—Martin raping that girl, Julia killing him, and did absolutely nothing about it. Never even tried to intervene, never went to the cops. That’s some kind of sickness to watch this disturbing material and only think of how to profit from it.”
“He was a sick bastard.” Con straightened. “Come on, let’s talk to AA, get him to pick up Julia.”
“One sec.”
Alex found the videos that Edward had sent Con, the one of them kissing at the party, the one outside the bar, of Con digging.
The one of Valerie and The Sandman outside the gas station.
She deleted them all and then got up.
They were almost out the door, computer in hand, when Dwight said, “Uhh, guys?”
The man’s beady eyes were on Con, and they exchanged something without speaking.
“Do it,” Con said with a forceful nod. “Write the article. Just leave me and Alex out of it.” He seemed contemplative. “You know what? I have an idea…”
***
Con and Alex watched as LAPD Police Chief Art Abner arrested Julia Yeo, cast and all. She was feisty.
“This is an outrage! I—”
The police chief cut her off. He mentioned the security footage from Martin’s home, which she clearly thought she’d disposed of, but Edward had managed to get his hands on.
Julia clammed up, only speaking to demand a lawyer.
AA gave them both a nod as he lowered Julia into the back seat of his car.
Con nodded back.
“That’s one favored returned,” he muttered.
“Indeed,” Alex said. “You know, I’ve been thinking.”
“Yeah?”
“Maybe the woman in the video, the one where you’re digging by the rock, maybe that was Julia Yeo. Maybe she and Edward were working together the entire time.”
It wasn’t.
Con knew that the woman was his sister, just like he knew that she was driving Anna Holstein’s car in the desert.
He didn’t understand how or why that was the case, he just knew it to be true. Con didn’t feel like getting into it now, so he focused his reply on the second part of Alex’s comment.
“Maybe once the FBI gets their hand on Edward’s computer, they can find a link between the two of them. Emails, maybe. But, to be honest, I don’t think it matters. Edward is dead and Julia is going away for life.”
Alex sucked her lower lip into her mouth.
“I was also thinking about what you told me about when you and Tate arrested Matthew?”
Con tensed.
“What about it?”
“I read the case file, and there was no record of a cell phone found at the scene.”
“Matthew didn’t have one.”
“Then how did he call for food?”
Con raised an eyebrow.
“Food?”
“Yeah, the Arby’s delivery. Someone had to call it in, but it couldn’t have been Matthew—there was no service to that house, it was abandoned. It had to be someone else.”
Con did not like where this conversation was going.
“And then I was thinking about the anonymous phone call, the tip?” Alex went on. “What if—”
“No,” Con said sternly.
“Excuse me?”
“No.”
“But it could be that Val—”
“I said, drop it.”
Alex appeared hurt but eventually acquiesced.
“Okay. Sorry.”
They left the crime scene. It was time.
Time to stop delaying the inevitable.
They could only push back their meeting with Marcus Allen for so long.
Halfway from Julia’s house to the OC Field Office, Con’s phone rang.
The caller ID read: San Quentin.
“Hello?”
“Is this Agent Constantine Striker?” a male voice he didn’t recognize asked.
“It is.”
“I have a note here to call you if Matthew Nelson Neil’s status has changed.”
A myriad of thoughts roared through Con’s head.
Was The Sandman’s sentence being commuted? Impossible. Had the State of California finally set an execution date? Equally unlikely.
“What do you mean—”
“He’s dead, Agent Striker. Matthew Nelson Neil died earlier this morning from a massive brain hemorrhage.”



Chapter 51
“Take a seat.”
Con and Alex did.
“I was going to fire you today,” the Special Agent in Charge said. No, I’m glad that you’re okay. Good job stopping Edward Samuelson before anyone else got hurt.
Just, I was going to fire you today.
At least there’s a was in there, Alex thought, grasping at straws. She still wasn’t sure what she was going to do, what she was going to say.
If she was going to follow Con’s advice and reveal the truth to Marcus Allen or if she was going to stick by his side, sinking ship or not.
“Before you do anything, let me bring you up to speed.”
Marcus looked like he wanted to object but at the last minute forced himself to stay quiet.
Con told Marcus about the videos, about the extortion material, the presumed rape, Julia murdering her husband.
The entire time, Alex watched Marcus’ expression.
It didn’t change at all, and she thought that this was probably how Edward had looked while recording and later splicing the videos into IP’s pirated releases.
It was haunting.
“Now, our colleague over at the OC Post is currently writing an article, an exposé, if you will, about everything that happened since Martin Yeo invited the FBI in on this case. I’ve instructed him to paint you in a highly favorable light. As it stands, it was your brilliance that helped solve the case.”
“What are you talking about, Agent Striker?”
Con held up a finger.
“Now, I’m not going to sit here and say that we have final editorial approval on Dwight Dozier’s article, which, by the way, will be read by millions in this sick, gossip-hungry city, but one phone call and…”
Now Marcus reacted.
He snarled. But when he spoke next, the man’s words weren’t directed at Con but Alex.
“Well, I might have to give this Dwight fella a call. Because I, too, have a story to tell. You see, I just got off the phone with the Head Medical Examiner for the State of California. He confirmed that Edward Samuelson died from a gunshot wound to the chest. But here’s the thing, he mentioned that the man’s hyoid bone was snapped and that there was suspicious bruising around his throat. He wants to know if he should include this information in the official report. What do you think, Agent Frost?”
Alex broke into a cold sweat.
Now’s your chance. Marcus is offering you one final opportunity to come clean, to throw Con under the bus.
You can still save your career, Alex. Tell him that Con strangled the helpless man.
She cleared her throat.
“What do I think? I think that the desert is a bumpy place. I think maybe when he flipped our car, Mr. Samuelson might have struck his throat on the steering wheel.”
Fuck it, I’m going down with the Titanic. My heart will go on. My career, maybe not.
Marcus actually started to laugh. A dry, humorless chuckle.
“I thought you were smarter than that, Agent Frost. Director Stitts told me you were the smartest agent he’s seen in years, probably the smartest since Chase Adams. But obviously, he was wrong. Dead wrong.”
Con started to rise, but Alex pulled him back down.
“I guess so.”
“Your time in the FBI is numbered. Con will fuck up again and one of these times he’ll run out of favors, out of tricks up his sleeve. And when he falls—which he will—you’ll fall right with him. But for now, you’re going back to Quantico.”
Now, Con, unbelievably, laughed, too. The sound had the same brittle quality to it as Marcus’.
“Oh, about that. I reached out to Director Stitts earlier this morning.” This surprised Alex. She’d essentially passed out for twelve hours after the accident. Con hadn’t slept in maybe two days and yet he had somehow managed to keep his eyes open. “I told him about the exemplary job Agent Frost has done here. How she stopped a killer. How her work has, or will, lead to the arrests of four high-powered executives—if not arrests, then at least to their imminent downfall and cancellation. He wasn’t surprised. Like you said, he knows that Alex is smart. I also asked—no, requested—to make this—” Con moved a finger back in forth between himself and Alex, “—a more or less permanent partnership. You want to know what the Director said?”
Marcus looked as if he’d soiled himself.
“He said, and I quote, ‘I think that’s exactly what the FBI needs right now’.” The wry grin fell off Con’s face as his eyes fell on Alex. “If, of course, that’s what you want.”
Alex didn’t hesitate.
“Yes.”
Con beamed.
“Get out of my office!” Marcus cried. “Get the fuck out of my office, both of you!”
Oh, Alex thought, this ship is definitely sinking. And I think I’m going to enjoy every last gulp of air before it goes under.



Epilogue
“I’m staying, Tori,” Alex said, unable to temper her excitement. “I have so much to tell you. So much fucked up shit to tell you.”
“That’s amazing, Alex! That’s great. Hey, I read that article by Dwight Dozier about that Ed… what’s his name?”
“Edward Samuelson.”
“Yeah, that was you, wasn’t it? I mean, you weren’t mentioned but—”
“Maybe.” Alex smiled. “Maybe not.”
“You are such a bitch.”
“I know.”
They both laughed.
“Are you okay, though? I heard that you were in an accident,” Tori asked, growing serious.
Alex looked down at herself. She was wearing a loose-fitting top with a scooped neck. Her bruises were still there, but they’d faded considerably over the past week.
“Yeah, I’m good. I’m really good, Tori.”
This was met with silence.
“Tori? Something wrong?”
“No… it’s just that I’m selfish.”
“What do you mean?” Alex crinkled her brow and was surprised that it no longer hurt to do so.
“Look, I’m super proud of you. But I just pictured us working together, rookie agents working side-by-side, you know?”
Alex understood because she’d felt the same way, imagined the exact same scenario.
“We’ll still see each other.”
“That’s going to be hard, seeing how far away we are.”
“It’s not that far. It’s like a five-hour flight from LA to Virginia.”
“Except, I’m not going to be in Virginia.”
“What are you saying?” Now, Alex was confused.
“I’m going to San Antonio.”
“What? Why? Why are you—” Then it dawned on her. “You got an assignment?” Alex nearly shrieked.
“Maybe, maybe not.”
They laughed again, this time lasting much longer than before.
“Congrats, Tori. You’re going to do awesome. And, for the record, San Antonia is even closer to LA than Virginia.”
“Thanks. I love you, Alex.”
“Love you, too, bitch.”
***
“Hi, Mom,” Con said in a low voice. He leaned down and placed her hand between both of his.
As he touched her skin, she turned her brittle neck to look at him. Gerry Striker was relegated to a wheelchair now, as the staff at the home had informed Con that she’d fallen twice in the last month, and they were concerned that she might break a hip if it happened again.
She was so frail that Con barely recognized his own mother. Her hair was completely amelanotic and stringy.
It had been at least six months since he’d last seen Gerry, and time had not been good to either of them.
Gerry didn’t say anything, she just stared, her lined face devoid of recognition.
“Who are you?” she demanded. Even her voice sounded different.
“It’s me, Mom—it’s Constantine.”
He expected her face to change but it didn’t.
“Who?”
“I’m your son, Mom. Constantine?”
She pulled back.
“No,” Gerry said shaking her head vehemently. “I don’t have a son.”
To keep her from becoming increasingly agitated, Con gently rubbed the back of her hand.
“Mom, it’s okay. I just—”
Gerry yanked her hand back.
“No,” she intoned. “I don’t have a son. I only have a daughter. Valerie. Where’s my Valerie?”
Now Con pulled back and stood up straight.
“I—I don’t know,” he stammered. “I don’t know where she is.”
“Get away from me,” Gerry said, her voice wavering. “You… get away!”
Con gave her space, backing toward the door.
“Mom, you need to calm down—”
“I’m not your mother!”
The woman was sick, demented. He knew that. But this knowledge failed to lessen the sting of her words.
An orderly, drawn by the commotion, entered the room.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Striker, but Gerry has her good days and her bad days. I think today is one of her bad days. It’s best if you just let her rest.”
Con sighed and moved his focus from his mother to the window. The home that he’d chosen for his mom after Valerie disappeared was located in a rural part of Orange County. At the time, he’d thought, as most people did, that being around nature might help her condition.
Now, he hated staring out at the desert.
And he bet Gerry Striker did too.
“I love you, Mom,” he whispered, then nodded at the orderly and left.
Con got into his car and drove. He drove for a good two hours, eventually finding himself at the location that The Sandman had secretly inserted into The Great California Gold Rush.
The holes were still there but there was no evidence of what had actually gone down.
No evidence that his sister had been there at least twice. No evidence of a flipped squad car or of Edward’s blood soaking into the sand.
The harshness of the desert had reclaimed its territory as it always did.
Con pulled a cigarette out of his pack. A gust of hot air tried to prevent him from lighting it, but he persisted.
This was one battle he could win, at least.
He sucked hot, acrid air into his lungs and held it. It almost felt like penance for not stopping his sister from running back then and for letting her get away a second time on this very road.
There will be no third time.
His lungs spasmed and he coughed and spat.
And then, still staring at that rock in the distance, Constantine Striker whispered, “If you’re out here, Valerie, I will find you.”
A coyote howled in reply.
The End
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