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PROLOGUE
BROWN’S CREEK NATURE TRAIL, 8:42 A.M.


Lacey coasted her bike off the paved trail and onto the packed gravel shoulder, standing briefly on the pedals to avoid the clutch of mosquitoes in the sun-drenched clearing. The creek gurgled behind her, and the wild grasses in front of the old yellow farmhouse bent in the breeze. She had less than an hour before Grandma Ruth showed up. That was the rule—no long stretches of time home alone. Not until January, when she turned eleven. And even then, only if she could prove she wasn’t “distracted.”

Distracted. As if she didn’t already know how to keep the stupid door locked and double-check the windows. She was responsible. She always was. Especially this morning, when both parents had left early and she’d handled everything herself—breakfast, dishes, even letting the dog out and back in without forgetting.

She’d ridden the loop before—up Brown’s Creek from her house, past the nature preserve, and down toward the side trail that curved in front of the neighbor’s place. From the corner of the trailhead, their house was catty-corner. Technically not right next door, but close enough that Lacey knew the rhythm of their mornings.

She slowed to a stop just as a bloom of blue violets caught her eye on the edge of the lawn. She liked taking pictures of the flowers—not picking them—especially if the bees were still drowsy from the morning chill. She lowered her kickstand and crouched in the shade, phone poised. She was certain the people in the house couldn’t see her from here. Lacey didn’t want them to think she was snooping.

The front screen door snapped open. Lacey had met the woman and her two little girls just once, when she and her mom had been riding bikes on the trail. She was pretty certain the lady neighbor’s name was Elle, but Lacey had been so focused on the pretty blonde little girl and infant snuggled in the woman’s arms that she hadn’t paid close attention.

Lacey blinked up through the tall grass. The woman stepped out, phone pressed tight to her ear, frustration in her body language.

Then came the sound.

Not birds, not gravel. Not normal.

It was low, clipped. Like a firecracker popped inside a tin can.

The woman crumpled to the ground.

Lacey’s breath caught, and everything in her chest snapped to alert. She ditched her bike behind the split rail fence and bolted for the stand of maples lining the trail. Her phone was already in her hand. Knees bent, heart hammering, she watched.

The woman didn’t move.

Lacey dropped to her stomach, limbs locked in the dry grass, listening for the sound of spinning tires or an engine, but she heard only eerie silence, as if the birds were watching to avoid making a sound.

The screen door banged again.

The toddler stepped out, clutching a teddy bear. The little girl trudged toward her mother, bare feet slapping porch wood. Her golden hair glinted in the sun.

Lacey moved without thinking. She crossed the yard, heart pounding in her chest. The killer might still be around, watching. But she couldn’t leave the little girl by herself.

She skidded to a stop, crouching beside the girl, brushing hair from her tear-splotched face.

“It’s okay,” she whispered. “We’ll call for help.”

“Mama won’t wake up,” the girl sobbed, patting the unmoving shoulder.

Lacey saw the woman’s face turned toward the trail. Eyes open. Vacant. Fixed in the way Lacey never forgot—not since her dad’s murder.

It felt like every cell in her body seized.

She pushed it down. She had to. She hit the emergency button on her cell phone. “My name is Lacey Hunt. I think my neighbor has been shot.”

“Are you safe?” the operator asked.

Lacey glanced around the big yard, taking in the willow trees in the front and the pretty purple lilacs to the right of the farmhouse. “I don’t know. We’re a few feet in front of the porch. The little girl came out of the house,” she said as the toddler’s wails for her mother grew louder. “Maisy, that’s your name, right?” Lacey squeezed her shoulder the way her own mother did when she knew Lacey was upset.

Rubbing her teary eyes, the little girl nodded.

“I need you to find a safe place to hide,” the operator said. Lacey offered her hand, and Maisy slowly took it. Lacey’s heart banged against her ribs. Were they being watched? The rational side of her said they’d be dead by now if the killer was still around, but the little girl in her felt exposed, her legs like lead.

“We’re going inside,” she said into the phone. She tugged Maisy to the porch and up the steps, quickly shutting the door and sliding the lock. “We’re inside. I locked the door.”

“Who else is with you?”

“The neighbors have two little kids,” Lacey said. “Maisy came outside. Her baby sister is…” She looked down at the little girl. “Is she still sleeping?” Maisy nodded. “Okay, the baby is still sleeping. Are the police coming soon? My mom—” Her voice faltered when she heard an engine slowing down and coming to a hard stop on the gravel driveway.

Thud. Boots on porch steps.

Maisy cried harder. The baby’s wail drifted down from upstairs.

“Someone’s coming up the steps,” Lacey said.

“Police are two minutes out. Get to another room and lock the door right now.”

Lacey grabbed Maisy, heart pounding, and ran for the stairs.

She didn’t look back.

The trail behind them stayed quiet.

But she knew it wasn’t going to stay that way for long.


ONE


Nikki turned onto Penfield Avenue, a pretty, shaded street, and her stomach dropped at the thick white smoke curling into the late-summer sky. It billowed above the canopy of oaks and elms that lined the quiet road. The smell hit her before the fire came into full view—acrid and persistent, like scorched wood and charred insulation clinging to every molecule of air.

She slowed at the line of emergency vehicles clustered around the Cooper Electric building—a low-slung converted home Nikki had passed a hundred times without noticing. Now, the roof was partially collapsed, skeletal rafters jutting upward like broken ribs. Two firetrucks dominated the gravel lot, one still hissing from cooling hoses, the other parked with its crew shedding soot-blackened gear in weary silence.

Her tires crunched over the loose gravel as she pulled in behind Sheriff Miller’s cruiser. She waved to the young deputy managing perimeter access, then popped the center console for her badge. Even here—where she was known by name—she didn’t assume familiarity. The Jeep stayed running, air conditioning humming against the heat shimmering off the pavement. She pocketed her key fob and stepped out into the smoke-thick air and a wall of heat.

Morning temperatures were already rising, and the heat from the fire still radiated upward from the scorched ground. The scent of burnt plastic mingled with something darker. Her stomach clenched as she recognized it. She recognized it.

“Sheriff Miller and I were supposed to meet this morning,” she told Deputy Anderson, flashing her badge. “Desk said he got pulled out here.”

“No ambulance,” Anderson confirmed. “We had to call the medical examiner.”

Nikki’s pulse ticked upward. “Casualties?”

“Two.” Anderson’s voice softened. “They didn’t make it.”

Nikki nodded grimly. “Mind if I head in?”

“You’re fine—just watch the hoses. Slippery.”

She thanked her and followed the black snakes of hose across the soaked gravel, careful of her footing. Matt Kline, one of Stillwater’s firefighters and a friend Nikki knew from more than one grisly discovery, stood beside the nearest rig. His turnout gear hung around his hips, undershirt soaked through and clinging to his flushed skin.

“You okay?” she asked.

Matt downed half a water bottle before answering. “Yeah. Two victims.”

“Hell,” Nikki muttered.

“One fell through the floor. The other tried to get out through the attic window. Didn’t make it.” He spoke with the numbed cadence of someone keeping grief at arm’s length.

She patted his shoulder, the gesture quiet but grounded. “Keep hydrating. Talk to someone if it all gets too much.”

“That’s the plan.”

“Where’s Miller?” Nikki scanned the scene, but fire trucks blocked much of the wreckage.

“Other side. Fire started near the back. Fire marshal just got here.”

She wiped sweat from her brow and stepped around the corner of the red truck. Heat blasted her like a furnace, forcing her to blink against the smoke. The wreckage looked post-apocalyptic. Blackened beams bowed like warping spines, drywall slumped in soggy slabs, and the central corridor had collapsed into a gaping crater. The scent of burned flesh, faint but unmistakable, clung to the back of her throat.

Sheriff Miller stood talking with Fire Marshal Russell, posture tight, face lined beneath the brim of his hat. He saw her and waved her over.

“I figured you’d show,” he said.

Nikki introduced herself to Russell and turned to the sheriff. “Who are the victims?”

“Red Ram out back’s registered to Dave Cooper—the owner. Hyundai belongs to Betty Ackers, office manager.” His tone was clipped, worry in his eyes.

“Saturday inventory?” Nikki couldn’t think of any other reason for anyone to be at the business on a Saturday.

“Maybe. We’re waiting to speak to family. Betty was found downstairs. The floor gave out.” Miller hesitated. “She’s not recognizable. Dave made it halfway to the attic window. Probably smoke inhalation took him before heat did. We’ve got a wife—Tammy Cooper, and a son, Clay.”

Nikki scanned the remains of the attic space. A ladder leaned against fractured joists, twisted like brittle twigs. The ceiling sagged, edges scorched to charcoal. “Is the inventory in the attic?”

“No,” Russell answered. “It’s on the other side of the attic stairs. Much of the flooring melted, but the door is still locked.”

“Meaning they hadn’t started,” Nikki said. “Any idea what was in the attic?”

“Judging by what fell with Betty, storage, including furniture.” Miller gave her a pointed look.

An electric company normally closed on a Saturday, the employer and employee in the attic instead of the locked inventory room? Betty and Dave might have been having an affair. Then again, they didn’t know enough about the business yet. There might be another plausible explanation, Nikki reminded herself. “Accelerant?” she asked.

“Candle pattern around ignition point,” Russell said. “Looks like some kind of wick, but we’ll need lab analysis.”

“Who called it in?”

“Neighbor a few blocks over. Walking his dog. Saw smoke.”

“No phones on the victims?”

“Not that we’ve found.”

Nikki frowned. “In this day and age? Odd.”

“Unless they were incapacitated,” Russell said. “Or left them behind intentionally.”

“What about the next of kin?” Nikki asked.

“Victim advocates from the fire department and my office are heading to Tammy Cooper’s home to inform her. Fire Marshal Russell will handle the investigation, so he’ll do a formal interview later today or tomorrow.”

She turned back to the ladder. “Window’s warped.”

“We’ve got gear to breach it,” Russell said.

“And the floor?” The entire thing looked ready to collapse.

“Cleared by command. Once it’s reinforced, we’ll do a joint entry. Salvage covers are en route.”

Nikki nodded. “How long for tests on the accelerant?”

“Soon as we can get clean samples,” Russell answered. “Tomorrow latest, even with labs short-staffed.”

Sheriff Miller’s phone rang. He glanced at the screen, mouth pinching. “Deputy Reynolds—I have to take this.” He stepped a few feet away, one hand shielding his ear.

Nikki turned to Russell again, gesturing toward the debris field. “Was the ignition point set beneath Betty or farther back?”

“We’re still pinpointing. So far, looks like it started near the northeast corner. Betty was pulled from the southeast quadrant, but there’s overlap. The fire spread fast. Too fast. That’s a clear sign it’s arson, but we can’t make a formal statement until all the tests are done.”

The radio crackled across the lot. A medic shouted something indistinct. Nikki was about to ask another question when Miller approached, face tight with worry, phone still clenched in one hand.

“Nikki,” he said, voice gravel-thick.

Dread rippled through her. She’d only heard him sound like that a few times.

Miller took her elbow, his voice low. “Lacey’s okay, but she witnessed a murder. A woman. At your neighbors’ house.”


TWO


Nikki’s vision narrowed as her mind struggled to comprehend what Miller had just said. Every bit of debris, every screech of distant sirens, every breath of smoke faded beneath his words. Lacey had witnessed a murder at their neighbors’ house… her childhood home. Nikki had spent a lifetime running from the scene of her parents’ murders until she’d reconnected with Rory. They’d grown up as neighbors, and Rory lived in the house he’d grown up in, just down the road from Nikki’s old place. Now she and Lacey called it home.

Nikki ran to the Jeep, blood rushing through her ears. Why had she left her phone in the Jeep? Rory and emergency dispatch had been trying to call Nikki about her child… Nikki couldn’t even picture the neighbor’s face right now. She’d only met the young woman once during a ride on the trail with Lacey. She tried to remember her features, but she couldn’t recall any details about her.

Lacey had been through so much. The worst of all was witnessing her father’s murder. Therapy and a lot of support from Nikki, along with her stepfather Rory and his family, had helped her heal. But how would she handle this?

She yanked open the Jeep door, started the engine, and directed Siri to call her husband. Rory answered immediately. His voice was thin and frayed, like a wire about to snap.

“She’s okay,” he said, rushing the words as if the situation could change. “I’ve got Lacey and Elle’s two kids here at the house. I offered to take them. I didn’t know what else to do. We couldn’t stay there,” Rory said.

Nikki closed her eyes. Relief and terror made her feel ill. “It’s definitely a murder?”

Lacey was only ten; she could have made a mistake.

“Lacey heard the shot and saw the woman go down.” Rage overtook the worry in Rory’s voice. “I swear to God, Nikki, if I find out who did this and put her through this⁠—”

“Don’t say that,” Nikki cut him off. “We’ll do our jobs and catch him. I need you to protect Lacey.” Anger rose so fast it blurred the edges of her vision. Not at Rory. Not at Lacey. At a universe that kept taking and taking from her child, like grief was a rite of passage. The Frost case, Tyler’s murder, the Roth abduction. And now this. Another image burned into Lacey’s brain because the world can’t stop breaking.

“I told Miller I’m stopping at home before I go to the scene.” Nikki accelerated. “I’m ten minutes out.”

Nikki drove into their place too fast, skidding to a stop in the newly filled gravel. She left the Jeep running and leapt out. She raced past the Washington County Sheriff’s vehicles as Rory jogged down the front steps. He wrapped his arms around her.

“I heard the 911 call,” he said. “She sounded so strong.”

Nikki pulled away and gazed up at him. “How did you hear it so fast? Dispatch would have to⁠—”

“Caitlin,” Rory said. “She was the reason I was able to get to Lacey so quickly. I was five minutes from home when her assistant heard the call on the scanner. She recognized the address, and Caitlin recognized Lacey. She called you first.”

“I didn’t even look at the messages.” Nikki was never more grateful for her friend than in that moment. The news reporter had started as an enemy when Nikki first returned to Stillwater several years ago, but they’d become friends over time, and Caitlin was now engaged to Nikki’s FBI partner, Liam.

Rory took her hand and led her into the split-level house. Inside, the quiet was wrong. Between the television and Lacey’s chatter, their home was only silent at night. The social worker whispered into a phone; the victim advocate crouched between a girl and a baby on the couch, pointing at a cartoon to pull their eyes from everything else. Nikki’s anger shifted—hot at first, then cold—because those girls would wake tonight screaming for a mother who wasn’t coming. She wanted to put her fist through a wall just to give the pain somewhere to go.

“She was in total control the entire call.” Pride still clung to Rory’s tone.

Nikki’s throat pulled taut. How many nights had Nikki taught Lacey to lock doors, to look for exits, to trust the prickling at the back of her neck? How many times had she overheard Nikki talking about all the terrible things that happened to people before her own father had been viciously murdered? Pride and fury warred in her ribs. Kids her age should be rolling their eyes at chores, not triaging crime scenes.

In the kitchen, Lacey sat small at the table, her phone beside a sweating juice cup. She hadn’t touched the Keebler Fudge Stripes cookies Rory had set in front of her.

Lacey turned at the sound of Nikki’s footsteps. She shoved back the chair and ran to Nikki.

She wrapped her arms around her daughter, inhaling the warm scent of summer grass in her hair. Lacey was in the middle of a growth spurt, and the top of her head rested against Nikki’s shoulder. She’d pass Nikki’s 5’7” before too long. “You all right?”

Lacey nodded. “She just folded like a rag doll,” she whispered. “There was a pop. Like air from a tire.”

“Any smell? Engine noise?” Nikki asked gently, because the investigator in her didn’t sleep even when the mother wanted to.

Lacey’s brow knit. “I don’t think so. Just wind.”

Nikki took her hand. The anger flared again—not at the questions, but at the truth beneath them. Her daughter was building a timeline. That was Nikki’s job. Yet here Lacey was, instinctively working through the events, trying to figure it out.

“Can you tell me what happened?” Nikki asked.

Lacey told her about her bike ride and stopping to take photos of the blue violets, the neighbor coming out onto the porch and what happened after. “I called 911, and then I had to run into the house with Maisy.” Lacey’s voice caught. “Everything was so quiet, Mom. I didn’t know if they were still out there or not, but we had to get into the house. Dad showed up a few minutes later.” Lacey finally met her eyes. “I didn’t see the shooter. I looked for them.”

Because you want it to make sense, Nikki thought. Because if you can see a face, you can fix it to a name. You can hunt it.

“You did everything right,” Nikki said, forcing her voice steady. “You were brave.”

Nikki saw herself at just a few years older than her daughter, standing in the hallway on the other side of the cornfields that stank of bleach and grief and wondering why this had happened to her family. I don’t want you to be me, she thought, swallowing the words. I don’t want you carrying the dead for a living.

“Lace, do you have any idea why she came out of the house?” Nikki asked quietly. Leaving a four-year-old and an infant inside wasn’t that unusual, but wandering into the yard seemed odd.

“I think she might have been on the phone,” Lacey said. “She was holding it.”

Nikki kissed Lacey on the cheek before turning to the victim advocate, who sat coloring with Maisy while the infant napped in the car seat Rory must have snagged on the way out of that house. A lump formed in her throat, and she pushed the emotion down. “How’s little Miss Maisy doing?”

Rhona, the advocate, gently smoothed the little girl’s blonde hair. “Very focused on her colors right now.” Nikki knew that meant she hadn’t said anything, which was a normal trauma response for a child her age. Rhona spoke in a quiet voice. “Lacey said that Maisy was silent the whole drive here. Of course, Maya is just six months. She’s not said anything either.”

“I’ve got to get to the crime scene,” Nikki told the advocate. She fished around in the junk drawer for some scratch paper and wrote her cell number down for Rhona. “I know you report to the sheriff, but please keep me in the loop.”

“Nik?” Caitlin appeared in the kitchen doorway. “Hey, Lace.”

Lacey got up from her chair and hugged Caitlin. “Thanks for calling Dad. I was so scared.”

Caitlin hugged her back. “I heard you on the scanner. I’m sorry you had to go through that, but you handled that like a rock star, Lace. Reporting it the way you did gives your mom a much better shot at catching the guy.”

Lacey beamed, brushing the hair out of her face. Her expression fell. “What scanner?”

Caitlin grinned. “A lot of reporters have scanners that hear police calls. It’s how we get to the scene.”

Lacey’s dark eyebrows knitted together. “Does that mean other people heard it?”

“Probably.” Caitlin looked at Nikki for a second before turning back to Lacey. “But you don’t need to worry about that. You’re a minor and we have laws to follow. Putting your name out there would get someone thrown in jail, so you don’t need to worry.”

Nikki wanted to hug her friend. She’d been ready to tell Lacey the same thing, but hearing it from Caitlin was better. She hugged Lacey tightly and promised to check in soon. “I’ve got to get over there,” she said to Caitlin. “Walk me out?”

As soon as they were out of Lacey’s earshot, Nikki took a deep breath. Her thoughts tumbled out before she could stop them.

“She’s already tracking details, Caitlin,” she said, her voice low. “She’s… like me. And I don’t want this for her. Not the brutality. Not the ghosts. Hasn’t she been through enough?”

Caitlin’s hand settled on her shoulder, steadying. “You can’t engineer her life around your nightmares,” she said gently. “All you can do is love her, tell her the truth, and keep guiding her. The rest isn’t yours to control. Besides, just because she has your instincts doesn’t mean she’s going to want your crazy job.” She smiled.

Nikki tried to take a deep breath, but she couldn’t relax. Clover dampened the morning air, its sweetness mixed with the metallic tang of fear. She glanced at her watch. The shooter was still out there.

Rory emerged from the house and leaned against the pillar, still pale. “She seems okay. My heart’s still pounding. I didn’t know what the hell I’d find when I walked up those steps to that house.” He caught Nikki’s eye. “I’m sorry, honey. You’ve got to go back there, and I know it’s hard.”

Nikki hugged him tightly. “It’s all right. I’ve made peace with it. Don’t worry about me, please. Just focus on Lacey, maybe take her to your parents to swim in the pool?”

“Good idea,” Rory said. “Mom and Dad will love distracting her.” He looked at Caitlin. “Thanks again for being a nosy reporter.”

“You’re welcome.” Caitlin smirked.

Nikki reached for her phone. “I’ve got to call Liam⁠—”

“Yeah, I did that for you.” Caitlin grinned sheepishly. As a reporter, she’d butted heads with Nikki and Liam more than once, but she tried hard not to let her job get in the way of relationships over the last few years. “I thought it would be okay if I interfered just once.”

Nikki thanked her again and then turned to Rory. He hugged her. “Be safe, please.”

The road blurred past Nikki as she drove, gravel spitting under the tires, the rising sun streaking through the windshield in fractured beams. Her fingers tightened on the steering wheel.

Lacey had crouched to take pictures of wildflowers. That detail snagged in her mind like a thorn. Not racing home. Not playing a game. Just… slowing down. Seeing something beautiful. And then, terror from a gunshot, just like the day her biological father was gunned down. Just like the stories Nikki tried to protect her from but never truly could.

She’s going to be like me.

The thought landed sharp and uninvited. Lacey had observed everything. She recalled angles, posture, clothing, and already knew the details were vital. Her expression hadn’t cracked, not even when she described Elle folding to the ground.

Driving to the house where she’d grown up and lost her parents used to set Nikki on edge, but solving her parents’ murders and living near the house had soothed the wound. It had been decades since her parents had been murdered. Decades since her own testimony in court. The witness statements. The cameras. The courtrooms. And since she’d begun her journey to become an agent herself. But this house would always be a part of her. She’d been happy that another family had moved in to replace her bad memories with happy ones. How had it happened again?

Miller had blocked the road off, but the deputies waved her past the barricade. She pulled into the long, circular drive slowly, trying to ignore the rush of memories. Just as they had when she was a kid, the big willow trees framed the yard like silent sentinels, branches shifting with the wind. Deputies marked the perimeter.

Before she pulled into the driveway, Nikki walked over to the area where Lacey had been standing. She’d remembered looking through two specific willow trees, so it wasn’t hard to figure out where she had been standing. Nikki crouched down to the same position Lacey had been in and peered through the big trees. Elle’s body was clearly visible beneath the sheet, almost straight ahead. The willow tree to the right blocked the view of the lilac bushes. Lacey could not have seen the shooter. She wouldn’t have to describe him to a sketch artist or talk about him in court.

Nikki got back into the Jeep and drove down the long drive. She parked behind Miller’s SUV and made sure she had her notebook and pen, along with her phone, and exited the Jeep.

Elle’s body lay covered roughly fifteen feet from the sprawling front porch, directly across from the long row of lilac bushes that Nikki had planted with her mother when she was around Lacey’s age.

The lilac bushes were still there, older and thicker than she remembered, their long-spent blooms scattered. The bushes were still thick and green, but the pretty, purple blooms had faded a couple of months ago, leaving only the faint scent of lilac behind.

Elle had stepped outside, maybe for the mail, maybe for the fresh air, or most probably for the call Lacey said she was on. Nikki turned toward the bushes, eyes scanning for a path—broken branches, footprints in the soil, a casing missed by the sweep. If the person had hidden behind the lilacs, they’d likely have known the property and the family’s routine.

Nikki stepped off the gravel drive and into the yard, boots crunching softly as she headed toward the lilacs where Miller and Reynolds stood talking.

“How’s Lacey?” they asked in unison.

“Holding up.” Nikki told them what Lacey had shared. “It sounds like she was lured out of the house,” Nikki said, nodding her head toward Elle.

She looked at the lilacs, eyes scanning the undergrowth of the overgrown bushes. The bushes offered near-perfect cover—a natural blind with enough shade and elevation to conceal movement but still allow for a clean shot. “We need to have ballistics dig through this entire area for the casing. Courtney’s on her way. She’ll get soil samples, too.”

She crouched, her gaze locked between leaves. “Given the position of the body, this is the natural place for a shooter to hide.”

Elle would’ve walked directly into view. No fence. No obstruction.

She glanced up as an SUV from the medical examiner’s office rolled to a stop at the end of the drive, tires crunching over gravel. Nikki stood with Miller and Reynolds near the porch, notebook in hand, when the door opened and death investigator Dana Ruiz stepped out.

“Agent Hunt. Sheriff Miller. Deputy Reynolds.” She gave each of them a nod. “Good to see you again, though I wish it were under better circumstances.”

“Dana,” Miller said, his tone clipped but respectful. “Thanks for coming.”

“Of course,” Ruiz replied. Her gaze shifted toward the sheet-covered form in the yard. “Let’s get to work.”

The body rested fifteen feet from the porch, directly across from the row of lilac bushes.

Nikki’s stomach lurched as Ruiz parted the hair at the back of Elle’s head, exposing the small, devastating hole where the bullet had entered. The action was clinical compared to the violence it represented, but it hit Nikki like a blow. She pressed her tongue hard against the roof of her mouth, fighting the wave of nausea that rose sharp and hot.

And then the thought struck her like another shot: Lacey saw this.

Her daughter hadn’t just seen Elle lying in the grass—she had seen the wound. The blood. The slackness of a face that had once laughed with her. Nikki’s vision blurred for a moment, her throat tightening as bile threatened to rise. She turned slightly, staring at the porch boards she’d once run across as a child, and forced herself to breathe. In. Out. Slow. Controlled.

But the sickness didn’t pass easily. It twisted deeper, because she could picture it too clearly: Lacey’s wide eyes, her small body frozen in shock, her mind trying to make sense of something no child should ever have to process. Nikki imagined her daughter’s gaze snagging on the dark stain in Elle’s hair, the way children fixate on details that adults try to look away from.

She pressed a fist against her thigh, nails biting through the latex glove she was wearing. She shouldn’t have had to see this. Not up close. Not like that. The thought made her stomach heave again, but she swallowed it down, forcing herself to stay steady in front of Miller, Reynolds, and Ruiz.

The sickness curdled into something sharper. Anger.

Anger that Elle had been reduced to this. Anger that Lacey’s innocence had been shattered in the yard of the very house where Nikki’s own childhood had ended in blood. Anger that someone had chosen this place, this family, to destroy again.

Her pulse thudded in her ears. She looked down at Elle’s body, then back at the lilac bushes, and the vow formed hard and unyielding in her chest. I will not let this stand. I will not let Lacey carry this image without justice to balance it. I will find the one who did this, and I will not stop until I do.

The nausea still lingered, but it was buried now beneath the weight of her fury. She straightened, jaw set, and forced her breathing into a rhythm. She couldn’t undo what Lacey had seen. But she could make sure it meant something.

Miller looked at Nikki as Dana went to work photographing the body. “We haven’t searched the house yet,” Miller said. “I waited for you, but if it’s too much⁠—”

“I’m good.” Nikki turned on her heel and headed toward the farmhouse. Since Nikki had lived here, the house had gone through multiple owners. Before the current residents purchased it, the previous owner updated the exterior paint to a soft yellow, with the columns a bright white. It looked like a different house.

Nikki opened the screen door, waiting for the memories of her childhood and her parents’ deaths to hit her, but they stayed quiet. She paused on the threshold, sunlight stretching behind her in long bands across floors she’d once raced across barefoot. The wood floors had been redone since she’d been inside the house several years ago. The walls were a soft eggshell, the furniture modern, the family photos full of people she didn’t know. But beneath the cover-up, the bones were still there.

The banister still had that worn groove she used to slide marbles down. The slight dip in the floor near the hall—the same spot her dad used to curse when his toe caught in midstride. She inhaled, letting it settle.

It smelled normal. Like clean laundry and dish soap. A plug-in vanilla undertone sweetened the air, but nothing cloying. Just a house. Lived in.

Sheriff Miller stepped in beside her, boots quiet against the threshold. “I checked with the BCA to see if the husband, Tim Harper, applied for a handgun permit. Still waiting to find out.”

Minnesota didn’t have a gun registry, so their best option was checking with the Bureau of Criminal Apprehension’s permit records. “If he’s the shooter, I wouldn’t expect to find the gun.”

“I know,” Miller said. “I’m just hoping we can find some clue about Elle’s state of mind and how things were between them. Right now, sure looks like he’s suspect number one. We’ll start with the kitchen,” he said.

Nikki nodded and followed.

It was tidy. Dishes stacked in the drainer, a bowl of half-eaten oatmeal still cooling on the table, spoon tilted and crusting at the edges. A scattering of Cheerios sat in front of the booster seat. Maisy’s spot, Nikki assumed. She eyed the dribble of milk down the tray edge, the pink sippy cup beside the placemat. Had Elle been giving Maisy her breakfast while her youngest still slept?

“I don’t see signs of a fight,” Miller said softly. “No broken glasses. No shoved furniture.”

“Looks like she meant to come back,” Nikki murmured. “She didn’t know she was in danger. She must have stepped outside to take the phone call on purpose. Did she not want Maisy hearing who she was talking to?”

Miller looked at his vibrating phone. “BCA says Tim applied for a handgun permit three years ago. They found a purchase of a Ruger Mark IV last year. No other purchases in the last five years.” He looked at Nikki. “I know those will take suppression ammunition.”

“That would account for Lacey’s description of the sound. Hopefully the techs can find the casing so we can see if Tim’s gun is even in the running.”

“Let’s keep searching. Maybe we’ll find it.” They continued through the house, looking in every possible nook.

Miller scratched at his chin. “Seems like the shooter made her go outside. Either knew her movements or made the phone call to lure her out. We need her phone records.”

“Which means it’s personal.” The phone call had lured Elle outside. “Why go outside to take a call unless she knew who it was? But what could have made her leave both children inside the house?”

“Good question,” Miller said. “A threat, maybe.”

Upstairs loomed ahead. Nikki hesitated at the base, palm briefly grazing the banister. She’d walked these stairs the night her parents were murdered in a blur of fear. If she thought about it, she could still smell the coppery blood and hear the thud of her own footsteps and her ragged breath, her mind racing at the horror unfolding. She forced the memories away and started up the steps, waiting for the gut punch.

The house gave nothing back—not dread, not grief. Just the faint creak of old wood and the hum of peace in her chest.

They were gone. Her parents. The thought left her oddly at peace. But she knew they’d settled, same as she had. The house didn’t belong to their ghosts anymore.

Upstairs was quiet. Normal. Maisy’s room had a single twin bed, with the infant’s pretty, pink nursery in the corner room that used to belong to Nikki. Maya’s room had a crib, a bookshelf with lopsided stacks of chapter books and stickers peeling from the dresser drawers. A stuffed unicorn perched on the windowsill. Tim and Elle’s room was messier—a hoodie on the floor, laundry half folded on the chair—but no signs of chaos. Just life.

Nikki checked the closet. The nightstand. Nothing. “Damn. I was really hoping we’d find that gun and be able to semi-cross Tim off the list.”

“Tim’s our primary at this point,” Miller said. “Reynolds ran his information and found out he works nights as a commercial mechanic for Midwest Freight and Haul in Forest Lake. He called his boss, who said that Tim left at his normal time this morning. He’s not answering his cell phone.”

“That’s a pretty straight route from here,” Nikki said. “No sign of him?”

“Not yet,” Miller said. “Forest Lake and Stillwater set up barricades and checkpoints. There’s not much CCTV between here and there, but I’ve already requested it. Cell towers are thin in that area, too. We’ll get a warrant for his records, but that’s going to take some time.”

Nikki nodded, gaze narrowing. She stepped to the window, looking out across the yard. She usually didn’t have a problem compartmentalizing her emotions at scenes, but Lacey’s witnessing the murder made her even angrier at the prospect of Elle being killed by her own husband. She was sick and tired of women dying at the hands of men.

Deputy Reynolds entered the house. “Sheriff, there’s a woman here that says she was supposed to pick Elle up for work.”

Nikki, Miller, and Reynolds walked across the big front yard, over the circular drive and past the big willow trees she used to play underneath. A short, curvy woman with raven-black hair pulled into a ponytail sat on the ground on the other side of the yellow crime scene tape, head resting on her knees, her shoulders shaking.

Deputy Anderson crouched in front of her, blocking her view of the body. She stood when they approached. “This is Riley Thompson,” Anderson said. “She works with Elle at a hair salon downtown.”

Riley stood, tears still streaming down her face. “What the hell is happening? Elle’s not really dead, is she?”

“I’m afraid so,” Nikki said gently. She watched the woman put a hand to her forehead, her eyes wide in shock. She introduced herself and the two men and then nodded toward Miller. His jurisdiction, and she didn’t want to step on his toes.

“When did you last talk to Elle?” Miller asked.

“This morning.” Riley clutched her keys. “Her car’s been acting up, and Tim planned on replacing the alternator or something today. I’ve been picking her up so that Tim’s not home during the day with the girls without a vehicle. Tim’s usually home between seven thirty and seven forty-five, but he was late and not answering his phone.”

“Is that unusual for him?” Miller asked.

“Yeah, for sure,” Riley answered. “He stops at the Kwik Shop on the south side of Forest Lake to get Krispy Kreme donuts every Saturday, and he’s always here before eight. That’s why Elle was worried.”

“What does he drive?”

“A green Ford Ranger. I don’t know what year it is.”

Tim should have been home.


THREE


Courtney’s FBI-issued SUV rolled toward Nikki. The sun was high enough now to bleach the roofline, heat pooling in ripples above the porch. The breeze stirred the crime scene tape a few feet away. It snapped softly against the porch railing like a warning half-whispered. Somewhere beyond the willow, a deputy’s camera clicked in a steady rhythm.

Liam’s long legs were out of the passenger door before Courtney fully stopped. The back door opened, and her second in command Arim climbed out with two hard cases, shoulders squared, expression set to work. Nikki was relieved to have her full team arrive.

“Caitlin said Lacey’s doing okay,” Liam said, closing the door with his hip. “How are you doing?”

“Fine,” Nikki said. The word came out clipped. She didn’t add that “fine” meant her ribs felt strung tight, that every small sound on the property caught somewhere sharp inside her. But they’d worked together long enough that Liam most likely knew exactly how she really felt.

Liam leaned against the cruiser, arms folded, his brow furrowed as he read the phone log on Nikki’s tablet. Courtney circled the SUV to the hatch and lifted it, metal latches popping. She snapped on gloves, efficient and quiet. Arim set the cases down and opened the larger one, revealing a neat grid of tools—flagging tape, evidence tents, a hand-held metal detector, a magnet rake, sieves, a roll of measuring tape and a compact field scope.

“Run me through the call,” Liam said without looking up.

“Call came in at 8:47 a.m.” Nikki pointed to the burner ID on the tablet. “Unregistered. No voicemail. Elle answered and walked out two minutes later. That’s when the shot was fired.”

Liam exhaled slowly, the breath thinning at the end. “It’s not confirmation it wasn’t Tim,” he said. “Burners are easy to get. If he wanted distance, anonymity, it makes sense.”

Nikki’s thumb rubbed the corner of the tablet. The screen was clean; she’d wiped it twice already without noticing. She shook her head.

“Tim was supposed to be home an hour earlier. She was worried. This call didn’t add confusion—it gave her direction. She stepped out expecting to find out where he was. So if it wasn’t Tim who distracted Elle, it was someone who knew she was worried about his lateness.”

“He could have done it and fled,” Liam said. “Or been late on purpose to provide someone else a window of opportunity.”

Nikki turned toward the bushes where the shooter had waited. The hedge ran thick along the side of the yard. “Why hide?” she asked quietly. “Why position like a sniper? It’s not like she was going to run from him. There’s no sign of a fight in the house. Her friend said Elle was worried because Tim was late. Why would he need to lure her out of the house?”

Liam didn’t answer. His jaw flexed once, twice. They were usually in sync when it came to suspects, but right now, he wasn’t seeing what she saw first. Or he didn’t want to.

“If it was Tim and he wanted to confront her,” Nikki continued, “he’d have met her in the doorway. In person. It would have been emotional. It would have been a fight, not an ambush.”

Silence settled for a breath. A bee nosed into a cluster of blooms, the hum close to her ear and then gone. The screen door creaked as a tech stepped through with a camera and then stilled, reading the air, giving them space.

“Let’s move,” Nikki said. “Courtney, Arim—grid the lilacs. Start at the eastern end, work west. We need to find the casing, if there is one. If he used a suppressor with subsonic rounds, we still get ejection unless he caught it. We’re not lucky enough for careless.”

Courtney handed Arim a roll of bright orange flagging tape and the measuring tape. “Five-by-five squares?” she asked.

“Four-by-fours,” Nikki said, already stepping off distances in her head. “Tighter near the center.”

Arim measured out the first square, tape hissing through his fingers. He tied it off between two stakes and set the hand-held detector on low to start, the device giving a faint, steady tick as it calibrated. Courtney laid out a row of small evidence tents and pulled on a second pair of gloves over the first, a habit she’d picked up to avoid sticky buds from plants gumming up her primary layer.

Nikki stepped off the gravel and into the shade, where it was a degree or two cooler. The light here fell in broken patches, leaves moving in a slow, constant flutter that made shadows crawl over the ground. The undergrowth was a mix of packed soil, last fall’s leaf crumble, and new shoots. Footfalls were soft, but not silent. A small branch had been snapped at knee height—fresh, pale wood showing in a thin, clean line.

She crouched, fingers hovering an inch above the break without touching. “Someone leaned in here,” she said, more to the hedge than to the people behind her. She pictured the angle and height. She stood and stepped back to where the trunk split and looked through the weave of leaves toward the porch. The frame of the branches made a natural sightline to the spot where Elle had fallen. No fence. No glare. A clear tunnel.

Arim swept the detector slowly over the first square, deliberate, overlapping passes. The device chirped at a bottle cap, and he lifted it with tweezers, dropped it into a discard bag, and kept going. Courtney moved parallel with a magnet rake, catching a scattering of staples, a nail and what looked like a piece of wire. She bagged everything.

“Call content?” Liam asked, stepping into the line behind Nikki but staying clear of the grid. The sun threw his shadow across her boots. “Any chance we can recover audio?”

“Phone’s locked,” Nikki said. “We’ll get the warrant. But the timeline is enough for now.”

The tablet’s weight in her hand felt heavier than plastic. She kept thinking about the way everyone had described Lacey on the 911 call: calm out of necessity, the way she herself had learned to be when it mattered most. She’s going to be like me. The prayer that followed it was simple and blunt. Please don’t let that break her.

“Hey,” Liam said quietly, not touching her, not trying to pull her out of it. “We’ll get there.”

“I know,” Nikki said. She kept her eyes on the hedge. She had work she could hold onto.

Arim’s detector pinged higher, a small jump from background. He stopped, adjusted the sensitivity down a notch, and re-swept the same spot. The chirp repeated—a light hit, but a note distinct enough to mark.

“Metal hit,” he said. “Could be trash.”

“Flag it,” Courtney said. She crouched next to him and, with a gloved fingertip, brushed away a thin layer of leaf litter. A sliver of something dull showed for a second in the sifted brown, but she didn’t grab. She set a small evidence tent, marked the coordinates on her clipboard, then lifted a square of soil into a sieve and gently shook it until small grit fell through. Nothing obvious. She bagged the soil anyway.

Nikki scanned the line of the hedge again, the way it curved around the yard. A person who knew this property would choose this spot. Not the corner near the willow where the ground dipped, not the far side where the neighbor could see the gap in the branches from their kitchen window, but right where she stood.

Liam stepped closer, close enough to read the tight set of her face. “Still feels thin,” he said. “We don’t know who had motive beyond Tim. We don’t even know what the call said.”

“But we do know this,” Nikki replied, voice steady. “She didn’t run. She didn’t scream. She didn’t expect what was waiting. And someone chose her moment down to the minute.”

Liam looked past her through the leaves at the porch and then back to the grid where Arim worked. “We’ll keep digging,” he said. “But if it wasn’t Tim, then whoever planned this wanted it to look like it was.”

“Or they wanted us to waste time on him while they got clean,” Courtney added. She rose, back straight, eyes scanning the next square. “Either way, the casing tells us if we’re dealing with a threaded barrel and subsonics. If they caught the brass, we might have imprint on the leaves or a subtle bruise on the soil where a hand went down.”

“Check for that,” Nikki said. She stepped to the edge of the grid and braced her palm against a trunk to lean in, then stopped herself and shifted to a lower branch. She looked down at her glove, the faint grit now marking the rubber, and a wave of anger slid through her, clean and cold. Only a coward hid in a hedge, waiting for a woman to step into sunlight.


FOUR


Nikki drove through downtown Stillwater’s narrow streets looking for a place to park. It was a busy Saturday, and she circled the block three times before she found a spot wide enough to parallel park the Jeep. She grabbed her things, made sure she had her badge and gun, cursing at the heat as she walked the three blocks to Curl and Confidential, the salon where Elle had worked.

Stillwater was a historical town, and, like so many towns in the country, it had its share of speakeasies during Prohibition. Most were gone, but there were a few speckled throughout the area, including the salon.

She remembered the stories her father told her as a kid about the building’s past, back when it was a speakeasy in the 1920s. Gangsters and jazz singers had slipped through its hidden door to drink and gamble, and the historical gossip said Bugsy Malone himself once drank there, leaving a stack of unpaid chips on the bar.

Nikki stepped off the sidewalk into Curl and Confidential’s narrow lobby and let the air conditioning wash the heat from her skin. She entered the lobby and scanned for the hidden door. Opposite the reception desk, a paneled wall looked seamless.

She rang the small brass bell on the desk. Seconds later, a section of the wall clicked and swung inward. A middle-aged woman with her hair pulled up in a bun emerged holding a tissue. Her eyes were red from crying. She pressed a hank of stray hair back into her bun, the faint scent of shampoo and conditioner trailing behind her. “You must be the FBI agent Riley mentioned,” the woman said.

Nikki produced her badge. “Agent Nikki Hunt.”

“Sheri Watson—owner.” Sheri tucked her hands into her apron pockets. “Riley’s in her station. I thought you’d want to see her first.”

“I would,” Nikki said carefully. “I’d also like a few minutes with you after I’ve spoken to Riley.”

Sheri dipped her chin and stepped aside. The concealed door sighed shut behind them, sealing out the summer day. The main salon gleamed under warm bulbs: exposed brick walls mellowed by polished concrete floors, four high-backed black chairs arrayed before a mirror that stretched nearly the room’s length. No music competed with the quiet—only the stillness that follows devastating news.

Riley sat at the far station, arms folded atop the countertop, a hairdresser’s smock draped in her lap. A half-finished coffee sat abandoned beside her shears. She lifted her head when the two women approached, the effort showing in the slight tremor of her shoulders.

Sheri paused. “I’ll leave you two alone. Whenever you’re ready, my office is around the corner, last door on the right.”

“Thank you,” Nikki said.

The salon door clicked closed. Riley stared at the mirror in front of her, as though hoping to see an answer in its reflection. Nikki slid the adjacent chair out and sat, notebook resting on her knee. The synthetic seat creaked in greeting.

“Riley,” Nikki began, softening her voice. “I know this is hard. I appreciate you speaking with me some more.”

Riley’s throat bobbed. “Elle was my friend.” She blinked back tears. “I keep expecting her to come around the corner and scold me for forgetting extra towels.”

A lump formed in Nikki’s throat. She let a moment pass, honoring the space between them. Then she opened her notebook, pen poised.

“I’m going to ask some direct questions,” she said. “If anything feels overwhelming, just tell me. We’ll take breaks.”

Riley nodded. “Go ahead.”

Nikki’s gaze softened. “Did Elle ever mention feeling threatened? Anyone bothering her—following her—showing up here unannounced?”

Riley’s eyes drifted down the hallway. She rubbed her thumb along the counter’s edge as though tracing memories. “About two weeks ago, she came in rattled. Said her car reeked of someone else’s perfume. When she opened the glove box, everything was tossed. Nothing was missing, but it wasn’t right.”

“Did she file a police report?”

“She thought it’d be a hassle,” Riley said, voice flat. “I told her to do it anyway. She said ‘No, I’ve got this.’”

“Did she suspect anyone?” Why wouldn’t Elle have filed a report? Was she scared, or had she known who did it, or both?

Riley closed her eyes. “Elle wondered about Lila—Tim’s ex. They’d butted heads. Elle said Lila didn’t take the breakup well. She followed Tim from Duluth.”

That certainly sounded like a suspect. “Tell me about Elle and Tim.”

Riley’s shoulders eased out of their tension. “They loved each other,” she said simply. “He was gentle with her, never raised his voice—unless they were arguing about money.” Riley’s jaw worked. “I heard them once in the lot. Later, I found her in the back room, crying. She was embarrassed, said it was stupid to fight about money.”

Nikki underlined the scrawled words financial stress, not physical threats. “Did she ever say what drove the pressure?”

“She said things were tight.” Riley bit her lip. “Tim’s got a fairly high interest rate on the house. He bought it before he met Elle and fixed it up, you know. Now they’ve got two kids and Elle is—was—building her clientele list.” She forced back a sob.

Nikki’s eyes drifted to the mirror station two down. A stubborn smudge marred the corner, product residue, perhaps. “Anyone else cause trouble? Clients, vendors, someone loitering after hours?”

Riley hesitated, glancing toward the back door. “The afternoon before… a man in his late twenties stood outside. He waited. Elle stepped into the alley, talked with him for a few minutes. When she came back, her hands trembled like a leaf in the wind. She said it was nothing.”

“Could you describe him?”

“Average height and weight, fair skin, buzz cut,” Riley answered after a breath. “I thought I recognized him from months ago. But I can’t be sure.”

Nikki locked eyes with Riley. “Thank you. If you recall anything else—texts Elle showed you, calls she took here, unusual deliveries—flag me down.”

“I will,” Riley whispered.

Nikki left Riley with her cold coffee and followed the hallway’s narrow path to Sheri’s office. The hallway opened into a break room. She could see bulletin boards pinned with schedules, shift swaps scrawled next to phone numbers. Beyond that, a polished door with a nameplate: sheri watson, proprietor. Nikki knocked twice.

“Come in,” Sheri called.

Binders lined the walls like silent witnesses, each labeled with neat spine tabs. A lone window looked out to the dumpster‐lined alley. Sheri rose to greet Nikki, motioning to the chair opposite her ledger‐cluttered desk.

“Agent Hunt,” Sheri said softly. “How’s Riley?”

“As well as she can be,” Nikki replied, settling into the chair. “Thank you for taking the time to talk with me.”

Sheri folded her hands, concern flickering in her eyes. “Ask whatever you need.”

Nikki opened her notebook, pen hovering. “Tell me about Elle over the last month. Any changes in her work routine?”

Sheri exhaled slowly. “She started coming early, leaving late. After closing, she’d be back at her chair, comb in hand like she could sort her thoughts that way.” She wrung her fingers. “When I asked, she just said they had a lot of bills.”

“Arguments?” Money issues were among the top causes for homicide.

“They argued about money.” Sheri’s gaze drifted to the ledger. “One day, I heard her through the wall. She was on the phone, arguing with him about the cost of something he wanted to buy. I asked her about it, but she insisted that she was fine.” Sheri shrugged. “I assumed it blew over.”

“Did she ever have any physical injuries?”

Sheri frowned. “You mean from Tim? Absolutely not. If I had even a whiff of something like that going on, I wouldn’t have been able to keep my mouth shut.”

“Did Tim visit the salon much?”

“Sometimes,” Sheri said. “He’d text her from outside because he usually had the kids with him. She’d slip out to meet him by the alley door.”

“Did Elle ever mention anyone named Lila?” Nikki asked.

“Tim’s ex,” she said. “I’ve never met her. Riley told me Elle thought Lila was behind the car ransacking. Elle said she’d handle it.”

“What about family on Tim’s side?” Nikki pressed. “Siblings, parents?”

Sheri shook her head, then paused. “He has a sister in Duluth,” she said. “They visited her every couple of months. I think her first name is Maggie, but I’m not sure if her last name is Harper or not.”

“I believe that Elle was fostered in her youth and that her foster parents aren’t in the picture at all?” Nikki asked.

“No,” Sheri said. “They moved to Wisconsin, and she didn’t keep in contact with them.”

Nikki stood and closed her notebook. “You’ve been very helpful, Sheri. Again, I’m so sorry for your loss.”

Sheri rose and escorted her to the door. Her hand paused on the frame. “Agent Hunt… I refuse to believe Tim could do something like this. He adored Elle and those girls. I’m not saying he was perfect—but he wasn’t a threat.”

Nikki met her gaze, compassion warming her voice. “I’m looking at everyone in Elle’s life—who had access, who cared, who might have cause.”

Sheri wiped tears. “Poor Maisy. She already lost her biological father, now Elle and Tim.”

“Tim isn’t Maisy’s biological father?” Nikki asked in surprise. “Who is, then?”

“His name was Nate Cooper,” Sheri said. “He and Elle were together through most of high school. He died in a car accident when Maisy was just a tiny thing.”

The name struck Nikki like a shift in the earth. “Do you know if his parents own Cooper Electric, by chance?”

Sheri stared at her. “Yeah, but why would that matter?”

“No reason.” Nikki gathered her things, trying to hide the adrenaline rushing through her. Cooper Electric’s fire this morning, and now Nate Cooper turning out to be Maisy’s biological father?

Sheri stepped back, allowing Nikki to take the hallway alone.

Nikki returned to the main salon. Riley was straightening labels on product shelves. She watched Nikki approach. “Do you need anything else?”

“One more thing,” Nikki said, voice gentle yet precise. “Lila—do you have a last name for her?”

Riley shook her head. “No. Elle only ever called her ‘Lila.’ Tim’s sister in Duluth might know more.”

Nikki nodded and slipped her notebook away. “Thank you, Riley. I’ll let you know when we find answers, as soon as I can.”

At the concealed door, Nikki pressed the latch and reentered the cool lobby. She paused at the reception desk, pressing her hand against its smooth surface as she watched the salon vanish behind the seam. Four styling chairs, two deep bowls and the untouched tools of two women who had loved Elle—each a monument to loss.

Outside, the heat pressed back in waves. Nikki shaded her eyes and pulled her phone from her pocket. She quickly texted both Liam and Miller that Elle Harper had dated Nate Cooper, the father of her oldest child.

She typed quickly: Heading to Sawyer Place now. Liam, meet me there? I want eyes on Tammy and Clay ASAP.

Liam’s reply came first: On my way. ETA 20. Text me if you arrive early.

Miller followed: Copy. That’s huge. I’m still coordinating the search corridor from the gas station to Tim’s home. Keep me posted.

The river’s glare shimmered in her rearview mirror as she drove off, each turn bringing her closer to the Cooper family and the tangled truths waiting in their shadows.


FIVE


Nikki turned onto Sawyer Place, taking stock of the pristine neighborhood. Lawns stretched green between white colonials and modest ramblers, each one careful to look nothing less than perfect. Porch flags fluttered in a light breeze. Children drew chalk art on the sidewalks, laughter skittering across the asphalt like pebbles. A sprinkler arced through sunbeams, fracturing the afternoon into shifting prisms. 

Nikki parked beneath a sugar maple whose broad canopy softened the glare. The Cooper house sat calm: black shutters against pale siding, tidy hydrangea beds, a porch swing swaying only with the weight of remembrance. Liam’s silver Prius parked behind her, and he unfolded his long form out of the car, tie loosened.

“So Nate Cooper was Elle’s ex?”

Nikki nodded. “Father of her oldest child, killed in an accident a few years ago. Now Elle’s dead.”

Liam raised an eyebrow. “On the same morning a fire killed Dave Cooper and an employee,” he said softly. “One heck of a coincidence.”

Nikki scowled at the pressing humidity. “This all feels connected, but we can’t force it. Fire marshal’s team is still mapping origin points and collecting evidence. It’ll be some time before they get test results.” They walked up the porch steps in silence, and Nikki pressed the doorbell. The chime rang through the warm afternoon like a single plea.

A woman opened the door, exhaustion in her posture: shoulders slumped, dark circles under red-rimmed eyes, her face pale. Her salt-and-pepper hair had been swept into a loose ponytail.

“Mrs. Cooper,” Nikki said, lifting her badge. “I’m Agent Nikki Hunt, FBI. This is Agent Liam Wilson.”

Tammy’s hand flew to her throat. “The sheriff called and said to expect you. Please… come in.”

Inside, the foyer was cool and impeccable. Family photographs climbed the staircase—holiday dinners, youth league trophies and at the top, two boys in caps and gowns. Tammy led them down a short hallway, voice low.

“Kitchen,” she whispered. “I—I made coffee.”

They entered a bright room anchored by a granite island. White cabinets and stainless steel appliances gleamed under recessed lights. A vase of fading hydrangeas sat by the window. On the island lay a plate of glazed donuts alongside a pitcher of water and two speckled mugs. A young man who bore a remarkable resemblance to Tammy leaned against the sink, arms crossed and jaw tight.

“This is Clay, my oldest son. Would you like some coffee?” Tammy retrieved two more mugs from the cabinet.

Nikki and Liam both declined, and Tammy sat the mugs on the counter, leaving the cabinet door open. Her hands trembled with every move.

They both took seats at opposite ends of the island. Tammy hovered near them, fingers curling around the countertop’s edge. Clay remained frozen, gaze flicking between the agents and his mother.

“We’re so sorry for the pain you’ve both endured. We’ve been working with the fire marshal’s team to understand what happened.” Nikki paused, giving them time to settle. “Today was inventory day?”

Clay spoke first, voice low. “Yeah, we do it every three months. It wasn’t supposed to be until next week, but Dad decided to move it up.”

“How many people knew the date had been changed?” Liam asked.

Tammy and Clay looked at each other. “Us,” Clay finally said. “Donahue. That’s it.”

“Donahue?” Nikki asked. “Is that an employee?”

Tammy nodded. “John Donahue. He’s our assistant manager, handles the commercial side of the company.” She looked at her son. “You’re not suggesting he did this?”

Clay raised his hands. “I’d like to say he wasn’t capable, but look at the fight he and Dad got into.”

“Fight?” Liam asked. “When was this and what was it about?”

Clay flushed. “Donahue has worked for the company for nearly fifteen years. He and Dad had reached an agreement for Donahue to buy the family out when Dad was ready to retire. But I came into the family business a couple of years ago.” He hesitated. “Dad changed his mind and wanted to keep the business in the family. Donahue was livid. They got into a big fight over it last week.”

Tammy stared at her son, aghast. “He’s at their cabin in Mille Lacs.”

The small town in northern Minnesota was nearly two hours away. “How do you know?” Nikki asked.

She rubbed her temples. “They fought on Thursday. Donahue called in on Friday morning and said he was going to the cabin to cool off before talking to Dave again. I told him I thought that was a good idea.” Tammy glanced at her son and then back at Nikki. “For what it’s worth, I disagreed with Dave’s decision. It’s nothing against Clay. I just felt it wasn’t fair to Donahue. A deal is a deal.” She wiped the tears building in her eyes. “John Donahue could not have come in from Mille Lacs to set that fire. He knew Dave—” Her voice caught. “He knew Dave and I should have been there doing inventory. I just don’t believe he would do such a thing.”

Nikki admired Tammy defending her employee, but she saw cases like this all the time. People sometimes snapped over small things. “Why couldn’t you help with inventory this morning?”

“I have a history of migraines. This one started in the middle of the night,” Tammy said. “I tried to get him to postpone to next weekend, but he refused. He said he’d call someone to help him. Dave is… was extremely dyslexic. He always needs help with things like inventory.”

Nikki scribbled that down in her notebook. “Is it normal for him to call Betty and not you when your mom’s ill?” She looked at Clay. 

“Not really,” he admitted. “Normally, Dad, Donahue and Mom do the inventory. Like Mom said, Dad needed help with the reading part. That’s why she goes. I would have been there if he’d called.” Clay buried his head in his hands. “I checked my messages, Agents. He never called me. I should have been there with him.” His voice caught, and he wiped the tears starting to fall from his eyes.

“Tell us about Betty Ackers,” Liam said. “What was her role?”

“She handled parts lists, ordered supplies and tracked deliveries,” Tammy told them. “Answered phones. Some of the stuff I used to do, but now I just handle the bookkeeping.” Her eyes were distant. “I still can’t believe Dave is gone. He kissed me twice every morning before he left. Same words each time: ‘Be safe today.’ I never imagined he…”

Her voice cracked. Clay set a reassuring hand on her back.

“And access—keys or codes? Who else could enter before the crew?” Liam asked gently.

Clay answered without hesitation. “Dad had a master key and an access card, Betty had one, Donahue and two foremen each had one. Spares stayed in the office safe. No unexpected access.”

The kitchen grew still. Outside, a distant lawn mower droned. Tammy pressed a paper napkin to her lips, eyes wet. Someone with access had likely set the Cooper fire, and the pool of suspects appeared to be small.

“What else do you need from us?” Clay broke the silence.

Liam opened his notebook. “First, names of anyone who knew Dave’s early-morning habits—foremen, vendors, contractors.”

Nikki set her notepad aside. “We’ll review camera feeds and log entries, CCTV from around the building—everything we can get our hands on.”

She let that settle, then spoke again, eyes trained on the Coopers. “We’re also following up on another case. Elle Harper was murdered outside her home this morning. Tim is missing.”

Tammy’s hands flew to her face. She sank onto a stool, migraine pallor deepening as fresh grief struck. “Elle… not Elle.” Tears finally escaped her eyes.

Clay’s posture snapped forward. He set both palms on the island, knuckles whitening. “What the hell?”

Liam’s gaze was gentle. “We wanted you to hear it from us. We’re looking into her death and any connections to the fire. We’ll share more details soon, but right now we wanted you both to know we’re here to help.”

Tammy drew a shuddering breath. “You know my younger son Nate is Maisy’s father, then?”

Nikki nodded. “I’m sorry about your loss.”

“Thank you.” Tammy struggled to control her tears. “All I care about are Maisy and Maya. Where are they? Are they okay?”

Nikki’s heart tightened. “They’ve just been moved to stay with a social worker at her home. She’s very experienced in these kinds of cases, and she lives in a gated community, so we think it’s the safest place for them. Especially with what’s happened to Dave. The sheriff will post a deputy with them until we find Tim.”

“What do you mean, find Tim? Where is he?” Nikki was taken aback by Tammy’s anger. Perhaps she didn’t approve of her granddaughter’s stepfather. Or was she shocked that he’d disappeared?

“We haven’t been able to get ahold of him.”

Nikki let the words linger. If Tim had done this, there was a good chance he’d eventually come looking for the girls. The social worker’s community was gated and monitored by security, but having the deputy added an extra layer of protection, as well as giving law enforcement a shot at apprehending him.

“Then something is wrong,” Tammy insisted. “Tim wouldn’t hurt anyone, and he wouldn’t put the girls in that position.” She looked at her son. “Right?”

Clay nodded. “Tim’s a good guy. Treats Maisy like his own but respects Nate’s memory. If you can’t find him, something’s wrong.”

Nikki agreed, but she kept her opinion to herself. “I’m going to check on the girls later today, and I’ll make sure to give the social worker your information. Her name is Candace. I assume you still saw Elle a lot, since Maisy is your granddaughter?”

“Yes,” Tammy said. “We tried to help her out in every way we could. Then Tim came along and even though it was hard to see her move on, we all liked him. Dave and I felt like we couldn’t have asked for a better stepfather.”

“Can we ask what happened to Nate?” Liam’s voice was gentle. “We’ve heard it was an accident.”

Tammy wiped her tears. “They found out Elle was pregnant after graduation. Nate had planned to go to school, but he decided to work instead. He worked nights with a delivery company.” She stopped and closed her eyes, fighting for control. “He and Elle were arguing on the phone, and he wrecked.”

“That must have been hard for you to forgive her,” Liam said.

“Nate was the one driving and talking on his cell phone,” Tammy said. “Elle told me she tried to hang up several times.” She dabbed her eyes with a tissue. “I had to forgive her, for Maisy’s sake.”

“So, you maintained a relationship with her,” Nikki said. “Did she show you any texts, voicemails, notes—anything that suggested she felt uneasy about anything? Would she have confided in you if she were afraid?”

Tammy blinked back tears. “Elle mentioned Tim’s ex was a pain in the ass, but she wouldn’t elaborate. Said she didn’t want to drag us into her drama. I think her name was Lily? Lila?”

Nikki made a note. “Has this Lila ever contacted you? Appeared here?”

“No,” Tammy said. “If she had, I’d have told her to leave Elle alone.”

Liam’s pen hovered. “And after Nate’s death—any tensions within the family? Anyone upset with Elle for any reason?”

Clay’s gaze drifted to the window. “Shawn Simpson. He and Nate were best friends. He spent a lot of time with us growing up. Once Nate started dating Elle, they all became friends. After Nate died, it seemed like Shawn really wanted to be there for Elle in ways she wasn’t interested in. He lost it when Tim came into the picture.”

“Has Shawn ever caused problems—confronted Tim or spoken harshly?” Nikki asked.

“Once,” Clay admitted. “He said some cruel things to Tim. I made him apologize. Since then, things have been pretty stable as far as I know.”

Tammy wiped her cheeks with her cardigan sleeve. “He was hurting,” she said. “Not dangerous.”

Nikki stood and offered them each a card. “We know this is overwhelming. If you recall anything else, please call me.”

Clay tucked the card into his pocket. Tammy accepted hers like a lifeline. “Maisy and Maya need their mother,” Tammy whispered. “Tim wouldn’t do something like this, either. I know that’s what you’re thinking with him missing, but it’s just not possible. Something has happened.”

“I assume Elle never confided in you about any issues they might be having?” Nikki asked.

“No,” Tammy admitted. “But Tim just isn’t the type to hurt anyone. He loves her and the girls. I refuse to believe he could do this.”

Nikki thanked them for their information and time, promising to keep in touch. Tammy had endured enough today. She didn’t need to hear Nikki’s opinion on how easily people could hide their true intentions. “I’ll speak with the social worker tonight and have her call you, okay?”

Tammy thanked her profusely, promising to call if she thought of anything else.

Outside, the porch swing moved slightly in the breeze. The children’s chalk patterns lay half-erased at the curb. Nikki and Liam descended the steps together. The afternoon sun bore down again, summer heat pressing in waves. They walked to their cars in silence.

“What do you think?” Liam asked, once they reached the curb.

“Lila and Shawn seem like our best leads right now. We need to get Elle’s and Tim’s phone records, see if Lila or Shawn’s been threatening them. Hopefully Tim’s sister knows Lila’s last name. Miller’s contacting Duluth police to track her down and search for Tim in case he went up there.”

Liam nodded, unlocking his Prius. “Let’s head back and see if Miller’s got anything new.”

Nikki turned around in the cul-de-sac and headed back down Sawyer Place. Behind them, the Cooper house stood quiet beneath its sugar maple, innocence intact for now, but Nikki carried the weight of two shattered families, determined to follow every thread until the truth emerged from the summer heat.


SIX


Nikki drove up McKusick Avenue just as dusk curled around the Harper farmhouse—her childhood home—now bathed in the swirl of portable floodlights. The broad front porch gleamed harshly under the lamps. The air smelled of cut grass, exhaust, and something deeper. Sheriff Miller stepped off the porch, cradling a plain gray T-shirt in one hand. He snapped the deadbolt behind him, then methodically wrapped yellow crime scene tape around the stoop, each click of the dispenser echoing through the growing darkness.

Nikki killed the engine and slipped on latex gloves. She met Liam at the SUV’s rear. Above them, the sky bruised from lavender to inky navy.

“Evening,” she called to Miller as she and Liam approached. “Any updates since sundown?”

Miller slid the T-shirt into an evidence bag. “House is locked tight—no one in or out untagged.” He raised the T-shirt. “Grabbed this for the K9. We dusted inside but doesn’t look like any fingerprints that don’t belong to the family. No sign of forced entry. What did you guys find out?”

“We’ve got some preliminary leads,” Nikki answered. “Cooper family mentioned a Lila, Tim’s ex, and Shawn Simpson, an old friend of the family. Tim and Elle were under some financial stress, but everyone insists Tim would never hurt Elle or the girls.”

She scanned the farmhouse where she’d once helped paint shutters. “Anything on ballistics?”

Miller nodded. “CSU says the projectile matches a suppressed rifle round. Tim’s Ruger uses that ammo—but so do other rifles. No serial numbers yet. No latent prints on the casing.”

Nikki’s pen hovered. “Cell tower pings?”

Miller flipped a page. “His phone pinged off the tower leaving Forest City, but the rest of that road’s kind of a dead zone. We know he stopped at the gas station and purchased donuts, everything looks normal on the gas station’s security videos. He’s just vanished. That’s why we’re bringing in the dogs first thing in the morning.”

“What about his sister in Duluth?” Nikki asked.

“Lacey acted so quickly we had roadblocks up fast, and the BOLOs were out quickly,” Liam reminded them. “I don’t see how he makes it to Duluth without being picked up.”

Nikki couldn’t help but feel a rush of pride. Lacey had matured because of tragedies in her life, and her quick actions might have given them their only shot to solve this case.

“Duluth made contact with his sister and did a full search,” Miller said. “No sign of him. By the way, the sister, Maggie Harper, is on her way down here.” He handed Nikki a piece of paper with a name scribbled on it. “I told her to expect a call from you.”

She slipped it into her pocket and met Miller’s eyes. “That’s our picture for tonight?”

He nodded, folding his hands. “No sign of Tim. No one saw him leave. Search teams did a door-to-door along Highway 61, drones over the woods, interviews at Forest City depot. Nothing.” Miller looked at his watch, then at the floodlit house. “Nikki, you should take tonight to spend with Lacey. This thing is going to be time-consuming.”

Nikki’s jaw softened. “Understood.” One by one, the floodlights clicked off, leaving the Harper house silent beneath the gathering stars. A barred owl called from the nearby maples as they climbed into their vehicles. Liam and Miller intended to search for Tim for a while longer, but Nikki knew taking Miller’s advice was smart.

Half a mile down McKusick, thunderheads rolled overhead as Nikki eased into her split-level home’s rounded driveway. The house was roughly half a mile from the Harper place—same road, different memories. Some days she still couldn’t believe she’d wound up so close to the place that had nearly destroyed her life as a teenager. Nikki had grown up with Mark and Rory, but the bond had been shattered after Mark was arrested for her parents’ murders. Decades later, Nikki unraveled the truth, helped free Mark from prison, and wound up falling in love and marrying Rory. He’d offered to buy them a new house so she didn’t have to live so close to the old place, but Nikki knew how much his family home meant to him. And she’d been tired of running from the past. She loved living in the split-level home that Rory had meticulously remodeled over the past few years.

Through gauzy curtains, Nikki spotted Lacey braced on the sofa, knees drawn up, eyes fixed on the television. She looked small against the couch’s expanse. Rory stood in the kitchen doorway, empty pizza boxes on the countertop.

Nikki killed the engine, grabbed her bag, and slipped inside, greeted by the warm scent of pepperoni and melting cheese.

Lacey half-turned, relief softening her features. “You’re back tonight?” She was old enough to understand that when her mother caught a bad case, she wouldn’t see Nikki much until it was over.

“Yeah,” Nikki said, shrugging off her coat. “I wanted to spend some time with you guys. How are you doing, Bug?”

Lacey shrugged. “Okay, I guess. I keep forgetting about it, and then all of a sudden I’m back there again.”

Anger washed through Nikki. Not only had some selfish bastard taken Elle away from her children, but they’d also added trauma to her own daughter’s life. Hell would freeze over before she gave up on finding the shooter.

Nikki smoothed Lacey’s curls. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. Do you want to talk about it?”

“Not right now.” Lacey took a large bite of pepperoni, the cheese nearly falling off the piece of pizza. “I just want to forget it.”

Rory caught Nikki’s arm. “Pizza,” he said, handing her a slice. “You need some kind of fuel.” His worried eyes glanced at Lacey. Nikki shook her head, letting him know they needed to follow Lacey’s lead. She’d talk about her feelings when she was ready. They had to give her some space.

She bit into the warm crust and exhaled, the tension in her chest loosening. “Thank you.”

Thunder rumbled low. Lacey squirmed under a cozy blanket, one leg tucked up. Rory set another plate on the coffee table and dimmed the living room lamp. The muted soccer game lit the room in shifting blue. Nikki wasn’t much of a sports buff, but Rory loved them all and delighted in teaching Lacey the rules of various sports.

Nikki settled next to her daughter and they ate in silence, watching the fast-paced game. Nikki wished she could just stay here all night with her family and pretend all the bad things in the world weren’t out there. She wished Lacey hadn’t had yet another traumatic experience today. Pride washed through her when she thought of how well Lacey had handled herself, quickly eclipsed by guilt. It was Nikki’s fault that Lacey had been exposed to the dark things in life far too early. That’s why Lacey had been able to act so quickly.

After a while, Lacey finally shifted and looked at Nikki. “Mom? Why do people kill each other?”

Nikki swallowed hard, her own pulse echoing Lacey’s fear. Her throat tightened; she closed her eyes against the image of her daughter witnessing the shooting. When she spoke, her voice trembled. “Because there are sick, bad people in this world who think they have the right to control other people’s lives. That’s why I have a job.” She reached out, brushing a loose strand of hair behind Lacey’s ear.

“What if he comes for Maisy and Maya?” Concern darkened Lacey’s blue eyes.

Nikki pulled Lacey into her arms. Lacey pressed her face into Nikki’s shoulder, small and fragile. “Those little girls are with a social worker who lives in a gated community, and Sheriff Miller posted a deputy just in case. They’re safe.”

“I’m scared,” Lacey whispered, voice muffled.

“I know.” Nikki rocked her gently. She glanced at Rory—his hand on her back, steady. “I get scared, too. But we’re together.”

Lacey’s voice was even smaller. “I don’t want to go to sleep. Every time I close my eyes, it happens all over again. The sound. The blood. I don’t want the dreams.”

Nikki’s chest ached. She smoothed her daughter’s hair, her voice low and urgent. “You’re safe here. Nothing is going to happen to you. I’ll make sure of it.”

Lacey lifted her head, eyes wide and wet. “But how do you do it? You see so much death. How do you sleep at all?”

The question hit like a blow. Nikki froze, caught between honesty and the need to protect her daughter. Rory, sitting beside Lacey, went still too—his eyes flicking to Nikki, shocked at the rawness of what Lacey had asked.

Nikki cupped her daughter’s face, forcing her voice steady. “It’s not easy. Some nights I don’t sleep much. But I remind myself of the people I can still help, the ones who need me. That’s what keeps me going.”

Lacey was quiet for a moment. “Do you think that Elle’s husband did it?” she asked.

Nikki shifted to look at her daughter’s face. “Why would you say that?”

“Because the news said he was missing and a suspect.”

Nikki cursed the reporters who stuck their noses into everything. “That’s true. We haven’t found him. I don’t know if he did it. No one who knows him thinks it’s possible.”

Lacey worried her lower lip. “The news also said a witness called it in. That’s me, Mom. What if the killer figures that out?”

That wasn’t going to happen. Nikki would do whatever it took to keep her daughter’s name out of the case. She wrapped her arms around Lacey. “You’re a minor. That means the 911 call can’t be released. Your name can’t be released. People who did that would go to jail for a long time.”

“You’re not worried?” Lacey leaned into her.

“No.” Nikki didn’t think she sounded very convincing. “But would it make you feel better if you stayed with Grandma and Grandpa Todd for a few days? You’d be away from here, and their community is gated. Plus Uncle Mark can take some time off work and hang out, right?” She glanced at her husband.

Rory owned a large construction company, and his brother worked various jobs for him. “Yeah, he’d love to do that. Plus, Mom and Dad have been wanting you to come for a visit.”

“What do you think, Bug?” Nikki squeezed Lacey a little tighter.

“You’ll be working long days anyway,” Lacey said. “Uncle Mark says I owe him a rematch in Uno.” She rolled her eyes. “He’s just a sore loser.”

Nikki laughed. “So’s Dad.” She stood and stretched. “I need to make a call before it gets too late.” She stepped into the hallway, opened her phone, and dialed Maggie Harper’s number. Static crackled, and a soft sob answered.

“Maggie? This is Agent Nikki Hunt with the FBI.”

“Agent Hunt.” Maggie’s voice trembled. “Please tell me you found Tim.”

“Not yet,” Nikki assured her. “I’m sorry to call so late. Sheriff Miller said you were headed to town?”

“I’m about ten minutes away from the Lowell Inn,” Maggie answered. “I made a reservation there.”

Nikki could hear the exhaustion in her voice. Maggie had already been interrogated by Duluth police, and rushing down here didn’t exactly suggest she was hiding her brother. “You need to get some rest. There’s a great little bakery not far from the Lowell called Hearth and Scone. Can you meet me there at seven a.m.?”

“I’ll be there.”

“And if he contacts you tonight, call me immediately.”

“I will, but Tim isn’t capable of hurting anyone, even when he should be standing up for himself.”

“Everyone seems to have the same opinion on Tim. I’ll see you in the morning.” Nikki slipped the phone into her pocket and rejoined Lacey and Rory on the couch.

“Do you… do you think you’ll find who did it?” Lacey whispered.

Nikki tilted her daughter’s chin up. “We absolutely will.”

Lacey exhaled, her grip relaxing. “Promise?”

Nikki kissed the top of her head. “I promise.” She never made that promise to a victim’s family, but she had to make it for Lacey.

Rory shifted closer. “You two okay?”

“Yeah,” Nikki said, voice tight but sure. “Thank you.”

Rory ruffled Lacey’s hair.

Lacey’s eyelids drooped. “Love you, Mommy.”

“I love you more,” Nikki said.

Not long after, Lacey’s eyelids finally started to sag, her small body heavy against Nikki’s side. She snored softly.

Rory stepped forward, arms out. “I’ll take her to bed,” he said quietly.

Nikki hesitated and then let him lift their daughter. Lacey curled instinctively into his chest, already half-asleep. Rory carried her down the hall, his steps slow and careful, and laid her gently in bed. He tucked the blanket around her, brushed her hair back and stood watching her for a long moment before returning to the living room.

Nikki pressed her hands to her face. “If word gets out she saw anything…” Her voice cracked. “She’s just a kid, Rory. I can’t⁠—”

Rory crouched beside her, steady hand on her knee. “I know. I know. But we can’t let ourselves spiral. You said yourself they can’t release her name. She’s safe.”

Nikki shook her head, nausea rising. “Safe for now. But if the wrong person finds out she’s a witness—” She broke off, swallowing hard. “It makes me sick just thinking about it.”

Rory’s jaw tightened. “Moving her to my parents’ place is a good idea. Gated community, security cameras, neighbors who notice everything. And Mark’s in the guest house. You know how she feels about him. She adores him and my folks. She’d feel safe there. Mark will make sure no one bothers her.”

Nikki exhaled, her shoulders sagging. “I thought being farther away from where it happened might help too.” It had taken Nikki weeks to be able to go back into the house after her parents were murdered. “A place where she can sleep without the nightmares chasing her. I just don’t want her to think she’s in danger. She’s scared enough as it is.”

Rory squeezed her hand. “I do have a massive project right now.” Rory owned a successful construction company and had just started a new commercial build. “You’ll be mired down in the case. It’s summer. School’s out. She’s staying at Mom and Dad’s to have some fun, hang out, and help Mom with the flowers, play in the pool.”

Nikki leaned into him, her voice barely above a whisper. “I just want her safe.”

Rory pulled her close, his words firm against her hair. “She will be.”


SEVEN


Nikki parked a block off Main Street and shouldered her canvas tote before walking toward Hearth & Scone, the little bakery and coffee shop where she’d arranged to meet Maggie Harper this morning. The lift bridge loomed down at the docks, a dark lattice against a paling sky, while boats shrugged off their canvas covers, letting them fall with a soft slap. A faint hum of early-morning engines drifted in from across the river, but inside this block, time slowed to the rhythm of coffee brewing and ovens warming.

Hearth & Scone sat wedged between a hardware store that still sold single screws from a wooden drawer and a florist who swept rose petals into a dustpan. Claire had bought the place a couple of years ago and turned it into something out of another century—kitschy, warm, and mismatched. Its windows wore hand-painted vines, and inside, antique crocks holding wooden spoons mingled with trays of scones—lemon poppy, blueberry almond, and Claire’s infamous cinnamon rolls—waiting under chalkboard lists of soups and “Grandma Aggie’s Morning Buns.” The best banana bread muffins Nikki had ever tasted sat on a rotating stand, their golden tops flecked with sugar.

Nikki loved the interior’s mismatched tables, painted chairs and a tin ceiling embossed with a vine pattern. An old china cabinet held a jumble of plates and mugs. The aroma hit Nikki first, her mouth watered at the warm cinnamon rolls in the display case. She waved at Claire behind the counter before slipping into her favorite booth in the back corner, facing the door.

Before she ordered, Nikki pulled out her phone and scrolled through messages. Miller had already texted an hour ago that he had nothing new on Tim. She’d hoped for more—anything—but the silence stretched.

Claire set down a steaming mug of dark roast and a plate holding a banana bread muffin with a wink. “On the house.”

Nikki had first met Claire a few months ago when her brother-in-law Mark started dating Hearth & Scone’s owner. Since his wrongful imprisonment, Mark had mostly kept to himself and the family, working for Rory and taking care of his parents. He also loved Lacey and spent time with her whenever he could, but they’d all worried about Mark being lonely.

Claire had changed all of that. She was warm and friendly, successful in her own right. The entire family adored her. She and Mark were even talking about moving in together.

Nikki returned the smile that had become her default these past few months, though her stomach knotted with anticipation. She loaded her coffee with cream and sugar and watched the door, waiting for Maggie’s arrival.

Across the street, bikes leaned against the trailhead rack, their frames catching the first light. A paddlewheel idled downstream, its crew moving in a half-sleep, as if reluctant to break the morning’s hush. Inside, the bell over the front door gave its usual bright chime, a note designed to sound cheerful and harmless. Nikki looked up.

The woman stepping inside carried August heat in her wake, a living thing that curled around the edges of the air conditioning. Sun pooled on the worn pine floorboards and slid over her hair. She scanned the room, spotted Nikki, and headed toward her corner table.

Nikki rose and extended her hand. “You must be Maggie Harper,” she said. The other woman’s palm was warm, her grip steady. When she spoke, her voice soft but taut, Nikki realized how much they looked alike: shoulder-length, wavy dark hair; about 5’7”; the same lean frame. Only Maggie’s complexion was more sun-kissed, the deep bronze of someone whose Irish-black skin burned easily but always tanned in the end.

“It’s good to meet you,” Maggie said, sliding into the booth opposite Nikki. She brushed her hair behind her ear, revealing a small, crescent-shaped scar just above her jaw. “Thanks for making time this morning.”

Nikki offered to buy her breakfast. “Claire’s banana bread muffins are the best in this county,” she said. “I’ll get you coffee, too.”

Maggie nodded and glanced at the display case. “That sounds fantastic, thank you. How are Maisy and Maya?”

“They’re with a very experienced social worker in a safe area,” Nikki reassured her. “I’ll make sure you can visit them as soon as possible.”

Claire appeared a moment later, balancing another muffin and two mugs of coffee. Nikki thanked her and watched as Maggie blew on her coffee, lifting the mug like a prayer.

They ate quietly for a beat before Nikki set down her muffin and leaned forward. “I wanted to ask you about Elle and Tim’s relationship,” she began. “We know he moved down here for the trucking job a few years ago. How long had they been together?”

Maggie chewed her lower lip, then swallowed. “They met about nine months after Nate died.” Her eyes flicked away, toward the bakery’s mismatched tables. “Tim fell hard right away. Elle… took longer. She doesn’t have any contact with her foster parents, so Nate’s family was her family. Tammy and Dave, especially. Tammy helped with baby Maisy. For a while, Elle was torn between loving Nate’s memory and moving on with Tim.”

Nikki nodded. “I’m sure that was hard for her. How did the Coopers handle it?”

“Tim never really talked about it,” Maggie said. “I don’t think the family ever made him feel bad. I do know Clay, the older brother, helped Elle through some of the guilt. He told her she couldn’t mourn Nate forever and that moving on didn’t mean she wouldn’t always love him.” Maggie’s voice cracked. “He encouraged her to date Tim.”

Nikki swallowed. “Did either of them ever mention how Tammy and Dave felt about Elle and Tim?”

“As far as I know, they were fine with it,” Maggie said. “They wanted Elle to be happy, and when Tim was with her, they saw that. He adored Maisy, and they believed he’d take care of her. I remember him saying he felt welcome in their home, and that meant a lot.”

“Any tension from other people?” Nikki asked. “Old friends, exes?”

Maggie’s lips tightened. “Shawn Simpson, an old friend of Nate’s, had issues. But the biggest problem was Lila Daniels—Tim’s ex.”

Nikki frowned. Shawn and Lila again. “Tell me about her.”

Maggie set down her coffee. “They broke up about a month before he moved south. Tim wanted to start over, make more money, get away. Lila… she’s the most hateful, manipulative person I’ve ever met. She keeps everyone in her life pitted against each other. She was verbally abusive to Tim, called him worthless, a loser, and she hit him once. He didn’t report it; he didn’t want her to go to jail. She was a teacher, and the school was short staffed. They didn’t do anything when Tim told them about it, said it was her word against his.”

Nikki’s jaw clenched. “A teacher?”

“Yeah,” Maggie said bitterly. “A travesty. She mocked poor kids and parents outside class, had no empathy for kids with behavioral issues. She used her position to humiliate them. And Tim never hit her back. That’s why I know he’s not capable of this.”

“And the break-in at Elle’s car?” Nikki asked gently. “Did they mention that?”

Maggie nodded. “They smelled her perfume inside. She’d broken into and ransacked Tim’s car before when they fought, more than once. We never thought of her as dangerous. Just cruel.”

Nikki tapped her pen on the table. She made a mental note to see if Lila Daniels owned a gun. The bell over the door rang again and Mark entered, dressed for work as a foreman on one of Rory’s construction sites. He caught Nikki’s eye and ambled toward them. “Hey, Nik.”

Nikki smiled. “Maggie Harper, this is my brother-in-law, Mark.”

Maggie murmured hello, as did Mark. “Listen. I know you’re working, but I came in to say hi to Claire. Just wanted to let you know Lacey will be safe at our place. I’ll guard her with my life, I promise.”

“Thank you.” Nikki barely managed to speak over the lump in her throat. “Better go bother Claire before she gets on you for harassing customers,” she teased.

Mark rolled his eyes and headed toward the counter.

Nikki met Maggie’s questioning eyes. “Lacey?” Maggie asked. “Is that your daughter?”

Nikki nodded. “She’s bored this summer, and her dad and I are both super busy. She’s going to hang out with Uncle Mark for a few days.” She wasn’t about to tell her that Lacey had witnessed the shooting with Tim still missing. “Do you know where Tim is now?” she asked bluntly.

Maggie glanced down at her muffin, pushed it aside. “I really don’t. He would call if he were in trouble, and I haven’t heard anything. If he didn’t stand up to Lila when she hit him, he’s not going to hurt Elle.” Her voice sharpened. “She’s the love of his life. They had some financial problems, sure, but they loved each other. They had the prettiest little wedding. He thought of Maisy as his own and then was so excited when they found out Elle was pregnant with Maya.”

“And he never mentioned any issues with Shawn Simpson or the Coopers over him and Elle getting married?”

Maggie shook her head. “No, he actually talked to Mr. Cooper about it. I can’t remember his name, but the guy was really impressed that Tim came to him to let him know how much he cared about Maisy and Elle before he asked Elle to marry him.”

Nikki debated telling Maggie about the fire. She didn’t want to further upset her, but Nikki also thought she deserved the full picture. “Cooper Electric burned yesterday. Dave Cooper was killed along with a co-worker.”

Maggie’s hands went to her mouth. “No. That poor family. Tim spoke so highly of Mr. Cooper.”

Nikki studied Maggie’s face and the tension around her eyes. “When did you last hear from Tim?”

“Three days ago,” Maggie said. “He was on his way home from work in the morning.” Her chin quivered slightly. “He just wanted to check in and see how I was doing. I took forever to get back to him…”

Nikki reached across the table and covered Maggie’s hand with her own. “We’ll find him,” she said firmly. “I need to know, Maggie, is there anything else, any odd behavior, strange phone calls? Something you brushed off?”

Maggie shook her head. “Nothing beyond Lila’s threats. She kept sending him texts after the breakup—some of them terrifying, like she was planning to ruin him. She turned up where he was working a few months ago, too, but Tim told me he’d handled it.”

Nikki nodded slowly, letting that settle.

“Do you know if Tim carried a gun in his truck?” Nikki asked as Tim’s gun had not been found at the house.

“I have no idea. Agent Hunt, when can I see Maisy and Maya?” Maggie asked. “I know Maisy isn’t Tim’s biological daughter, but he adopted her. She’s just as much family as Maya.”

Anyone willing to go through the difficult adoption process truly cared about the child, a rarity these days. “I’ll contact the social worker and get something arranged,” Nikki said. “She’s very experienced and is great with kids.”

Maggie sipped her coffee. “I know this might sound awful, but Elle and Tim told me they had paperwork stating I was to be the girls’ guardian if something happened to them.”

“They were worried about something happening?”

“I don’t think so,” Maggie said. “This wasn’t long after Maya was born. They felt it was the responsible thing to do. I know the papers are notarized, but the last time I heard, they couldn’t afford an attorney to file them, so they’re at the house. Is there any way we can look for them?”

“I’ll check with Sheriff Miller and see what we can do.” Nikki doubted Miller would allow them into the house unless they located Tim. She polished off her muffin and Maggie did the same. She handed Maggie a card. “I’ve got to get to work, but if you think of anything else, call me. And I’ll be in touch about getting into the house and seeing the girls.”

Maggie rose, brushing crumbs from her jeans. “Thank you.”

They walked outside, the bakery’s bell chiming behind them. The August heat pressed in, but Nikki felt a cold certainty settle in her chest. Tim Harper was a victim, not a suspect. But where was he?


EIGHT


Nikki pulled the Jeep into the sheriff’s station lot, the August sun hot enough to see mirages on the asphalt. Steam still curled from her latte cup in the console, the sweetness a distant hum against her thoughts. Maggie’s comments about Lila Daniels, Tim’s ex, were interesting at the very least. She pulled her phone free and opened Lila Daniels’s public social media profile. She posted lots of selfies, as well as a handful of family snapshots tagged with Tim, smiles frozen in three-year-old pixels. One comment still stood at the top: You and Tim make the perfect couple.

Her thumb lingered over that post. Lila seemed to use the account for selfies. Keeping the photo with Tim pinned seemed odd after all this time. Nikki scrolled until she saw Lila’s latest check-in: Brick & Bourbon downtown, a summer gig while school was out. Nikki tucked the phone into her coat pocket and headed into the sheriff’s station.

Her hair curled in the humidity, her roots dampened with sweat by the time she entered the sheriff’s station. Nikki nodded to the desk sergeant, who buzzed her in. “Sheriff Miller and Agent Wilson are waiting for you in the large conference room.”

Nikki thanked her and headed down the hall to the big room where they usually worked cases together.

“Maggie insists her brother wouldn’t hurt a fly.” She tossed her canvas bag on the table. “She confirmed Tim’s ex broke into Elle’s car.” Nikki told them what she’d just learned from Maggie Harper.

“She hasn’t heard from Tim and insists he would have called,” Nikki said. “Lila Daniels is clean on paper. According to her social media, she’s working at Brick and Bourbon this summer. I’m hoping to catch her by surprise later today.”

Miller steepled his fingers. “We had a couple of sightings of Tim that turned out to be false. CCTV at the trucking company tracked him leaving at his usual time, and the gas station confirmed he stopped for donuts. Problem is, we don’t have any more CCTV on his route home, so K9 units are our best option right now.” He pointed at the map. “No sign of him beyond that station.”

Liam leaned back, tapping a pen against his notebook. “Ballistics matched the suppressed round at Elle’s scene. Several different types of guns will take this ammunition, including Tim’s Ruger. But we need the gun to compare to the bullet to find out if Tim’s Ruger is the one that killed her. No sign of it so far.”

Nikki folded her arms on the table. “Maggie said Lila showed up at Tim’s work and caused a scene. Right now, she’s at the top of my list to interview. Following Tim down from Duluth certainly sounds obsessed.”

“Did the sister have any idea if he carried the gun in the truck with him?” Miller asked.

“She said no,” Nikki said. “But since the case isn’t even in the house, it’s definitely possible. And now that we know Lila threatened Tim and likely broke into Elle’s car, he might have started carrying it for protection from her.”

Miller looked at his notes. “The fire marshal handles the bulk of arson investigations, but I usually question everyone involved as well. Any chance you two could speak with the Ackerses and the Donahues today?”

Betty Ackers had perished in the fire after volunteering to help out Dave Cooper with the inventory. “We can do that.” Nikki glanced at her partner, who nodded.

“John Donahue is the assistant manager of Cooper Electric, right?” Liam asked.

“Yeah. Donahue got rightfully pissed when Dave reneged on their deal to sell him the business and decided to hand it over to Clay, and they argued,” Miller said. “His wife told the fire marshal yesterday that he’d gone up to their cabin in Lake Mille Lacs to cool off. He’s back this afternoon. And there’s more,” Miller said. “Yesterday, when Clay Cooper logged into their security program to check the cameras at Cooper Electric for the fire marshal, they discovered the cameras had been disabled remotely the night before.” He looked at Liam. “Any chance your techs could help out so we can get the location information a little sooner?”

Liam nodded. “I’ll get the cyber team on it. You and the fire marshal have any theories?”

“Arson is usually about revenge or money,” Miller said. “We need to find out who had the most to gain—or if Donahue lost so much, he snapped.”

“I want to talk to Lila Daniels, and then we’ll stop at the Ackerses and save the Donahues for last.” Nikki snapped her fingers. “Shawn Simpson, Nate Cooper’s best friend who supposedly was in love with Elle and upset about her and Tim’s relationship. I need to track him down.”

“No, you don’t,” Miller said. “He showed up right before you got here. Said Tammy Cooper told him about Elle and knew you’d want to talk to him, so he came in.”

Nikki and Liam glanced at each other.

“That’s awfully eager,” Nikki said.

“That’s what I thought,” Miller agreed. “He’s jumpy, too. Says he works construction and is hard to reach after eight a.m., so he thought he should stop in here before work.” Miller rose, gathering his notes. “I’m heading back out. Keep me updated on Lila, the camera logs and this suppressed round linkage. I’ll check in with my deputies on Tim.”

“Understood,” Nikki said, voice soft but firm.

As the door swung closed behind him, Nikki turned to Liam. “Ready to see what Shawn has to say?”

He nodded, tightening his grip on his notebook. “Let’s go.”

They stood and moved down the corridor together. Nikki’s senses sharpened the way they always did before an interview: the faint hum of the ventilation, the hush of the hallway, the distant clip-clop of other agents moving files. She always got a rush of adrenaline when she was about to question a suspect, but she preferred to do so on her own terms. Shawn’s showing up bothered her. She didn’t like losing the element of surprise.

Nikki pressed her back against the cool blue wall outside Interview Room One. Above them, fluorescent lights buzzed a relentless staccato; beyond the open door, she glimpsed Shawn Simpson through the narrow observation window. His shoulders curved under the weight of his own anxiety, hands brushing over his face, pacing the length of the room as if each footstep might shatter him. The pale linoleum reflected the harsh interior light, turning every movement into a silent flicker.

“Buzz cut.” Nikki had almost forgotten Riley’s description. “Riley said someone with a buzz cut came into the salon a few days ago to talk to Elle. I bet it was him.”

Liam leveled his gaze at the glass. “He’s wound tight,” he murmured. “But if he was still friends with Elle, stopping to say hi isn’t that out of the ordinary.”

“Before we go in,” Nikki said, folding her arms across her chest, “we need to nail down our assumptions. We know the shooter didn’t stumble upon her. They lured Elle out with a call, waited cloaked behind those lilac bushes. This was premeditated by someone with patience, skill, discipline. They’re used to watching someone, planning for hours, maybe days. They chose nondescript clothing, a blend-in vehicle, and scouted exit routes. They’re surgical.”

Liam tilted his head. “Except if it’s Tim,” he offered quietly.

“Right.” Nikki’s gut told her Tim wasn’t the shooter, but she couldn’t rule him out without evidence. “But we’ve put the entire state on alert as well as Wisconsin. Lacey’s eyewitness account went viral in an hour. If Tim had engineered this, we’d have a trace. A sighting, a phone ping, something. We have nothing.”

Nikki felt queasy at the idea of Lacey’s eyewitness account being viral. They’d protected her identity so far, but if the truth got out, her daughter would go into actual protective custody. That was a trauma she didn’t want Lacey to ever endure.

Liam’s jaw tightened. “Fair point. So our suspect is methodical, unemotional enough to stand by and watch her die. They knew Elle’s patterns.” Liam’s pen tapped a rhythmic code against his notebook. “Advanced planning. High cognitive function.”

Nikki reached for a dry-erase marker from the ledge beneath the whiteboard outside the room and clicked it open. She scrawled “Premeditation,” “Surveillance,” “Emotional Leverage,” and drew arrows beneath each. “They used emotional leverage, calling in the morning when she was alone, before Tim got home from work. That tells us they had intel on her habits and on her vulnerabilities. Assuming this wasn’t Tim, they also knew he wouldn’t be there to interfere.”

“Especially if the shooter is the reason Tim’s missing.” Liam studied the board. “Low empathy,” he added. “This person treated Elle as a target. They could see her fall and move on without hesitation.”

Nikki nodded. “Maggie Harper pointed the finger at Lila Daniels for stone-coldness. Let’s see how Shawn Simpson measures up to this profile.” She clicked off the marker and slipped it into her pocket. Liam touched his jacket pocket, where his badge waited like a promise of order.

They stepped into Interview Room One together. Inside, stale coffee and disinfectant mingled in the air. A single overhead lamp ignited a pool of white light over a battered metal table and two chairs. Shawn Simpson froze in the center of the room, breath hitching the moment they walked in. His pacing halted.

Nikki moved with calm authority, measuring each step. “Mr. Simpson,” she said, voice firm but not unfriendly, “thank you for coming in.” She gestured to the chair closest to the door. “Please, have a seat.”

Shawn’s hand trembled as he sank into the vinyl seat, his fists resting in his lap, knuckles paling. Liam settled opposite, notebook open, pen at the ready. Nikki sat at the head of the table, badge clipped just below her collarbone. Shawn seemed truly upset, but she couldn’t tell if his anxiety was about losing his friend or something more sinister.

“We saw you through the window,” Nikki began, voice steady. “You looked like you were on the edge of walking out. Why did you decide to talk to us today?”

Shawn exhaled, shoulders sagging a fraction. He glanced at Liam, then back at Nikki. “Tammy Cooper asked,” he whispered. His voice was raw, laced with loyalty. “After Nate died, they took me in. I owe them.” He wiped his eyes. “Have you found Tim yet? Tammy said he’s missing and that it seemed like you think he might have hurt Elle. He wouldn’t do this.”

“Not yet.” Nikki leaned back so her presence felt supportive rather than threatening.

Shawn pressed his palms to his knees. “Nate was my best friend. We did everything together, and he was the brother I never had. My dad… he wasn’t around. He was always working. He never asked about my school, my friends. The Coopers did. When Nate… when Nate died, they made room for me.”

A tremor passed across Nikki’s chest. She recognized that brand of grief—the orphan’s loyalty that bound you to the people who stepped in when the world fell away. She kept her expression gentle. “You and Nate were inseparable. That must have been devastating.”

He nodded, eyelids heavy. “It was.”

Liam cleared his throat, leaning forward. “We understand there was an incident with Tim Harper when he and Elle first got together. Can you tell us about that night?”

Shawn’s expression flickered—guilt, shame, confusion tangled together. He ran his palms down the table’s edge. “Several months after Nate died, I saw Elle with Tim. I lost it. I accused Elle of cheating, accused Tim of stealing her grief. I said things I shouldn’t have.”

“You weren’t proud of that confrontation,” Nikki said softly, watching him for honesty in his eyes.

Shawn exhaled harshly. “No. Clay pulled me aside, told me to man up. He reminded me that Elle needed compassion, not accusations. I apologized to both of them. Tim shook my hand. We moved on.”

“You and Tim made amends?” Liam asked.

He managed a small nod. “Yeah. Everything was fine.”

Liam checked his notes. “When did you last see Tim Harper?”

Shawn glanced at the clock, wariness creeping back into his eyes. “About a week ago, outside Riverbank Market. He said work was busy, the baby was teething, and he and Elle weren’t getting much sleep. Typical new parent stuff. Then he drove off.”

“When did you last see Elle?” Nikki readied her trap.

“I stopped by the salon the other day to say hi,” Shawn said. “We’ve all been busy. I was in the neighborhood. We spoke for a few minutes and then I left.”

He was telling the truth about that at least. “How did she seem then?”

“Normal,” Shawn said. “Just like Tim.”

Nikki leaned forward, narrowing her eyes. “You’re sure? She didn’t seem upset about anything? Did she mention anyone bothering her? Any issues between her and Tim?”

Shawn didn’t respond right away. “She was venting about being exhausted, that’s all.” He looked down at his hands. “Not sure she’d tell me about issues with Tim. But she seemed fine.”

He’d either figured out she’d spoken to the salon, and since the conversation had happened outside, Nikki had only Shawn’s word. “Where were you yesterday morning?”

Shawn blinked. “Yesterday morning? I didn’t have work until noon. I live in a duplex on Fourth Street, downtown. Cheap rent, single bedroom. I was asleep until about eleven thirty.”

Liam’s pen danced across the page. “Are there cameras around your building?”

Shawn leaned forward. “Not at my door, it’s too cheap a place for that, but there is a hotel nearby.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a crumpled receipt. “Here’s my address and a sketch of the lot. Cameras are on the east side, looking toward the curb.”

Liam took the paper, smoothing the edges. “This is very helpful. Thank you.” He scanned the scribbles, lifting his eyes. “We’ll check with the hotel’s security team first thing.”

Nikki slipped a card from her pocket and slid it across the table. “If anything else comes to mind—texts you forgot, a detail you missed—call me.” She paused, studying Shawn’s face. “Is there anything else you want to tell us?”

Shawn stared at the card for a moment, then lifted his gaze, voice thick. “I just want whoever did this to Elle found, and I want Tim safe. He’s a good man.”

Nikki offered what she hoped was a reassuring smile. “We appreciate it, Mr. Simpson.” She stood. “One last thing. What car do you drive?”

Shawn rose, smoothing his shirt where it had bunched at his waist. “Black 2008 Toyota Tacoma. Tailgate’s rusted on the left side.”

Nikki nodded, filing the detail away. “Thank you. You’re free to go.” She stepped back, giving him room.

Shawn lingered in the doorway for a heartbeat, gaze flickering with uncertainty. “If there’s anything else… you let me know.”

“We will,” Nikki said, tone firm. “Take care of yourself.”

The door closed behind him, and the room exhaled. Nikki and Liam stood for a moment in the charged silence.

Liam rubbed his chin. “His timeline holds so far… but coming in willingly also smells like someone trying to control their narrative.”

Nikki checked her watch. “Especially when he’s got an already sketched-out map for cameras. And pulls out the details of his car as if he’s rehearsed them. Let’s verify the hotel footage and then circle back. If his truck stayed put, that helps corroborate his alibi. But I also want to see if there are any blind spots around his duplex.” She tapped her pen against her notebook, her mind already spinning through the next steps. “Brick and Bourbon opens in an hour. Lila’s working.”


NINE


Nikki stepped off the sidewalk into Brick & Bourbon’s cool foyer and let the air conditioning wash the humidity from her skin. Mid-morning sunlight slanted through the front windows, staking rectangles of brightness across the polished concrete floor. Empty tables waited in quiet rows for the lunch rush, their bare surfaces reflecting the hush that seemed to hover over the room. Servers lingered at the bar station, crisp napkins folded in their hands, eyes darting toward the door as if expecting both regulars and the unknown. The faint aroma of toasted bread and charred oak curled in Nikki’s throat, making her think of fresh croissants even before she smelled coffee rich enough to warrant dessert.

Liam followed, hands tucked into the pockets of his khakis. He inhaled slowly. “Smells like they’ve been at the griddle since dawn,” he murmured, voice low enough that only Nikki could catch it. He rubbed his stomach. “I could eat, you know.”

Nikki rolled her eyes. “You can always eat.” She walked to the hostess stand and tapped her badge against the wood. Nikki scanned the woman’s name tag. “Kayla” was the assistant manager.

“FBI,” Nikki said. “We’re here to speak to Lila Daniels. What can you tell me about her?”

Kayla’s eyebrows knitted together. “Lila? She’s worked here almost a year. Reliable, great with customers.”

“You haven’t had any complaints about her?”

“No.” Kayla looked between the two of them. “What’s this about, anyway?”

“It’s a personal matter,” Nikki answered. “Where can we find Lila?”

“Third station on the left, in the back,” Kayla said crisply. “She’s a great worker. Never calls in sick, never late.” She pivoted to the guests entering behind them.

Nikki and Liam threaded between tables, careful to avoid the server with the tray of pastries near the glass-enclosed wine rack. The restaurant’s mid-morning calm enveloped them: the clink of silverware being restacked, a barista tapping a hopper on the grinder, the murmur of the staff’s conversation. Brick & Bourbon was named for the exposed brick walls and the reclaimed wood panels and felt like a place that wore its history lightly. Black-and-white photographs of Stillwater’s riverfront hung in mismatched frames, the water glinting in each scene like a silent promise.

At the back, they spotted Lila Daniels at her station, seated on a high-top stool beneath a half-wall that separated her from the main dining area. She cradled a steaming coffee cup between her palms, dark hair draped just so over her left shoulder. Her legs swung beneath the counter, one ankle crossed over the other. In that suspended moment, she looked as serene as any mid-morning patron until her phone rang. Lila pressed it to her ear and tensed.

Nikki slid onto the stool to Lila’s right; Liam took the one on her left. The abrupt shift of attention cracked the air. Lila’s phone tilted away as she set it down, eyes widening. They both showed their badges.

“FBI agents?” Her tone was smooth, yet her posture bristled, fingers stretching over the ceramic cup as though bracing for impact. She looked between the two of them in surprise. “Can I help you?”

“We’re investigating Elle Harper’s murder. She was shot at her home yesterday morning. And the disappearance of Tim Harper.”

Lila’s hands flexed around the mug, rattling it against the marble. She looked past them toward the empty dining room, her eyes scanning for an exit. “Elle… was murdered?” Her voice cracked like she was digesting something terrible. She dipped her gaze to her coffee. “And Tim’s missing?” The question quivered in the space between them.

“Since he left work yesterday morning,” Liam said. “You haven’t seen him, have you?”

“Not in years.” Lila’s shoulders sagged. “He can’t be a suspect. Tim wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

“That’s what his sister said.” Nikki seized her opportunity. “She said Tim wouldn’t even report you when you got violent with him.”

Lila rolled her dark eyes. “Maggie’s just a drama queen. How can I help you, Agents?”

Nikki slipped her notebook out of her bag and set it on the counter between them. She gave Lila a half-smile meant to soothe rather than threaten. “I’m Agent Hunt and this is Agent Wilson.”

Liam leaned in, pen hovering above his notepad. “When was the last time you spoke to Tim?”

Lila met Nikki’s eyes, the calm slipping from her features. “I haven’t spoken to Tim in years. I’ve got nothing to do with this.”

Nikki’s face remained neutral. The white noise of the restaurant rose around them: plates being set in the kitchen, the hiss of the espresso machine, a server calling an order into the back. “We’re not suggesting you do, Ms. Daniels,” Nikki said softly. “We have questions about your relationship with Tim.”

Lila’s arms crossed as she studied the counter, jaw setting with a defined line of impatience. “I’m not here for Tim,” she said, quiet but sharp. “I moved here from Duluth two years ago for the teaching program at Stillwater Middle School. It had nothing to do with Tim. I haven’t seen him since he left Duluth.”

“Really?” Nikki’s tone offered a gentle challenge.

Lila’s gaze softened, shifting to the dark coffee swirling at her fingertips. For a moment, regret flitted across her face. “We ended badly,” she admitted. “He left me a voicemail, said he never wanted to hear from me again. I was hurt and pissed, but I didn’t even know that he’d moved down here until I ran into him at the store. He was red-faced and accused me of stalking him.”

“Is that why you showed up at his work just a few months ago?” Nikki dropped the information she’d been holding.

“I didn’t want him thinking that I’d stalked him,” Lila answered. “It didn’t go well. We argued. Heatedly.” She pressed her lips together. “I said things I shouldn’t have. But I left when the foreman came out. I haven’t seen or spoken to him since.”

Liam’s brow furrowed. “Tim broke up with you and moved down here, and then you followed. You didn’t understand why he didn’t want to see you again?”

Anger flashed through her eyes. “I understood that, but he thought I followed him here. That’s not the case. I’m not a stalker.” Lila’s nostrils flared; fingers clenched the coffee mug as though determined not to let it go. “I stormed off and went home. People argue. It happens.” She set the cup down with a muted thud that echoed in the hush.

Nikki leaned forward, gaze steely but not accusatory. “Someone rifled through the glove compartment of Elle’s car a couple of weeks ago. They both suspected you.” Nikki hadn’t noticed any sort of overwhelming perfume on Lila, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t been the one to break into Elle’s car.

Lila’s jaw clenched visibly. Color rushed up her neck, blooming under her skin. “I did not break into her car.” Her shoulders squared. “Yes, I was angry. Yes, I called him names. But I didn’t do that. It’s not Elle’s fault that Tim won’t listen to me. I don’t have an issue with her.” Lila’s eyes flickered with a combination of indignation and something darker: resentment. “I’ve moved on with my life. I’m here for a fresh start.” She forced a breath, as if reloading her composure. “I took anger management classes.”

Nikki regarded her thoughtfully. “Yet you just lied about when you last saw him.”

Lila’s gaze dropped to the counter, face crumpling with the weight of embarrassment. A flicker of anger danced across her eyes before she lifted her chin. “I lied about the timing because I was ashamed. Is that what you needed? Yes, I lied. Happy?”

The admission slid across the table like a dropped stone. Nikki let it settle before responding. The surrounding chatter faded to a muted backdrop. “You were angry at him. That gives you motive.”

Lila’s hand hovered above her coffee mug. “So now you think I’m your prime suspect?” Her voice trembled at first, then hardened. “Fine. Accuse me. But I didn’t shoot Elle, and I’m not holding Tim hostage. If you want to search my apartment, get a warrant. Enough with the insinuations.”

Nikki extracted a slim card from her pocket and slid it across the counter. “Ms. Daniels, if you remember anything else, like messages, sightings, someone who might have followed him, you call me. And we’ll be getting the warrant for your apartment, phone records and any security or closed-captioned cameras that are around your place. If you’re lying, we’ll find out.”

Lila’s fingers closed around the card, thumb brushing over the printed name. She blinked once, sharp and controlled. “No problem,” she replied, voice clipped. “You want my address, to make it easier?”

“We already found it through records.” Nikki and Liam rose. “Given your history with Tim, it won’t be hard to get the warrants.” Liam snapped his notebook shut and tucked it into his jacket. Servers moved fluidly around them, filling the restaurant with a renewed undercurrent of life as lunchtime approached.

Lila’s voice cut through the murmur. “One more thing.”

They paused, giving her the floor. She stood, tugging at the hem of her shirt. Her tone had shifted to less defensive, more troubled. “When we argued, Tim mentioned being under ‘enough stress without me.’ You should look into that.”

Nikki maintained her composure, but a flash of curiosity ignited behind her eyes. “We already are,” she said quietly.

Outside, the front door closed with a soft click, and the summer heat rolled back in. Liam exhaled, hands resting on the SUV’s roof. “She’s hiding something,” he declared.

“Definitely,” Nikki said, voice measured. “But not enough to charge her. We need to get a warrant for her apartment security, and I’m not sure we’ll get that without Tim’s body, assuming he’s dead. Nice bluff back there, though.”

Liam scowled. “If it affected her, she’s got a great poker face. What about the glove compartment break-in? If we can tie her to a location near Elle’s car at the right time⁠—”

“We’ll have probable cause.” Nikki squared her shoulders, the weight of the case settling like sediment in her bones. She glanced back at the restaurant’s brick façade one last time. “But that’s going to be hard since Elle didn’t file a report, and all we have are Riley and their boss’s word.”

Had Elle been too afraid of Lila to file the report? Or had she been uncertain that it was her?


TEN


Nikki kept her eyes on the road as the Jeep wound toward the Stillwater neighborhood where the Ackerses lived. She’d already looked them up. Bob Ackers had a steady job at the bank and they had a daughter away at college. The girl wasn’t much older than Nikki had been when she lost her own parents, and that knowledge pressed against her chest like a bruise. Facing families like this always tore the wound open again, and she was dreading the grief waiting for them.

“You find the Stillwater principal’s home number?” she asked, glancing at Liam. She wanted to talk to Lila’s boss at the middle school and confirm what they’d just been told.

“Yeah, just got into the system.” Liam scrolled, then rattled off the digits. Law enforcement had access to reverse lookup and databases the public didn’t, and Nikki knew a message left at the school would sit unheard for weeks.

She dialed, listening to the rings. “Four, and straight to voicemail.” She left a message with a brief explanation about Lila Daniels and asked the principal to call her back as soon as she could.

“You think she’s lying about not following him?” Liam asked.

“I don’t know,” Nikki said, turning onto the Ackerses’ street. “Hopefully the principal calls us back.”

Her grip tightened on the wheel, and she forced her fingers to relax. Liam noticed, his gaze lingering. “You’re wound up,” he said quietly.

Nikki kept her eyes forward. “Just thinking ahead.”

He didn’t press, but the weight of his silence told her he understood more than she wanted to admit. By the time the house came into view, Nikki’s stomach was heavy with dread.

The Ackerses had been interviewed by the fire marshal yesterday after learning Betty had perished, but people often remembered more information after the initial shock.

Envy washed over Nikki as they drove down the street. The Ackerses lived in one of the many Victorian homes in Stillwater’s famed historical district. Their home had a stunning wrap-around porch, and although it was smaller than some of the magnificent Queen Annes surrounding it, the unique royal-blue paint and white trim made it stand out.

Mature oaks formed a cathedral ceiling over the wide lawn, their gnarled roots lifting the pavement in silent protest. Flower beds surrounding the big front porch were edged in neat brick, late-summer flowers bursting from their beds. Bright pink petunias and impatiens in ornate pots rested on the porch step. Nikki wished she had time for her flowers. Next summer, she and Lacey would plant. Lacey had learned a lot about flowers from working in Grandma Ruth’s garden over the past couple of years, and she was eager to show her skills off to Nikki.

She glanced at Liam, his eyes intent on his tablet screen as he scrolled through background information on Lila Daniels.

“Get Lila’s address?” Nikki asked, voice steady.

Liam nodded, eyes never leaving the screen. “Yeah, I’ll work on the warrants. Looks like she has a clean record. No arrests, no civil suits.”

“Because Tim never reported her violence. Hopefully the middle school principal can give us more information about her.” Nikki shifted the SUV into park beneath a sprawling oak whose canopy cast lacy shadows over the cracked driveway. The Ackerses’ two-story home sat back from the street, its flower beds front and center. A porch swing made the place look like a postcard.

They climbed from the SUV in silence, the gravel crunching beneath their shoes. Nikki inhaled the sharp sweetness of crushed grass and warmed vinyl. She admired the flowers along the sidewalk as they headed toward the front door. Before her knuckles tapped the mesh screen, the door swung open.

Bob Ackers filled the frame first, jeans scratched at the knees, a faded Vikings T-shirt stretched over his shoulders. Grief weighed down his frame, pulling his shoulders inward. Behind him, a young woman stood, college-aged and fragile, wearing a purple cashmere sweater two sizes too big. The sweater enveloped her small frame, the sleeves stretched to cover her hands. Her eyes were red-rimmed, her breathing tight with the shock of loss, and she pressed the sweater’s fabric to her face as if inhaling the scent could bring her mother back.

“This is my daughter, Emily. She’s home from college.”

“Mr. Ackers.” Nikki struggled against the emotion building in her throat. When her own mother had been murdered, Nikki had held onto her clothes and her scent for weeks. She pushed the sadness down and extended her hand in a gesture that felt both awkward and necessary. “I’m Special Agent Nikki Hunt with the FBI. This is Agent Liam Wilson. We’re so sorry for your loss.”

Bob managed a brief, earnest shake before stepping aside. “Please, come in. The kitchen’s cooler.” He motioned them inside. Emily slipped past him, sweater pulled tight. The door closed behind them with a soft click.

Inside, a grand oak spiral staircase beckoned to the right, but Nikki followed the Ackerses into the kitchen. An heirloom oak table claimed the center of a sunlit room. On the counter, three casserole dishes sat ready: a white ceramic baking dish filled with lasagna, a glass pan of scalloped potatoes, and a foil-wrapped tray of green bean casserole. The generous offerings smelled faintly of garlic and rosemary, a quiet kindness from neighbors.

Nikki drew a chair close enough to see both Bob and Emily without turning her head. She let the hollow ache in the room settle before speaking. “Thank you for agreeing to speak with us,” she began softly. “We’d like to go over Betty’s movements yesterday. Can you start with the morning, please?”

Bob swallowed and ran a hand through his hair. Deep circles rimmed his bloodshot eyes. “I woke up around six. Betty was still asleep, so I made coffee and fed Jasper,” he said, motioning to the small dog curled under the table. “Then I spent the next hour weeding the front beds. At seven thirty, Emily left for her shift.” He nodded toward his daughter without looking at her directly.

Emily’s hand tightened on the purple sweater. She pressed it closer, as though battling the urge to drift away in her grief.

“I got to the store at eight,” Emily said, voice small but clear. “The Starbucks on Cedar Avenue.” She brushed a curl from her face. “I worked until noon.”

Liam glanced up from his notes. “And you drove straight home?”

Emily nodded, her grip on the sweater relaxing slightly.

Nikki tapped her pen against her notebook. “Bob, I’m sorry to ask, but it’s protocol for me to ask if you can confirm where you were yesterday morning?”

Bob reached into his pocket and produced two crumpled slips of paper. “Gertens in Inver Grove—eight thirty-seven a.m. I bought mulch, landscape fabric and a few perennials Betty wanted for the back garden. We were supposed to plant them this weekend.” He set the receipts on the table. “I was back here by nine twenty or so.”

“Thank you,” Nikki said, marking the time. “What time did Betty leave yesterday morning? Was she planning on working?”

Bob’s jaw tensed. “No, she was supposed to be with me, but Dave called about inventory. Tammy had a migraine, and Clay wasn’t answering his phone.”

Nikki glanced at Liam, knowing he’d caught the same thing. Clay said his father hadn’t called, so who was lying, Clay Cooper or Betty Ackers? Clay might have missed the call, but he’d sounded confident yesterday when Nikki spoke to the family. Did Dave and Betty have a secret they’d been keeping from their families?

“And when did you first know something was wrong?” Nikki asked, voice gentle.

Bob drew in a ragged breath. “When my phone blew up with texts and calls.” His voice cracked. “I… I couldn’t make sense of it. It all happened too fast.” He buried his face in his hands.

For a long moment, only the cicadas buzzed in the eaves. Nikki let the silence hold them before turning her gaze to Emily. “You were at work when the fire started?”

Emily blinked, tears sliding down her cheeks. “I had no idea until Dad told me.”

Liam tapped his pen thoughtfully. “Are you aware of any issues Betty or Dave might have had with anyone?”

Bob managed to control his tears. He shook his head. “Everyone loved Betty. I guess Donahue and Dave fought about the business. Have you spoken to him?”

“Not yet,” Nikki answered. “I know this has been tough. We ask these questions to rule out possibilities—no one is a suspect just for answering. We appreciate your honesty.” She took a deep breath and asked the question she’d been dreading. “I have to ask this… is there any chance Dave and Betty might have been seeing each other? By all accounts, it’s unusual for her to have been the one Dave called.”

Bob stared at her, but Emily flinched as though she’d been smacked. “How dare you?”

“Emily.” Bob managed a weary nod. “I understand. I trusted my wife, Agent. She’d never do something like that. And no, I didn’t have any suspicions.”

Emily pressed her cheek against the sweater again, hugging the cashmere close. Nikki watched her, heart aching. She closed her notebook and rose from her seat.

“Emily,” Nikki said softly, crouching beside her. “I’m so sorry.” She reached out and gently touched her arm. “These things… they hold memories. It’s okay to hold on.”

Emily’s shoulders shuddered. She wrapped her arms around Nikki, burying her face in the agent’s shoulder. Nikki’s throat swelled, but she held the girl until she calmed down.

Mr. Ackers rose and approached, voice thick. “If there’s anything you need or any more questions, just call me.”

Nikki stood. “Thank you, Mr. Ackers. You two are not alone in this. If you remember anything,” she offered him a card, “here is my contact information.”

He accepted the card with trembling fingers. “Thank you, Agent Hunt.”

Outside, the late-morning humidity pressed against the screen door as it rasped closed. They walked in silence to the Jeep. The flowers seemed less bright and full, as though they’d wilted from the emotion.

“They both seem pretty torn up,” Liam said as he sank into the passenger seat.

“Yeah,” Nikki said. “We’ll check with Starbucks and Gertens, which shouldn’t be hard to confirm. We’ll need CCTV around the Ackerses’ place, too.” Nikki started the engine.

As they pulled away, the Ackerses’ porch swing creaked in the breeze, beckoning memories of quiet summer afternoons, as though the worst thing a family could endure hadn’t just struck the home.

Nikki called the social worker on the drive to the Donahues to check on Maisy and Maya. Candace Walker’s gated neighborhood and the additional security the sheriff had placed at the entrance made it very hard for Tim to approach, but Nikki felt better hearing it from Candace herself. “Sounds like the girls are doing okay,” she told Liam after she ended the call. “Maisy has opened up a little to the victim’s advocate, so that’s good.”

“Any chance she knows something?” he asked.

“She told the advocate that Mommy got a phone call and told her she’d be right back. That’s it.” Nikki eased the Jeep onto the gravel drive of the Donahue farmhouse. Horses grazed in the fenced-in pasture east of the driveway, one fat chestnut rolling under the massive oak shade tree. The farmhouse reminded Nikki of the one she’d grown up in, but the Donahue home had white clapboard siding with burgundy shutters. A second-story balcony sat above the big front porch.

She killed the engine and grabbed her things, making sure she had pen and paper in her bag. They climbed the wide pine steps to the front porch together. Nikki knocked on the cherry-red door and waited.

“Agents, come in.” Flour dusted LeAnn Donahue’s apron, and it was smudged on her palms and the neckline of her gingham dress. Her hair was loosely pinned back, wisps escaping around her temples like a halo of fatigue.

Like the Ackerses, the Donahues had been expecting someone to follow up after the fire, and Miller had let them know the FBI was helping out with the case.

Behind her stood John Donahue in a polo shirt and jeans, exhaustion etched across his face. Nikki introduced herself and Liam to the couple.

“Hello,” Nikki said, stepping forward. “I’m Special Agent Nikki Hunt with the FBI, and this is Agent Liam Wilson. Thank you for seeing us.”

John offered a brief, earnest nod. “Of course,” he replied, voice creased with concern. “Come in. Sorry about the mess.”

LeAnn managed a small smile and brushed flour from the front of her apron. “We just got the dough going for the pies for the food shelf I bake for. Would you like coffee? I’m just about to pour.” She stepped back, allowing them entry past the threshold.

Inside, the house smelled of warmth and yeast, an aroma that could have softened the edges of any hard day. Family photographs lined the mantel, and a homemade blue and red quilt lay folded over the back of the sofa.

LeAnn led the way to the kitchen, where a worn oak table sat beneath a sash window overlooking the barn’s whitewashed boards. Outside, the sun glinted off a row of metal feed bins. On the counter, bowls of flour and sugar waited alongside a mound of dough.

LeAnn poured steaming mugs of coffee, and Liam accepted one with a grateful nod. Nikki shook her head, opting for water. She studied the way LeAnn’s hands trembled slightly as she carried the mugs, how John’s eyes lingered on his wife with a mixture of worry and tenderness. The kind of worry that came when you loved someone too much to let them carry heartbreak alone.

LeAnn glanced at the antique clock on the wall. “Shall we start with Saturday morning?” she prompted, settling into a chair that creaked under the weight of years.

“Yes, please,” Nikki said, drawing her notebook into view. She snapped it open, pen poised. “How did you first hear about the fire at Cooper Electric?”

LeAnn set her mug on the table, leaning forward. The surface rattled under her palm. “I was volunteering at the food shelf when I got the call about the fire,” she said, voice hushed. “The fire marshal was looking for Johnny, and I told him John was at our cabin in Mille Lacs. I called him right away, but he was out on the lake, so it took him a bit to get back to me.”

John flushed. “I didn’t get her message until late afternoon. I couldn’t believe it. I wanted to drive back, but LeAnn wanted me to rest and wait for the morning. She’d already spoken to the fire marshal by then.”

“Have you spoken to the Coopers?” Liam asked.

LeAnn shook her head. “No,” she replied, brows knitting. “They’ve been swamped with insurance and paperwork. I didn’t take it personally—there’s a lot on their plates.”

Nikki offered a sympathetic smile. “Absolutely. We know they’re under enormous pressure.”

“I left a message yesterday,” LeAnn said. “Giving my condolences and letting them know we’re here if they need us.”

Nikki tapped her pen against the table, each tick echoing softly. LeAnn struck her as the kind of person who always knew how to handle a tough situation with grace and ease.

John just seemed tired and nervous. Nikki turned her attention to Cooper Electric’s assistant manager. “Dave Cooper moved the inventory count from next week to Saturday morning. Did that strike you as unusual?”

John cleared his throat. The heavy sigh he released carried both regret and frustration. “A bit,” he admitted. “I’ve been doing that count every summer for twenty years. Same time, same routine. I’m sure you heard about our argument. He knew I was heading out of town. I figured he switched inventory to mess with me.”

“Is it unusual for Dave to call Betty in and not Clay when he needed help?” Liam asked.

The Donahues glanced at each other. “I thought it was, but maybe Clay didn’t answer his phone,” John finally said.

Nikki believed Clay Cooper when he said his father hadn’t called. His grief had been too raw and real.

“Tell us about the argument,” Liam prompted.

“Couple of years ago, Dave and I made a verbal agreement that when he was ready to retire, I’d buy out the company.” John reached for a tissue from the box on the adjacent counter and blew his nose. “We never got around to getting the contracts drawn up. Then he hired Clay, which was fine, but next thing I know, Dave’s reneging on the verbal agreement. He’s giving the business to Clay. I felt blindsided. We got into a huge fight on Thursday about it.”

He paused, pressing his palm to the oak tabletop, as though bracing himself against the memory. “I left Friday morning. Just felt too raw to come back right away. Drove up to the lake cabin for some space. I meant to clear my head.”

LeAnn squeezed his hand, her eyes soft.

Nikki measured the moment before speaking. “Do you have any record of that trip? Gas receipts or credit card charges?”

John reached into his jacket pocket, drew out a crumpled slip of paper, and smoothed it on the table. “This is from the Shell station at three fourteen p.m. Friday. That’s when I fueled up.” He handed her a second receipt from a Holiday gas station. “That’s today, driving home.”

LeAnn glanced at her watch and then back at Nikki. She seemed eager to be done with the interview, and Nikki couldn’t decide if she was just uncomfortable with law enforcement or if it was something else.

Nikki snapped her notebook closed with a soft click. “We will need to do routine cross‐checks. We’re not suggesting either of you is involved. We’re just building a clear timeline.”

LeAnn exhaled, releasing some of the tension held tight in her shoulders. John offered a weary nod. The only sound in the room was the kettle still humming on the stovetop.

Nikki leaned forward, voice gentle but direct. “There’s another matter. We’re investigating a homicide—Elle Harper—and we’re still trying to locate Tim Harper, her husband. Did Tim or Elle ever come to Cooper Electric? Did Tammy or Dave mention them?”

John’s eyes widened, disbelief and horror flickering in their depths. “Elle was murdered?” His voice cracked. “I—I’m sorry. That’s awful.”

LeAnn’s coffee mug rattled on the table as she raised it in a shaky wave. “I didn’t know her well, but… how tragic.”

Nikki nodded, pen already in motion. “We appreciate your candor. Do you remember Elle bringing the kids, or maybe Tammy mentioning any issues she might be having with Tim?”

Both shook their heads. “I never saw Elle come around after Nate died, but I’m not often there, either,” LeAnn said. “I’m sure it was real hard for her after Nate’s death. Coming to the shop probably reminded her.”

“You don’t remember any disgruntled customers, anyone who might have threatened the business?” Nikki asked.

“Not at all,” John said. “Our reputation is impeccable.” He looked between Nikki and Liam. “The fire marshal hasn’t said, but this was an accident, right?”

“Honestly, I haven’t spoken to the fire marshal since yesterday morning. I can’t tell you what they’re thinking, but I know they’ll do whatever they can to get to the bottom of it.” Nikki handed John a business card. “Please call us if you think of anything else.”

John’s jaw worked as he accepted the card. “Will do.”

LeAnn stood, her apron rustling as she moved them toward the door. “Thank you for being respectful. This has been… a lot.”

Liam exhaled as they stepped onto the stoop. “They seemed straightforward,” he said quietly.

Nikki walked toward the car, her eyes tracing the weathered barn in the morning glow. “Still have to double-check CCTV in Mille Lacs and Cooper Electric before we clear him.”

Liam flipped his notebook closed and took the passenger seat. “What about Lila Daniels and Shawn Simpson?”

Nikki tapped the wheel, eyes on the Donahue house framed by oaks and sunlit dew. “Still needs her records pulled. I don’t know if we can get a warrant without any record of her being violent with Tim, but it’s worth a try. Need to get the CCTV from Shawn’s apartment, even though it doesn’t show a full view. We’ll need to pull surrounding CCTV, too.”

The iron gates of the Todds’ community swung open as Nikki waved to the familiar guard and eased the Jeep forward. The Todds had given Rory their old house and moved into a smaller one when Nikki first moved back to Stillwater, but after Mark’s wrongful conviction had been overturned, he received a huge settlement from the county and state. The first thing he’d done was buy his parents an amazing home complete with a guest house so that he could keep an eye on them as they got older.

Nikki should have felt relief bringing Lacey here, behind gates and cameras and neighbors who noticed everything. Instead, her stomach knotted tighter with every turn. No one could protect Lacey like she could.

Emily Ackers’s face continuously flashed in her mind. Seeing the girl grieving her mother, clutching the sweater, had not only brought back memories of Nikki’s own loss but also the stark reality that Lacey could end up enduring the same thing. Nikki’s job put her life on the line every day, and the older Lacey got, the more the risks seemed to mount.

She pulled into the wide drive, the house rising in pale stone and glass. The guest house sat off to the side, sleek and modern, with a line of smoke curling from the grill on the patio. Mark stood there, tongs in hand, his easy grin flashing as he turned a row of burgers. Beside him, Claire, his girlfriend, laughed at something he said, her auburn hair catching the late sun.

Nikki cut the engine and sat for a beat, forcing herself to breathe. She had to keep it together. For Lacey.

The sound of water drew her around the side of the house. In the garden, Ruth Todd bent over her flower beds, hose in hand. Lacey stood beside her, carefully aiming the spray at a row of petunias. Her hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail, her sneakers already soaked.

“Mom!” Lacey spotted her and dropped the hose, splashing her shorts. She ran across the grass, arms flung wide.

Nikki crouched and caught her, holding on longer than she should have. The smell of sun-warmed grass clung to her daughter’s hair. “Hey, Bug. You helping Grandma?”

Lacey nodded, pulling back just enough to look at her. “She says I have a green thumb. I agree.”

Ruth straightened, smiling, though her eyes flicked over Nikki with the sharpness of a woman who noticed more than she said. “She’s been a big help. And a good distraction.”

Nikki smoothed Lacey’s damp hair. “That’s good. You need distractions.” She tried to keep her voice light, but the words scraped her throat.

Lacey’s smile faltered. “I still see it when I close my eyes.”

Nikki’s chest tightened. She glanced at Ruth, who busied herself with the hose, giving them space. Nikki bent closer. “I know, sweetheart. Bad dreams don’t go away all at once. But you’re safe here. And Dad and I are still right here for you. Always.”

Lacey’s biological father would always be the daddy, but she’d started calling Rory Dad in the last year, which made everyone emotional. Lacey had been through so much. Why did she have to witness Elle’s shooting?

Because she’s strong enough to handle it, just like you.

“Come on,” Ruth said gently. “Let’s get you both something cold to drink. Mark’s nearly got dinner ready.”

They walked back toward the patio. The smell of grilling meat and rosemary drifted in the air. Mark waved with the tongs. “Hey, sis. You made it.”

Claire offered a warm smile. “Hi, Nikki. We’ve got burgers, chicken, and I brought cupcakes from the bakery.”

Nikki managed a smile. “I’ll have to have one of everything. Smells great.”

She sat at the edge of the pool, shoes off, feet skimming the cool water. Lacey plopped down beside her, splashing lightly. For a moment, it almost felt normal. Family. Safety.

But the image of Emily Ackers wouldn’t leave her. The way the woman had clutched Nikki’s hand, whispering, Don’t let her be gone forever. Nikki’s gaze drifted to Lacey, laughing now as she kicked water at Mark.

Claire set a glass of iced tea beside her. “You okay?”

Nikki blinked, pulling herself back. “Yeah. Just… long day.”

Claire nodded, not pressing. She turned back to Mark, who was teasing Lacey with a spatula.

Ruth joined Nikki on the pool’s edge, lowering herself carefully. “She’s doing better than I expected,” she said quietly. “But she’s holding it in. You can see it in her eyes.”

Nikki swallowed hard. “I know. I’m worried about her. About what this will do to her long-term.”

“She’s strong,” Ruth said. “Like her mother.”

Nikki didn’t feel strong. She felt brittle, one more blow away from shattering.

The sound of tires in the drive pulled her head up. Relief loosened something in her chest as Rory stepped out of his truck, tie at half-mast, sleeves rolled. He spotted them and smiled, though his eyes went first to Lacey.

“Dad!” Lacey scrambled up and ran to him. He scooped her into his arms, spinning her once before setting her down.

Dinner came together quickly after that. They gathered around the patio table, the pool lights flickering on as the sun dipped. Lacey sat between Nikki and Rory, chattering about the flowers, about how Grandma said she had a gift.

Nikki smiled and nodded, but guilt gnawed at her. Tim Harper was still missing. Every bite of food felt like betrayal. Somewhere out there, a man was running, hiding, maybe hurting someone else. And she was here, behind gates, eating burgers while her daughter laughed.

Rory caught her eye across the table, reading her as he always did. He reached across the table and took her hand in his rough one, grounding her.

She forced herself to focus on Lacey’s laughter, on the way Ruth beamed at her granddaughter, on Mark and Claire’s easy banter. This was what she was fighting for. This was why she couldn’t stop.

The guilt didn’t fade. But the resolve hardened.


ELEVEN


Nikki eased the Jeep onto the gravel drive of Cooper Electric the following day. She’d spent last night at the Todds, cradling Lacey as she slept, scared the girl would call out in the night and need her, and wanting to be as close as possible. Rory had told her she’d been stoic since the murder, but Nikki knew silence often meant she was shutting down. Lacey had still been asleep when she’d crept out. Morning light slanted across charred pallets and the warped steel beams of the building in front of her. The lot was fenced off, yellow tape strung between forklifts and ash-gray crates. She killed the engine and stepped out, Liam close behind, their boots crunching on the gravel.

Sheriff Miller stood beside a marked cruiser, clipboard in hand, scanning the burn scar on the east wall. Fire Marshal Russell’s white tent flapped behind him, anchored by sandbags. As Nikki and Liam approached, Miller looked up.

“Agents,” he said. “Marshal gave me a heads-up. He found something. Ready to see it?”

Nikki nodded. “Yeah, but I want to fill you in before we step into that tent.” She met Miller’s gaze. “It’ll save time.”

Miller tucked his clipboard under his arm and gestured toward the lot. “Let’s hear it.”

Liam took the lead. “Lila Daniels, Tim Harper’s ex. She moved here from Duluth two years ago. She admits confronting Tim after he accused her of coming down here, but she lied about the timing. We’re pursuing her phone records, but we need a warrant to confirm her calls and pings.”

Miller made a quick notation. He glanced at Nikki, who continued.

“Next, the Ackerses. Bob Ackers and his daughter Emily. Emily works at Starbucks from eight to noon—co-workers confirm her shift and closing time. Bob’s Gertens receipts back up his story, but he was home when the fire broke out, so we need CCTV for his neighborhood, too. So far, no link to Elle Harper and no suspicious behavior beyond their grief.”

Miller nodded again.

“Finally, the Donahues,” Liam said. “LeAnn was volunteering at the food shelf Saturday morning. She only learned of the fire when the fire marshal called her phone. John was at their lake cabin Friday afternoon through Sunday; he has a gas receipt to prove it. They have had no direct contact from the Coopers.”

Miller let the summary settle. “What about Dave calling Betty Ackers instead of Clay?”

Nikki met Miller’s eyes. “Still a puzzle. Tammy’s migraine came up. Clay doesn’t understand why he didn’t call. We’ll circle back, but so far nothing implicates them directly.”

Miller folded his arms. “All right. Let’s see what Marshal Russell wants to show us.”

They walked across the lot toward the forensic tent. Heat rose off the asphalt, carrying ash motes that danced around their feet. The warehouse’s east side was a tangle of scorched pallets and twisted metal. A battered forklift leaned against the wall like a silent witness to the blaze’s intensity.

Inside the tent, the air was heavy, thick with the bitter tang of melted plastic and the cloying sweetness of fuel residue. Dust clung to surfaces in a fine layer, and a single fan rattled, barely stirring the stillness. Fire Marshal Russell stood behind a folding table draped with a large laminated floor plan of the building.

“Thanks for coming so quickly,” Russell said, voice low. “I’ve reexamined the point of ignition. I want you to see exactly where this started.” He tapped the plan’s central room, marked “Inventory.” “Both phones were found here, fused into the laminate floor. We pulled the SIM cards, but their casings melted so completely we lost device identifiers.”

He stood and led them to the base of the back stairwell. The door to the attic was hanging on scorched hinges, its wood warped into a blistered semicircle. Russell crouched and traced the blackened curve. “This is the origin point. Look at how the burn fans outward evenly. That pattern tells us someone laid a fuse along the sill to drive flames upward.”

Liam crouched opposite, leaning on one knee, eyes fixed on the charred wood. A gust rattled the tent, carrying a sharp hint of unburned fuel. He glanced at Nikki: urgent, intentional.

Russell extracted a sealed evidence bag. He held it so light caught on tiny beads of wax and paper fragments. “Wick fragments, with the paper soaked in wax and accelerant. They were arranged just here.” He indicated the threshold. “When ignited, the flame would race straight up.”

Nikki pictured the makeshift fuse burning bright orange, cutting off any escape route. Her throat tightened.

“Downstairs,” Russell said as he waved a gloved hand over the laminate near the plan’s center, “we found patches of residue in the floor seams. Water washed away most traces, but some fuel remains. We’ll send these samples for lab analysis, likely a lighter fluid mix.”

Sheriff Miller took a small canister from the table and placed it in a cooler. “Lab will test for exact composition by tonight.”

“All signs point to a quick-burn, fast-spread setup,” Russell continued. “Ignite the wick, trap anyone upstairs.” He tilted his head toward the attic door.

Liam rose, brushing ash from his knee. “That gives anyone above these stairs less than two minutes before it became impassable.”

“Under two minutes,” Russell agreed. “That stairwell would fill with flames and smoke almost instantly.”

Nikki studied the floor plan again. She traced a path from the inventory room up to the attic threshold. “Phones down there, melt spots here. Wick at the door, flames straight up. It’s a trap.”

Russell tapped the map. “You work backward from this ignition point to people with access and any opportunity to set that wick.”

Nikki turned to Miller. “We need ring cam footage from Cooper Electric’s entrances, camera pulls on the Ackerses’ driveway, the Donahues’ property gates, and Clay Cooper’s badge access logs. Also any interior cameras near that stairwell.”

Miller glanced at Russell, then back at Nikki. “I’ll get deputies on those pulls immediately. And I’ll notify security to hold all footage from the last week.”

“We’ll coordinate with you on where to pick up those files,” Nikki said.

Liam added, “Once we have the footage and logs, we’ll match times against that ignition window. Then we’ll know who was in position to light that wick.”

Miller nodded. “Consider it done.”

Russell packed up the evidence bag and folded the laminated plan. “Lab results should be in by this evening. You’ll have confirmation of fuel type, which narrows suspects to those who could have obtained it.”

Nikki turned toward the tent’s entrance. The wind tugged at the canvas, and ash drifted in lazy spirals behind her. Miller and Russell exchanged a brief look and then followed.

The heat inside Sheriff Miller’s Suburban pressed in like a second skin. Nikki dropped into the back seat, Liam sliding into the passenger seat. Miller settled behind the wheel, gaze on the burned skeleton of Cooper Electric through the windshield. He cranked up the air conditioning.

“We’ve got two persons of interest,” Nikki said, flipping her notebook open on her knee. “Lila Daniels and Shawn Simpson. Shawn walked us through his alibi, which checks out so far. Lila’s stonewalling. She wants us to get a warrant before she talks.” She tapped a page. “CCTV’s our next step. And Elle’s autopsy came back. A single shot, fatal on impact. Ballistics will confirm the weapon once we find it.”

Miller leaned back, arms crossed. “And then?”

Nikki lifted her eyes. “Then we broaden the net. We need to find Tim. I want to head to his work in Forest Lake. Lila stirred up trouble there before Elle was killed.”

Liam, in the front seat, shifted and peered over the console. “I’ll push the tech team for every camera angle around Cooper Electric, the Cooper house, even any traffic cams on Tim’s drive home from work. We need timestamps.”

Miller nodded once. “Solid.” He glanced in the rearview. “You two sticking together on this?”

“We will,” Nikki said, tone firm. She hated being in the back seat, but she leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “Apart from Shawn and Lila, our threads don’t tie yet. No one else has motive or opportunity, except Tim, maybe.”

Liam’s mouth tightened. “Tim had money problems. I still think he pulled the trigger.” His long legs stretched out, leaning back. “We’ll get a warrant on their financials, dig into insurance policies.”

Nikki’s eyes narrowed. “Tim’s not a suspect in my book. He’s a likely victim. He disappeared the same morning Elle was killed. Everyone who knew him has nothing but good to say. This doesn’t look like a lovers’ spat gone wrong. It was planned.”

Liam’s shoulders twitched. “Could be both. Maybe Tim cracked under pressure.”

Nikki straightened. “Or someone wanted to frame him and make it look like a crime of passion. We owe it to Tim to find out which.” She closed her notebook and set it beside her. “No one snapped. Someone plotted.”

Silence filled the Suburban as Miller studied the lot one last time. Then he turned the key. “I’ve got to head back to the search perimeter. Could be something in the underbrush yet.”

Nikki nodded. “Understood. We’ll handle the interviews and CCTV pulls.” She reached into her coat and produced two business-style envelopes. “Here are the drafts for the financial warrants. Can you take them to the judge this afternoon?”

Miller took them without a word. He peered at Liam. “Keep me posted on any phone pings or suspicious footage.”

“Will do,” Liam said, voice measured.

Nikki climbed out first, smoothing her jacket. The air hit her in waves of heat and ash. She turned back. “We’re heading to Tim Harper’s work next. Lila’s waiting, and Shawn might want a second chat.”

Miller offered a curt nod. “Be safe. I’ll call if anything turns up out here.”

Nikki and Liam walked across the cracked asphalt to the Jeep, boots raising tiny puffs of grit. Nikki’s phone vibrated against her hip with an unknown number. “This is Agent Hunt.”

“Yes, this is Principal Kelly from Stillwater Middle School returning your call.”

Nikki put the call on speaker and glanced at Liam. “Principal Kelly, thanks so much for calling me back.”

Principal Kelly cleared her throat. “I have to admit, I was very surprised to get a call about an employee from the FBI,” Principal Kelly said. “You’re calling about Lila Daniels, right?”

“Yes,” Nikki replied. “Her name came up during an investigation and I’m just following up.”

“Did she do something wrong?”

Nikki didn’t want to throw Lila under the bus without proof. “No, I’m just trying to make sure I’ve got all the information I need. She started at the school two years ago, right? What grade does she teach?”

“Ms. Daniels works with us as a substitute teacher,” Principal Kelly said.

“Wow,” Nikki said. “I know she moved from Duluth. I’m surprised she did that for a substitute position.”

“Her boyfriend had already moved, and she was looking for a job,” the principal replied.

The words landed like a brick. Lila had lied, again. Nikki thanked the principal for returning her call.

“So she did follow Tim down here,” Liam said.

“Let’s see what his employer remembers about Lila’s visit.”


TWELVE


Located in the northern part of Washington County, Forest Lake began as a stop on the St. Paul and Duluth Railroad not long after the Civil War. Its colorful history had always intrigued Nikki. The gangster Bugs Moran had lived in the city in the thirties, as well as Walter Mondale, a former vice president, and several politicians. Today, it was a sleepy town of around twenty thousand people, proud of its Swedish history.

Midwest Freight and Haul leased trucks to various companies, and their main campus sat on the northeast side of the city. Tim worked as a diesel mechanic with the company. Nikki didn’t know a lot about big rigs, but mechanics made decent money. Still, if Elle had been building her clientele, a mortgage, insurance, and car payments could easily eat up a chunk and make things tight, especially with two kids.

Nikki had called ahead to speak with the foreman, so she bypassed the huge building with the truck bays and parked in front of the main office. The late-afternoon sun slanted low behind the silos on Forest Lake’s north edge, catching the dust motes in the gravel lot of Midwest Freight and Haul like fireflies trapped in amber. Warm August air wrapped around their ankles, tinged with diesel and hot brakes. A row of semis huffed quietly along the chain-link fence, and Nikki smiled at the memories the scent of diesel brought her. She associated it with hot summers on the farm, watching her dad in the fields, constantly working on some piece of broken equipment.

The main building had a small counter with a harried-looking woman answering phones. She directed Nikki and Liam to sit while she called the foreman. Moments later, a lean man with a ball cap and grease-stained jeans entered the office. His dark eyes met Nikki’s. “Agent Hunt?”

Nikki introduced Liam as her partner. “Thank you for meeting with us on such short notice.”

The foreman shook each of their hands. “Clyde Renshaw. You guys find Tim?” Worry lines creased his forehead. “He’s a good man. I don’t know what the hell’s going on, but he wouldn’t hurt anyone.”

“We understand,” Liam said.

Renshaw leaned against the counter, his hands scrubbed raw but still streaked with black lines beneath his nails. “I haven’t heard from Tim since he left Saturday morning.”

“How did he seem when he clocked out?” Nikki asked.

“Fine,” Renshaw answered. “He was talking about working on Elle’s car.” He glanced at the receptionist bent over the bills while the ringing phone went unanswered. “Let’s go in my office.”

They followed him through a narrow corridor. In his small office, a desk worn at the edges by years of leaned elbows was filled with paperwork and paper coffee cups. Clyde offered chairs.

Nikki opened her notebook. “Mr. Renshaw, tell us about Tim Harper as an employee. What was he like here?”

Clyde rubbed his forehead. “Quiet, smart as they come. Never missed a shift, never asked for breaks. He arrived before dawn and worked until we locked up. Didn’t say much, but he was proud of the job, proud of his family. He’d talk about his wife and kids like they were the best parts of his day.”

Liam leaned forward. “Did Elle and his daughters ever visit him at work?”

Clyde’s gaze softened. “Elle came by every Wednesday with brownies. He’d drop what he was doing to talk to her. At the company picnic in June, they looked happy, like they belonged in the same world.”

Nikki pressed on. “Did you ever hear them argue?”

He shook his head. “Never a raised voice, even when he was frustrated with a co-worker. He’s more the mediator type.”

Nikki shifted in her chair. “Do you remember his ex stopping by?”

Clyde’s face darkened. “You don’t forget her. A few months ago, she showed up screaming, demanded to see Tim. He stepped outside to calm her, and I saw her smack him across the face before he led her away. He came back pale. Didn’t want me to call the cops. Handled it himself.”

Liam exchanged a look with Nikki. “Anything else? Anyone else who came by?”

Clyde hesitated. “There was a guy with a buzz cut who came last week looking for Tim. Tim went outside to talk to him. He didn’t seem too pleased when he came back inside, but I didn’t bug him about it.”

Nikki’s pen flew across the page. Shawn Simpson had a buzz cut. Riley had mentioned someone with a buzz cut coming by the salon. Shawn had admitted he’d stopped to talk to Elle, but he’d never mentioned seeing Tim at work. “Do you still have security footage from the day the man stopped by?”

Clyde nodded and tapped a button on the wall console. “I’ll pull the door camera clip. Give me fifteen minutes; I’ll text it to you. You’ll see a dark sedan by Tim’s green Ford Ranger.”

Nikki slid her card across the desk. “Thank you, Mr. Renshaw. Anything else—no matter how small—you call me.”

He tucked the card into his pocket. “I will, Agent Hunt.”

They were silent until they reached the Jeep. Nikki glanced at Liam. “So buzz cut guy is Shawn Simpson, and we’re going to need that warrant for Lila’s information.”

Nikki cursed the construction as she and Liam made the thirty-plus-minute drive to Shawn Simpson’s apartment. They’d barely moved a mile in the last several moments.

“I don’t know how construction guys do it.” Liam nodded at one of the men in orange vests as they inched past. “It’s hot as hell and that concrete makes it ten times worse.” Liam’s fingers flew over his open laptop. “I’m filling out the warrant for Lila Daniels, but I don’t know if her hitting him a few months ago and then having no contact will be enough to get it.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Nikki said. “Pull her address and see if we can get CCTV from around the area. I’d love to have some leverage next time I speak to her.” She sighed with relief as the traffic knot began to untangle. “I can’t wait to hear why Shawn didn’t tell us about seeing Tim at work last week. Between him coming in to control the narrative and this, I think he’s more of a suspect than Lila at this point.”

“Agreed.” Liam waved at the last construction worker as they finally got back up to speed. “Hopefully he’s home and we can surprise him.”

Nikki kept her eyes on the road, jaw tight. Her phone buzzed in the console. Unknown number.

She almost ignored it. Almost.

Nikki hit speaker. “Hunt.”

A pause, then a man’s voice, smooth and practiced. “Agent Hunt, this is Daniel Price with the Star Tribune. I wanted to confirm something before we go to print.”

Nikki’s grip on the wheel tightened. “Confirm what?”

Price hesitated, as if savoring the moment. “Is it true your daughter was the one who witnessed the shooting?”

The world seemed to tilt. Nikki’s pulse spiked, her vision narrowing on the stretch of highway ahead. She forced the car into the right lane, jaw clenched so tightly it hurt.

“You want to run that by me again?” Her voice was low, dangerous.

“I’ve got a source,” Price said, his tone almost apologetic, but not enough. “If it’s accurate, it changes the entire narrative. The public deserves to know⁠—”

“No.” The word cracked like a whip. “The public does not deserve to know. What you’re talking about is a child. A minor.”

Beside her, Liam shifted, his head snapping toward her, eyes narrowing.

“Agent Hunt, I understand your position, but⁠—”

“You don’t understand anything.” Nikki’s voice rose, sharp and cutting. “If you print one word that ties the child to this case, I will bring the full weight of the FBI down on you and your paper. Do you hear me?”

Silence. Then, carefully, “That sounds like a threat.”

“It’s a promise.” Her hands shook on the wheel, but her voice was steady and lethal. “You think you’re chasing a headline? You’re putting a target on a little girl’s back. You want to be responsible for that? You want her blood on your hands?”

Price cleared his throat. “Agent Hunt, I’m just doing my job. People are asking questions. If it’s true⁠—”

Nikki’s hands ached from her grip on the wheel. “You print it, and you’ll be obstructing an active federal investigation. You’ll be interfering with the safety of a protected witness. You’ll be finished.”

Her reflection in the windshield caught her eye. Her face was pale, her eyes blazing. She barely recognized herself.

Price’s voice faltered. “I… I didn’t mean to upset you. I thought⁠—”

“You didn’t think.” Nikki’s voice dropped to a whisper, more dangerous than a shout. “You saw a chance to exploit a child for clicks. Don’t call me again. Don’t call anyone connected to this case again. If I see so much as a hint of that child’s name in your paper, I will personally make sure your career ends in a courtroom.”

She jabbed the button, ending the call. The car filled with silence, broken only by the hum of the tires on the road.

Nikki’s hands trembled on the wheel. She forced them tighter, white-knuckled, as if she could hold herself together by sheer grip.

Liam cleared his throat. “Jesus, Nikki.”

She didn’t look at him. “Don’t.”

“You threatened a reporter.”

“I protected my daughter.” Her voice cracked, raw.

Liam leaned back, studying her. “You think he’ll print it anyway?”

Her stomach twisted. “If he does, it’s over. Lacey’s already scared. She’s already having nightmares. If her name gets out, if anyone knows she saw—” Nikki broke off, swallowing hard. “She’ll never feel safe again. And if the wrong person finds out…”

The words hung between them, heavy and unspoken.

Liam shifted, his voice softer now. “You’re right. But you can’t let them see you rattled. Reporters smell blood. If he thinks he got to you⁠—”

“He didn’t get to me.” Nikki’s laugh was sharp, humorless.

The road blurred for a moment, her eyes burning. She blinked hard, forcing the tears back. She couldn’t afford them. Not now.

Liam was quiet for a long stretch, the hum of the tires filling the silence. Finally, he said, “You ever think about walking away?”

Nikki’s head snapped toward him. “What?”

“From all of this. The Bureau. The cases. The danger. Just… walking away. For Lacey?”

Her chest tightened. “Every damn day.”

“And?”

“And I can’t.” Her voice was barely above a whisper. “Because if I walk away, someone else’s kid ends up on a slab. Someone else’s mother ends up begging me for answers I can’t give. I can’t live with that.”

Liam studied her profile, the hard line of her jaw, the way her hands gripped the wheel. “But you can live with the risk to Lacey?”

The question cut deep. Nikki’s throat closed. “No. I can’t. That’s the problem.”

The silence that followed was heavier than before.

Finally, Liam said, “Then we make sure she’s safe. Whatever it takes.”

Nikki nodded, but the fear didn’t ease. It sat heavy in her chest, a weight she couldn’t shake.

“If he prints it, Liam, I swear⁠—”

“He won’t.” Liam’s voice was firm, steady. “You scared the hell out of him. He won’t risk it.”

Nikki wanted to believe him. She wanted to believe her words had been enough. But she knew better. Words didn’t stop bullets. Words didn’t stop monsters.

She pressed harder on the gas, the car surging forward. “Then we find Tim Harper. Fast. Before anyone else decides to start talking.”

Liam nodded, his gaze fixed on the road ahead. “Agreed.”

The highway stretched out before them, endless and unforgiving. Nikki kept her eyes forward, jaw tight, the echo of the reporter’s question still ringing in her ears.

Is it true your daughter was the one who witnessed the shooting?

Her stomach twisted again. The truth had a way of bleeding out.

And when it did, she wasn’t sure she could protect Lacey from it.

Twenty minutes later, Nikki and Liam finally turned into Brick Pond Apartments, where Shawn Simpson lived. The lower-rent, older complex was surrounded by big, mature trees and a couple of men on zero-turning radius mowers taking care of the grass.

“There’s Shawn’s truck.” Liam pointed to the black vehicle parked at the end of one of the rows.

Nikki parked the Jeep, locked it, and left the engine running to keep it cooler as they headed into the building. She scanned the front of the building for security cameras but didn’t see any. Shawn had been telling the truth about that. They opened the door to a hallway that smelled faintly of cleaner and old paint, the kind of scent that clung to buildings stuck in another decade. The tan carpet was worn but vacuumed, the walls clean, the air still. Their footsteps echoed softly as they moved down the corridor.

Apartment 117 was at the end of the hall. Nikki knocked, the sound sharp against the quiet. A muffled voice cursed inside, followed by footsteps coming to the door. Shawn opened the door slowly, surprise flashing across his face. He appeared dressed for work, in jeans and paint-stained work boots, a hat covering his shorn hair.

“Uh, hi, Agents. How can I help you?”

“We’ve got some follow-up questions,” Nikki said, her tone even.

Shawn hesitated, hand still on the knob, then stepped back. “Come in.”

The one-room apartment mirrored the building: oak woodwork, white walls, tan carpet. The galley kitchen opened into a small dining nook, with mismatched furniture in the living area, dominated by a large entertainment system. A laptop sat open on a recliner; Shawn shut it quickly, the snap of the lid loud in the stillness. “What can I do for you guys?”

Liam spoke first, voice casual but steady. “You last saw Elle when you stopped at the salon, right? And Tim a few weeks ago at Riverbank Market?”

“That’s right,” Shawn said, shifting on his feet. He crossed his arms over his chest. A muscle in his jaw worked.

Nikki’s eyes stayed on him. “Why aren’t you telling us about surprising Tim at work?”

Shawn blinked and stammered. “That was… personal business. Private.”

“Nothing is private in a murder investigation,” Nikki said, her voice flat. “Omitting things makes it look like you’ve got something to hide.”

Shawn rubbed his hands together, gaze dropping to the ground. After a beat, he said, “I stopped to ask Tim if I could borrow some money. I was in a jam. He didn’t have it, and he was pissed I even asked.”

“Why didn’t you tell us that before?” Liam asked, his tone sharper now. “Instead of making yourself look like a liar?”

“I was embarrassed,” Shawn muttered. “I shouldn’t need to ask my friends for money.”

“We don’t care about your life decisions as long as they don’t involve the case,” Nikki said. “What else aren’t you telling us?”

“Nothing,” Shawn insisted.

Seconds ticked by, their eyes locked in a silent battle.

Nikki studied him, letting the silence stretch while he continued to shift nervously. “Anything else?”

“No,” Shawn said quickly, his eyes looking past Nikki to the door.

He wasn’t going to give anything up. Nikki was tired of standing in the hot apartment. “Listen, it doesn’t matter that the only security cameras are in the parking areas. We’ll get CCTV from the businesses around here. We’ll find out if you left. Stop wasting our time with lies.”

Shawn paused, jaw tightening. “I’ve told you everything.”

“Right.” Nikki thanked him and left, Liam behind her. Shawn was too jumpy, too defensive. And what had he been watching on his laptop? Was he just embarrassed about porn, or was he hiding something?

In the Jeep, Liam exhaled, tension breaking in his voice. “He’s lying.”

Nikki started the engine, eyes fixed ahead. “We need warrants for all the surrounding CCTV. There are several businesses on either side that should have security cameras as well. If he slipped out a side door, they should catch him walking.” Her phone buzzed with a text from Miller. Her mouth went dry. “There’s been a sighting of Tim at the Keystone Wildlife Management Area.”


THIRTEEN


Nikki called to check on the girls on the drive. Candace’s voice filled the Jeep’s speakers.

“Nikki,” Candace sounded out of breath. “I was just about to call you.” She laughed softly. “We just had a false alarm. I saw someone skulking around my yard. Turned out to be the neighbor looking for a baseball.”

“Thank God,” Nikki said. “We’ve had a possible sighting of Tim that we’re going to investigate. Keystone Wildlife Management Area.”

“That’s aways from here,” Candace said. “But I’ll call the security at the gate and let them know.”

“How are the girls doing?” Nikki asked.

“Better today,” Candace said. “Maisy is very excited to see Aunt Maggie.”

Nikki passed a left lane camper on the right, resisting the urge to glare at the driver. “She’ll be happy to hear that. I’ll check in with you later today. Call me if anything else happens.”

At over eighteen hundred acres, the Keystone Wildlife Management Area was the county’s largest tract of undeveloped land, and the mix of hardwood forests, wetlands, and grasslands, along with small lakes, made it the perfect hideout for someone on the run from law enforcement. Miller had arranged for them to meet at the main entrance, near the DNR’s satellite building.

Late-afternoon sun beat down on the group. Nikki pulled on her FBI cap to protect her face from the sun’s glare and quickly changed out of her sneakers for boots better suited for walking through the woods and muck. She checked to make sure she had her Kevlar vest and gun, along with extra ammo. Liam did the same before they joined the group standing around Miller’s Suburban.

Miller, Reynolds, two deputies and two K9 handlers waited, the dogs straining against their leads. Two drone pilots hastily got their equipment ready to help search. She nodded at the K9 handlers getting their dogs ready to chase Tim’s scent and then turned to Miller. “You think this is a legit tip?”

“Caller described Tim and his clothes pretty accurately,” Miller said. “He was walking pretty fast along the tree line and then ducked into the woods when he noticed the witness.”

“Could have been anyone,” Nikki said.

“I know, but we can’t ignore the tip.” Miller adjusted the mic on his shoulder.

“Have you been able to track the call?” Liam asked.

“They left the message on the tip line earlier today, and it took our people a while to get through all of them.” Miller adjusted his Kevlar. “We called back and got automatic voicemail. Ran the phone number, and the carrier wouldn’t tell us much, but they did confirm SIM was activated without a billing address or a plan.”

“Sounds like a burner.” Nikki immediately thought of the call that had lured Elle out of her home to her death. “Hopefully it’s not someone playing with us.” They couldn’t skip searching the area, but her gut told her it would be a waste of time. She glanced around at the imposing woods. The air smelled of pine and damp earth, the woods stretching dark and dense beyond the trailhead. Miller spread a map across the hood of his SUV, flashlight beam steady on the paper. “Area’s big and butts up to Big Marine Park Reserve. We’ve got eyes around Big Marine. We need to clear this area.”

He tapped the map. “One K9 enters from the east, the other from the west. Nikki and Liam, you’ll start from the south. Reynolds and I will drive up and start from the north, near Big Marine. We converge in the middle. The dogs have Tim’s scent,” Miller said. “If he’s been in here, they’ll find him.”

Nikki and Liam moved into their section, flashlights cutting narrow beams through the undergrowth. They spread out about twenty-five feet apart, scanning for any sign of someone squatting in the woods. Branches snapped underfoot, the silence between them broken only by the dogs barking faintly in the distance.

“Keep an eye on the trees,” Liam reminded her. They walked in silence for a while, both panting in the heat. Nikki sipped from her big water bottle, careful to ration it. Her hair was limp with sweat and stuck to the back of her neck, and her face felt like she’d stuck it into the oven.

“I think Tim’s dead.” Nikki broke the silence. “Unless this lead turns out to be something, there’s been no sign of him. Lacey acted so quickly, we’d have caught him on camera somewhere.”

“Everyone seems to think he’s not capable.” Liam stepped over a fallen log and then stopped to help Nikki and her shorter legs over. “But they were having financial problems. Maybe he thought this was his way out.”

“Maybe, but it feels wrong.” She glanced at the slowly darkening sky. “So does this.”

A few minutes later, Liam’s voice cut through the silence. “How’s Lacey doing?”

Her stomach twisted at the thought of everything her daughter had gone through. “Okay, I think,” Nikki said. “She’s still seeing it over and over again, but I told her that it will slowly go away, and she’ll be able to control the memory more.”

“She’s a tough cookie.”

“She’s had no choice.” Resentment rushed through Nikki, quickly replaced by guilt. Her job was the reason Lacey’s life had been so drastically altered. Her father had been killed several years ago by a serial killer Nikki had chased. Witnessing Elle’s murder had been a stroke of bad luck, but Lacey’s ability to respond came from growing up too early.

Liam wiped his sweating face with his untucked shirt. “If you think Tim’s a victim, then let’s talk about the profile.”

“It’s someone who knew Elle and Tim.” Nikki had little doubt. “Someone Elle trusted to walk outside and leave her children in the house. Mothers wouldn’t do that for some stranger on the phone.”

“She’d definitely trust Shawn Simpson,” Liam told her. “But not Lila.”

“Unless Lila manipulated her to the point Elle felt like she had to come outside.”

Nikki slowed, the hair on her neck prickling. The trees felt too still, the shadows too deep. She hadn’t felt this way since the Frost killer, as though someone was always one step ahead, watching. A branch snapped somewhere ahead of them. They both dropped into a crouch, guns drawn. Nikki’s heart pounded as she waited to see what emerged from the rustling brush. A six-point buck shouldered his way through the thicket. Nikki breathed a sigh of relief.

The late-afternoon sun filtered through the canopy in sharp beams that dappled the forest floor. The air smelled of pine and damp earth, the kind of clean mountain scent that should have been calming. Instead, Nikki’s nerves thrummed with every step. The search grid stretched around them, deputies moving in staggered lines, the occasional bark of a K9 punctuating the silence.

She lifted a hand, signaling Liam to pause. The woods had gone still. No birdsong, no rustle of squirrels. Just the faint hum of insects and the crunch of boots on dry needles.

A branch snapped.

Nikki’s head jerked toward the sound. Sunlight flashed off movement at the edge of a clearing—a figure, broad-shouldered, dark shirt, jeans, brown hair.

“Hey!” Liam shouted.

The man bolted.

Nikki lunged forward, branches whipping at her arms as she tore through the undergrowth. Liam pounded the ground beside her, both crashing after the runner. The man’s silhouette darted between shafts of sunlight, fast and desperate.

“Stop! FBI!” Liam’s voice carried, but the man only pushed harder, weaving through the trees.

Nikki’s lungs burned, her legs screaming as she forced herself faster. For a heartbeat, she let herself believe—Tim Harper. It had to be. The build, the frantic flight, the way he didn’t look back. No matter what he might have done, those girls would have a parent left.

The man stumbled over a root, caught himself and sprinted again. Liam surged ahead, closing the gap. With a final burst, he tackled the runner from behind. They hit the ground hard, rolling in a tangle of limbs and dirt.

Nikki skidded to a stop, chest heaving, sunlight glaring off her flashlight’s metal casing as she pointed it at the figure on the ground.

It’s not Tim.

Her stomach dropped. The man was younger, maybe mid-twenties, with shaggy brown hair and wide, terrified eyes. His chest heaved as he tried to twist free.

“Get off me! I didn’t do anything!”

Liam pinned him, breath ragged. “Then why the hell did you run?”

The man’s gaze darted between them, panic sharp in his voice. “I—I thought you were rangers or something. I was just—” He broke off, swallowing hard.

Nikki crouched, sunlight hot on the back of her neck. “Just what?”

He hesitated, then blurted, “Smoking weed, okay? That’s it.”

The words hung in the air, absurd after the chase. Nikki’s pulse still thundered, her body trembling with the adrenaline crash. She studied him, searching for any sign of deception, but all she saw was a kid who’d made a stupid choice and panicked.

“You ran like your life depended on it,” she said, voice low. “Recreational marijuana is legal here now. Why the hell would you run from us? We can’t arrest you for that.”

His eyes flicked away. “I heard you yelling. I thought—hell, I don’t know what I thought. I just ran.”

Liam eased back, still holding him down but less forceful now. “You nearly gave us a heart attack.”

The man winced. “Sorry. I swear, I don’t know anything about… whatever you’re looking for.”

Nikki straightened, scanning the clearing. For a moment, she’d believed it was Tim. The disappointment was a physical ache, sharp and hollow.

She forced her voice steady. “What’s your name?”

“Derek. Derek Lawson.”

“You out here alone, Derek?”

He nodded quickly. “Yeah. Just me. I didn’t see anybody else.”

Nikki gave Liam a small nod. He released him, stepping back. Derek scrambled to his feet, brushing dirt from his jeans, eyes still wide.

“You need to head home,” Nikki said, her tone clipped. “And if you’re smart, you’ll stay out of these woods for a while.”

He bobbed his head, eager. “Yeah. Yeah, I will. Sorry again.”

He backed away, then turned and disappeared into the trees, his footsteps fading.

Silence settled again, broken only by the drone of cicadas and Nikki’s ragged breathing. She pressed a hand to her chest, trying to steady the pounding.

Liam muttered, “All that for a kid with a joint.”

Nikki’s jaw tightened. “Could’ve been him.”

“Yeah. But it wasn’t.”

She swept her gaze across the clearing one more time, the sunlight glaring off every leaf, every branch. Tim was still out there, slipping through their fingers. And every false lead, every wasted chase, was another reminder of how close they were to losing him for good.

Nikki exhaled, forcing the frustration down. “Let’s keep moving.”

Liam nodded, and together they pushed back into the trees, the shadows swallowing them whole.

Three hours later, with the sun dipping fast in the west, the group reconvened at the same location. “Dogs hit on anything?”

Miller shook his head. “Not a damn thing. I should have called it an hour ago, but it’s a big area. We’ll keep the drones in the air for a while.”

“If the killer called from the same burner phone they used to call Elle Saturday morning, we can track it,” Liam said. “We’ll need a warrant from the carrier and backtrack from Elle’s records. But it’s worth trying.”


FOURTEEN


The woman sat in the driver’s seat, engine off, the dash clock glowing faintly in the dark. Her hands were locked on the wheel, knuckles pale. The lot was empty except for a single buzzing streetlight.

The passenger door opened, and he slid in, the seat groaning under his weight. He smelled faintly of smoke and sweat, like he’d been pacing outside before working up the nerve to get in.

Neither spoke at first. The silence was thick, suffocating.

Finally, she turned, voice sharp. “You had motive.”

His jaw flexed. “So did you.”

Her pulse jumped, but she didn’t look away. “Don’t twist this. Elle’s dead. And you’re not exactly innocent.”

He leaned back, arms crossed, gaze steady. “Neither are you. You hated her.”

Her throat tightened. “I didn’t hate her. But someone else did.”

His eyes narrowed. “Who?”

She hesitated, then shook her head. “You already know. She wanted Elle gone. She said it more than once.”

He shifted, restless. “People say things when they’re angry. Doesn’t mean they follow through.”

“She meant it,” the woman said, her voice low. “You saw the way she looked at Elle. Like she was a problem that needed to be erased.”

He stared at her, jaw working. “And you think that makes her a killer?”

“I think it makes her capable.”

The silence stretched, broken only by the tick of the cooling engine.

Finally, he said, “You’re hiding something.”

“So are you.”

Her nails dug into the steering wheel. “If you know who did this, tell me.”

“If you know, you tell me.”

The words mirrored each other, sharp as knives.

For a long moment, neither spoke. The air inside the car was heavy, suffocating.

Finally, he exhaled, shoulders sagging. “I didn’t kill her.”

The woman’s stomach twisted. He was telling the truth. “Then we’re both in danger.”

The words hung in the air, heavy with truth.

She turned the key, the engine rumbling to life. “If you’re lying to me⁠—”

“I’m not.”

“Then we find him. Together.”

His mouth curved in a humorless smile. “Like old times?”

Her grip tightened on the wheel. “No. Nothing like old times.”

The car pulled out of the lot, taillights bleeding red into the night.


FIFTEEN


Nikki was glad to see the security at the social worker’s community had already been briefed on the situation with Tim. After making sure the guard had a photo of Tim Harper, Nikki drove down the street past manicured hedges into the cul-de-sac. Streetlamps pooled golden light onto the asphalt, and a humid breeze carried the faint scent of honeysuckle and freshly trimmed grass. Candace Walker’s ranch-style house stood near the end of the circle, a single-story cottage with white siding, blue shutters and a small porch framed by climbing roses.

Nikki killed the engine and stepped out, making sure she had everything she needed in her bag. Beyond the soft hum of cicadas, she heard the distant drip of a sprinkler system winding down after its evening run.

She admired the roses as she climbed the small porch and knocked.

Candace appeared on the porch almost immediately. In her late fifties, she moved with the confidence of a social worker who’s spent decades guiding children through upheaval. Her silver-tipped hair was pulled back in a loose bun; her eyes, warm and alert, flew to Nikki’s face.

“Nikki,” she said, voice steady. “Come on in.”

Nikki had worked with Candace on previous cases and trusted her with the two little girls.

Inside, the foyer smelled of vanilla and lavender. Shoes, including a little pink pair of sandals, lined the entryway.

The living room lay beyond, bathed in the glow of a single table lamp. On one side, six-month-old Maya slept in a mesh-sided playpen, her tiny hands curled into fists. On the other, four-year-old Maisy lay on a cream-colored couch, knees tucked in, head resting on a pastel pillow. Candace had pulled a well-worn blanket over the little girl.

Candace gestured toward her kitchen. Nikki followed, careful not to wake up either child. Ducks and roosters decorated the small room.

“Can I get you anything?” Candace directed Nikki to sit at the round table in the middle of the room.

“No, thanks. Why don’t you come rest?”

Candace sank into the chair across from Nikki. “Is there any sign of the father?”

“No, and that’s one of the things I wanted to talk to you about,” Nikki said. “Turns out, Maisy isn’t Tim Harper’s biological child. Her father was killed in a wreck when she was a baby.”

Candace pressed her hand to her heart. “And now she’s lost her mama?” she whispered.

Nikki nodded, swallowing the lump in her throat. “I spoke to the father’s family yesterday. I’m not sure if you heard about the Cooper Electric fire on the news, but that’s the same family.”

A flicker of fear crossed Candace’s face. “That seems like one heck of a coincidence, Nikki.”

“We think so too,” Nikki admitted. “But the fire marshal’s handling that case, so until we get direct evidence, there’s not much to go on. I gave Tammy your number.”

“I spoke with Tammy about an hour ago,” Candace said. “She introduced herself as the girls’ grandmother. Now I know why she sounded so exhausted. She’s worried about the girls but asked for a little time. I told her she could come by tomorrow afternoon.”

“That makes sense,” Nikki said. “Did she ask about both girls?”

“She did,” Candace confirmed. “She called them her grandchildren—didn’t split hairs between Maya and Maisy. She sounded relieved they’re together.” Candace drummed her fingers on the table for a moment. “I explained to Tammy that I was willing to allow visitation, but as far as custody goes, the kids stay with me until Tim shows up and is cleared or we decide to look for a placement. I’d like to allow at least a few days before we do that.”

“Me too,” Nikki said. “I truly don’t expect Tim to show up here, but I’d rather the girls be here than at the Coopers’. Much more accessible neighborhood, and I don’t want to put the Coopers in that position should Tim show up.”

She glanced around Candace’s shoulder to the living room. She could see Maisy’s little toes sticking out from under the blanket. “How are they doing?”

“Maya’s a dream,” Candace replied with a smile. “Almost never cries. She smiles at everyone—like she already knows she’s safe. I wish mine had been that easy when they were babies.” She let out a small sigh and tipped her chin toward Maisy. “Maisy’s quiet. She knows her mom is hurt bad and can’t talk to her.”

Nikki leaned forward. “Has she mentioned Tim?”

Candace’s throat clenched. “She keeps asking, ‘Why isn’t Daddy taking me to see Mommy?’ I told her we’re still looking for him.” She paused. “She hasn’t said much since. I think she knows it’s complicated.”

Nikki nodded. “The social worker from the sheriff’s office will stop by tomorrow morning. We’ll have her check in, make sure the girls are getting the support they need. I know it’s hard to handle all of this on your own.”

Candace’s shoulders eased fractionally. “Thank you. I can handle the practical stuff, but grief’s different with children. I need to make sure I’m not missing anything.”

A soft voice came from the living room.

“That’ll be Maisy.” Candace rose and hurried into the adjacent living room. Nikki followed her, a knot forming in her throat when she saw little Maisy sitting up, her bright blue eyes blinking in the lamplight. Her blonde curls framed a small face creased with sleep. She noticed Nikki and pulled the blanket closer to her little body.

Nikki offered a gentle smile. Maisy’s voice was small but steady. “Is—are you the police lady?”

Nikki’s chest tightened. “I’m here to help,” she said softly. “I’m Lacey’s mom. You can call me Nikki.”

Maisy hugged the shawl tighter around her. “Mama?” Tears flickered in her eyes. “Daddy?”

Candace rose from the armrest and crouched beside her, pulling Maisy close. The couch creaked under their weight. “Here you go, sweetheart.” She handed Maisy a well-loved teddy bear, its fur thin in places, a heart-shaped patch sewn over one paw. “Auntie Maggie’s coming tomorrow. Isn’t that exciting?”

Maisy pressed the bear to her cheek but shook her head. “Is Mommy coming tomorrow to get me?”

Candace swallowed, and Nikki saw the hesitation in her eyes, a split-second question of how to soften the blow. Candace tucked Maisy’s curls behind her ear. “Mommy… Mommy can’t come to get you because she’s gone to heaven. She’s helping God with a very special job, and she wanted you to be proud of her.”

Maisy’s lower lip quivered. “Will she come for my birthday?”

Candace set the bear on the couch beside the little girl, then wound her arm around Maisy’s shoulders. “She’s always with you,” she whispered. “In every hug, every smile, every time you laugh.” She gave Maisy’s hand a gentle squeeze.

Maisy’s eyes fluttered closed, and she leaned into Candace as though seeking warmth from her sleeve. Behind them, Maya stirred once, then shifted back to sleep.

Nikki’s throat felt raw. She glanced away, blinking back her own wave of emotion. She was good at facts—timelines, evidence, interviews—but children’s grief had its own language she was still learning.

Candace rose slowly, letting Maisy settle against the couch.

Nikki moved toward the door. “You’re doing an incredible job, Candace. I didn’t know what to say to her. I don’t know how you do it.”

Candace managed a small smile, eyes glistening. “Thank you, Nikki. It means a lot. I’ll check in with you tomorrow.”

Outside, the night air felt cooler against Nikki’s skin. She breathed in, letting the scents of roses settle around her. She leaned one shoulder against the Jeep, running her hand over the hood. She’d carry the grief in Maisy’s eyes for the rest of her life. Losing her own parents at sixteen had been hard enough, but a four-year-old who needed her mother? Nikki couldn’t imagine. And poor little Maya would never get to know the woman who’d brought her life.

Nikki wiped her eyes and climbed into the Jeep, closed the door, and started the engine. The headlights cut through the dark as she pulled out of the quiet community, the gate closing behind her.


SIXTEEN


The moon sagged low over Barker Lake, swollen and bruised, its edges eaten by shifting clouds. Light leaked in ragged stripes across the black water, silvering the cattails where cicadas rasped their slow, tired song. Bullfrogs answered in lazy croaks. The air stuck wet to every inch of exposed skin, thick with the mingled reek of lake rot, bug spray, and the faint chemical bite of cheap whiskey.

Glass clinked against rock near the fire pit they’d never gotten around to lighting. A thin trickle of laughter wove through the night, already loosened by booze. They weren’t supposed to be here, which made the night all the more fun. Brandon hoped the farmer on the other side of the lake didn’t catch them.

“Barker Lake is cursed,” Syd announced, her words wobbling, followed by a high-pitched giggle. She stood knee-deep at the shoreline, beer can swaying in one hand, the other flicking cold water toward Em. “We’re all gonna wake up with scales.”

Em snorted, peeled off her shirt in one impatient motion, and waded forward until the black water took her in up to her hips. “We’re not waking up,” she said, voice flat with the brand of mock seriousness only she could manage. “We’re already dead.” Then she dove cleanly, barely a splash, vanishing under the surface.

Brandon watched her go, the pale line of her back swallowed by dark water. He muttered something under his breath, half amusement, half irritation, before plodding out into chest-deep water. He was drunk enough to feel untouchable, exhausted enough to think that was true.

Up by the trees, Tanner and Hailey had claimed a hammock strung too low between two willows. The netting sagged alarmingly, threatening to dump them into the weeds. Hailey’s laugh threaded through the steady drone of crickets as Tanner brushed his mouth against her hair.

Brandon kept going until the lake cradled him from all sides. The dock was a shadow a hundred yards north, abandoned since August’s end. No rangers. No curious neighbors. No eyes but theirs, and the still, wide dark.

He flipped onto his back, letting the gentle slap of small waves carry him. Above, the moon blinked in and out of view, shrouded by ragged clouds. His mind fuzzed pleasantly, the alcohol dulling edges, until a prickling awareness cut through.

He rolled forward, sucked in a breath, and ducked under. Five seconds of blessed cool wrapped around his head, clearing some of the haze.

His foot hit something.

Solid. Not the rubbery give of lake weed. Not the scrape of stone.

Metal.

He came up choking, water spilling from his mouth and nose. “What the hell⁠—?”

Em broke the surface beside him, hair slicked to her skull, eyes bright with adrenaline. “You okay?”

“There’s something down there,” he said, still coughing. “It’s not a log. I felt it. It’s metal. Flat. Wide.”

Her smirk slipped, replaced by a small frown. “Like… a boat?”

He shook his head, sending droplets into the dark. “Too big. Way too big.”

For a moment, neither moved. The night seemed to gather close, cicadas thrumming louder, moonlight snagging on the restless ripple between them.

Then they both went under.

Brandon led, arms pulling hard, Em close enough behind that he could sense her kicks. The cold deepened as they sank. Moonlight fractured above, breaking into pale ribbons that bled into the murk.

And there, emerging from shadow, was a wall of dull steel. He stretched a hand; fingertips skimmed a surface pitted with rust. His other hand found a side mirror, twisted inward like a folded wing. Something jagged scraped his ankle.

He twisted for a better look, and the outline resolved. Not a wall.

A truck.

It crouched at an angle, nose down in the silt, its shadowy bulk looming larger with every kick forward. Lake muck clung to the hood in shaggy ropes.

He pointed, and Em’s eyes went wide behind the cloudy veil of water. She drifted closer, hand skimming over the hood, then along the door until her palm flattened against the driver’s window.

Something shifted inside.

A pale oval took shape in the gloom. Skin leached of color. A shirt plastered to a chest unmoving. Eyes open, staring through the distorted pane.

Brandon’s gut cinched hard. The sudden urge for air clawed at him. Em jerked upward in a trail of silver bubbles, kicking hard toward the surface.

He was right behind her, breaking into open air with a gasp that ripped his throat raw. The taste of lake water and bile burned at the back of his tongue. He coughed until his ribs hurt.

“It’s a body,” Em rasped, voice so low it almost dissolved into the night. “Someone’s still in there.”

On shore, the hammock sagged empty. Hailey stood near the fire pit now, phone in hand, flashlight beam jittering across the water in skittish arcs.

“What’s going on?” Syd called from the shoreline.

Brandon swam hard for the shallows, each stroke heavier than the last. “Call someone,” he said hoarsely, spitting lake water. “Get your phone. Now.”

Em treaded water, her breath sharp and shallow. “It’s a Ranger,” she said, gaze flicking to the black gape of the lake behind her. “A full truck. I don’t think it’s been down there long.”

Syd’s beer hit the dirt with a soft thud, foam sloshing over her fingers. She was already moving, bare feet thudding against damp soil as she sprinted to her bag.

Hailey was dialing before Syd reached her, eyes fixed on the place where Brandon and Em had surfaced. Her flashlight quivered, catching quick glints off the shifting ripples.

Brandon dragged himself onto the bank, knees giving way so he landed hard against a root, chest heaving. The weight of what they’d found pressed down, thick as the night air.

Somewhere beyond, the lake settled again. The frogs resumed their slow percussion. The cicadas’ metallic chant filled the spaces between breaths.

Barker Lake looked the same as it had minutes ago.

But it wasn’t.


SEVENTEEN


Nikki latched the front door behind her, the last chirr of cicadas unraveling into a hushed evening. The porch light cast a warm, buzzing glow across the slate steps. Inside, the sweet scent of basil and tomato sauce made Nikki’s stomach growl.

In the kitchen, Rory stood at the counter, one hand wrapped around a clear glass jug of iced tea, the other dropping cubes into two tall glasses. Beside him, a homemade lasagna cooled on a wire rack: thin crusts painted with olive oil, scattered basil leaves crisping at the edges, ribbons of melted mozzarella pooling in golden rivulets.

“Lacey wanted to come home tonight and get a few things, but she’ll be back with my folks tomorrow,” Rory told her.

They hadn’t discussed the obvious: so far, the news hadn’t reported anything about a witness, but Nikki wasn’t about to take any chances. “Good. I didn’t think I’d get to see her tonight.”

Nikki closed her eyes against the day’s fatigue, trying to steady the churn in her chest. She forced a tired smile and hugged Rory’s shoulders from behind. She was so grateful for his parents and brother, who loved Lacey like their own.

“Thank you,” Nikki whispered. “I’m going to check on her.” She headed down the hall, memories fluttering: Lacey’s first day at school, the late-night story sessions, the Easter egg hunts in the yard. The lights were dim, just enough to see the framed family photos lining the wall: Lacey’s ninth birthday dance recital, a snapshot of Nikki and Rory on their wedding day.

Outside Lacey’s door, Nikki pressed a hand to the doorframe, inhaled the soft scent of her daughter’s favorite lavender lotion, and eased inside.

Lacey sat on the edge of the bed, curls damp from a late bath, legs crossed at the ankles under a patchwork quilt. Her small frame was hunched forward, hands folded in her lap, jaw shut tight as though holding back a storm. Nikki knelt and brushed a loose curl from Lacey’s forehead. Her daughter’s eyes were glassy.

“Did you eat some of Dad’s lasagna?” Referring to Rory as dad still sent warm feelings through her. Lacey had lost her biological father to a killing several years ago, they kept Tyler in their hearts, but she’d grown to love Rory as a father and asked to call him Dad.

“Yeah.” Lacey pushed a curl out of her eyes. “Are you mad I came home tonight?”

Nikki rushed to her daughter’s side. “Of course not. Why would I be mad?”

Lacey’s dark eyes stared into hers. “Mom, I know why I’m staying there. Do you think people will find out I’m the one who called the police?”

Nikki sat down on the bed next to her. “No, I don’t. Since you’re a minor, we’re allowed to keep your name private. Having you at Grandma and Grandpa’s is just a precaution and for my peace of mind. You need to be with people who love you while Dad and I are working all day.” Nikki smoothed Lacey’s damp curls. “How’re you really doing, baby?” Her voice cracked on the last word.

Lacey looked at the quilt and then at Nikki. “I keep forgetting, like everything is normal,” she whispered, voice raw and small. “And then wham! It slaps me in the face.”

Nikki felt her throat constrict. She reached out, threading her thumb over Lacey’s knuckle. “It doesn’t work on our schedule,” she said gently. “Memories come when they’re ready.”

Lacey’s lower lip trembled. She lifted her chin, met Nikki’s eyes. “Have they found Maisy’s dad?”

“Not yet,” Nikki said, brushing each word across Lacey’s cheek. “But we’re looking, and we won’t stop until we know what happened.”

Lacey searched her eyes. “What if you don’t catch them?”

Nikki cupped her daughter’s face, brushing tears from the corners of Lacey’s eyes. “I can’t promise every story has a happy ending,” she said, voice thick. “But I will hunt this killer to the ends of the earth, no matter how long it takes.”

Lacey’s tears slipped free. She leaned in and pressed a kiss to Nikki’s cheek.

Nikki stayed until Lacey’s breathing evened out, each inhale soft and sure. Then she tucked the quilt around her daughter, kissed the top of Lacey’s head.

How many nights had Nikki spent as a teenager reliving the horror of finding her parents? How many years had it taken for those memories not to be the first ones whenever she thought about her parents? How long before horror stopped flashing through her daughter’s eyes?

She slipped from the room, closing the door on that small world of safety. Nikki rejoined Rory in the kitchen for a piece of warmed-up lasagna. They sat at the little breakfast nook, the only table that fit in this kitchen. Outside the window, the moon glowed in the cloudless sky. They ate the lasagna in companionable quiet.

Afterward, they cleared the dishes together, Rory stacking plates in the dishwasher, Nikki wiping the counter until the basil flecks disappeared. Clean surfaces felt like a ritual: scrub away the day and maybe with it the unease.

“Think she’ll sleep okay with Grandma tomorrow?” Nikki asked quietly, resting her head on Rory’s shoulder.

“I’m sure she will,” he answered. “If she doesn’t, we’ll figure something out.”

Relief washed over Nikki. Together, they’d shoulder this. Together, they’d protect Lacey until the case let them rest.

Back in the living room, Rory sat cross-legged on the couch, watching the soccer game on mute while Nikki went over her case notes. He paid no attention to what she was doing, but he was there, nonetheless.

A chime sounded from Nikki’s phone, breaking the silence. Dread settled into Nikki’s stomach as she read Miller’s text: RANGER. BARKER LAKE. BODY INSIDE.

Nikki’s heart slammed against her ribs. The paper in her lap slipped to the floor. Rory froze.

“What is it?” he whispered.

Nikki’s fingers trembled across the screen. She exhaled, voice barely more than air. “It’s Tim.”


EIGHTEEN


Some of the heat had broken with nightfall, but it still pressed close, thick with the smell of algae and mud, turning each breath into something to push through. The moon hung swollen behind a rag of a cloud, its light warping across the water in broken veins. Cicadas sawed from the cottonwoods, bullfrogs answering with slow, guttural notes as Nikki drove toward the water.

Barker Lake wasn’t a recreational lake. Owned and operated by the state, it had no public access and was surrounded by a private livestock grazing corporation. Why had Tim been here? Had he been lured?

Fog clung to the ragged shoreline, muting the rust-red lines of livestock fencing marking the edge between private pasture and preserve. The light on an all-terrain vehicle jittered in the damp breeze, throwing torn silhouettes across water where the cottonwood reflections wavered and bled with the slow current.

Nikki cut the Jeep’s engine and stepped into August air so thick it felt almost wet against her skin. Sweet cut grass soured quickly under the reek of the stale lake water. Mosquitoes landed instantly. Across the inlet, a barred owl called, but the fog offered no reply.

Nikki pulled on gloves and headed toward the yellow tape. Dr. Blanchard, Chief Medical Examiner, had already arrived along with Courtney.

Both had on waders and were standing near Commander Marlee Minor, who stood thigh-deep in black muck at the water’s lip, a tablet balanced on one palm. Washington County’s dive team was among the best in the country, and Nikki had worked with them in multiple cases over the years.

Nikki spotted Miller walking up the shoreline and joined him. “Who found the truck?”

Miller wiped his brow with his forearm. “Teenagers snuck in here to party and decided to jump in the lake. Got the scare of their lives.”

Nikki couldn’t imagine swimming in a lake, let alone discovering something. She hated feeling the fish and other creatures around her. “How deep is the lake?”

“DNR says it’s about sixteen feet in the middle.” He pointed to the western side of the lake, where the dive team had set up. “Right over there, just past the dock, is eleven feet, drops pretty quickly.”

“That’s not public knowledge, though,” Nikki said. “You’d have to search for that information, be familiar enough with the lake to know where to push the truck in.”

“Right,” Miller agreed. “I don’t know too many people who commit suicide and then drive themselves into the water to hide it.”

“It might have been months or longer before he was found if those kids hadn’t been where they shouldn’t have been.”

They walked over to the three women watching the sonar. Nikki nudged Courtney in greeting, not wanting to disrupt the dive commander. They watched the screen as the sonar image wavered with interference, then sharpened into the shadowy outline of the Ford Ranger, nose-down in the water, chassis wedged between broken river rock and soft pockets that could swallow a foot whole.

“Sediment’s loose,” Marlee said, thumb tracing the cloudy bloom on-screen. “Visibility’s near zero. We’ll slow-lift.”

Behind her, her counterpart worked the perimeter on the mic, adjusting floodlight angles to avoid backscatter. Near the reeds, algae pooled yellow-green where runoff fed it, each sweep of light slicking the surface in oily color.

“Once the truck is back on land, we’ll extricate his body and then get the truck back to the FBI where I can tear it apart,” Courtney muttered to her.

Two divers ghosted into the shallows, masks black under the glare. One kick and the lake closed over them. Off to Nikki’s right, the tethered camera feed bloomed grainy green, the water dense with suspended grit.

“Ranger located,” a diver’s voice crackled in her earpiece. “Roof rack intact. Securing slings. Occupant present.”

The words slid cold down Nikki’s spine. The lake rocked against the bank in slow inhales while the divers looped webbed straps over the rack and clipped on heavy yellow lift bags. Each hiss of air made them swell, stirring silt in lazy curtains.

The tow truck driver eased the boom, steel groaning in the fog. The Ranger peeled free of the lakebed with a wet pop of suction. Water streamed away in ochre sheets. The truck swung toward the modular dock, the plastic cubes rocking until the load steadied. Snails clotted in the wheel wells, ribbon weed trailed through the mirrors, flashing green in lamplight before the darkness claimed it again.

Nikki followed Courtney and Blanchard onto the slick planks, steadying herself against an upright post. Blanchard shined her light in the yellowed window. The cab beyond the glass was a terrarium of shadow and rot: a man in his early forties, skin wax pale, shirt ballooned with water, slumped with his head tipped toward the passenger side. Water filled the cab up to the bench seat. Working together, Miller and Blanchard used a Slim Jim to unlock the truck while Courtney placed a large tub next to the driver’s side to catch any crucial evidence once they opened the door.

Nikki covered her nose and braced herself as the door slowly opened, the smell of death choking the group. Water filled the basin, but Nikki didn’t see anything other than debris in it. Courtney would still sift through it all to make sure nothing had been missed.

Trying not to breathe, Nikki peered into the cab. She reached through the open window and grabbed the wallet off the dash. The body’s description matched Tim’s, along with the green Ford Ranger, but water decay required an identification. She opened the wallet, sadness sweeping over her. “It’s him.”

A compact .38 lay in Tim’s lap, barrel filmed in algae and grit, settled exactly where gravity would drop it from a hand gone slack. It wasn’t the weapon that had killed Elle.

Dr. Blanchard’s waterproof LED swept the scene. “Photograph first.”

She and Courtney worked methodically, framing the gun in relation to his feet, the silt pattern on the floor pan, the gentle sway of hair at his temple. Shifting the beam caught the clouded crystal of a battered Casio on his right wrist, its hands locked at 8:13 a.m. A small dark hole in his left temple made it easy to determine how he’d died.

Nikki felt a wave of relief wash over her despite the situation. Tim could not have killed Elle. He’d died before her, somehow lured off the road.

“No chance of getting any gunshot residue on his fingers?”

“I highly doubt it,” Courtney answered. “GSR won’t like this much soak.”

Blanchard slipped swabs into Tim’s palm, rolling them to gather what might still cling. More swabs traced his temple and collar, each vial sealed underwater, labels smoothed flat.

The crane hauled again. The Ranger rolled onto the waiting trailer, and when the passenger door opened, lake water belched out with the copper-tinged scent of old blood. Blanchard and her death investigator worked Tim free under a waterproof sheet. Courtney bent into the driver’s side, peeled back carpet to where foam padding ran black with coagulum, scraped fibers and any tissue flecks into labeled capsules.

“Make sure you swab the steering wheel and the cab, including the doors, for anything that could have survived,” Miller said.

“You’re not getting fingerprints,” Courtney said. “But we might be able to determine a cleaning agent. Just depends on where we can get samples from.”

Nikki wasn’t sure how much time had passed since they started working to remove Tim’s body, but she could see twilight on the eastern horizon. “We know he didn’t shoot Elle, going by the watch. His watch stopped before Elle was shot,” she told the sheriff. “We’re looking for someone who had issues with both Tim and Elle and knew this lake well. Shawn Simpson and Lila Daniels still fit the bill.”

“See if they’re registered owners of a .38,” Miller answered. “Although we won’t get that lucky.”

Nikki thought of two little girls without parents as Blanchard and the investigator secured Tim and headed back to the medical examiner’s office. Maggie had lost her brother and closest friend. She’d stopped trying to understand the world’s evil a long time ago. Serial killers were easy to read. But crimes like this, destroying an entire family, would never make sense to Nikki. “Court, I’ve got to go tell Maggie Harper before the news catches wind, but I’ll stop by in a few hours to check in.”


NINETEEN


The Lowell Inn’s door gave under her hand with a soft gasp, and Nikki stepped from the August heat into curated quiet. Light slanted through the tall panes, washing the floral wallpaper in a honeyed glow. The place smelled like beeswax and old paper, the polished banister catching the sun. Somewhere deeper in the building, a grandfather clock counted time in measured ticks that felt too calm for what Nikki carried. She climbed the stairs to Maggie’s second-floor room, hands shaking with dread.

Nikki gathered herself before gently knocking on the door. She didn’t want to wake up other guests in the wee hours of the morning. She debated texting Maggie to see if she was awake, but the sudden shuffling on the other side of the door answered her question.

The door opened. Maggie stood wrapped in a robe that went down to her knees, her hair tousled from sleep. Fear flashed in her eyes. “Agent Hunt? What are you doing here?”

“I need to talk to you.”

Maggie’s hand gripped the door handle as she moved aside to let Nikki into the room. “It couldn’t wait a couple of hours?” Her attempt at lightening the mood fell flat.

Nikki let the door ease shut behind her and stood a beat to collect what needed to be said and what needed to be held back. Barker Lake clung to her clothes anyway. She kept the images compartmentalized, locked where they belonged: Tim slumped behind glass; a thin trickle running from the truck’s bed like the lake refusing to let go. This room did not get those details.

Maggie sat down in the wingback near the west window, half-turned toward the street. Her phone lay across her knee, thumb ghosting the edge of the case. She looked up when Nikki moved, and her face steadied into the kind of stillness people think will keep a blow from landing. Nikki recognized the performance and the instinct beneath it.

She chose the chair opposite, not too close, not too far. She slid her bag to the floor, the strap still looped over her fingers, then let it go. Her checklist ran a quick lap through her head: confirm privacy; deliver fact, place, ID; no speculation; hold space.

“They recovered Tim,” she said. Her voice was even, pitched low for the hush of the room. “He was in his Ford Ranger. Submerged at Barker Lake. I’m so sorry.”

The name dropped between them, heavy as a lead weight. Outside, a couple walked past the shops, their footsteps bright on the sidewalk. The grandfather clock ticked on. Maggie didn’t blink. For two beats, her gaze stayed wide and reflective, like surface water flattening over a dark shape below.

“You’re certain.” It wasn’t a question so much as a demand.

“I am.” Nikki kept her tone precise.

Maggie’s knuckles whitened around the phone. “How long was he there?”

“His watch stopped at 8:13 a.m.”

Maggie’s eyes locked with hers. “That’s before Elle was shot. He didn’t kill her.”

“I know.” Nikki hated to press right now, but she had a few questions. “Would Tim have stopped to help a stranger?”

“What do you mean?” Maggie dabbed a tissue against her eyes.

“Let’s say he’s headed home that morning, and some stranger has car trouble and is waving someone down. Would he stop?”

Maggie swallowed, the movement small and sharp. “Probably. He’d definitely stop to help if it was someone he knew.”

Maggie’s focus drifted to the window, to the slice of Main Street framed by the mullions. She didn’t cry. She didn’t speak. Nikki let the clock mark out ten seconds, then fifteen, then twenty. “Who found him?” Maggie finally asked.

“Teenagers,” Nikki said when it felt right to give her the next thread. “They shouldn’t have been swimming out there.”

Maggie’s eyes flicked back to Nikki. “You’re going to arrest Lila, right?”

Nikki chose her words carefully. “Not yet. We don’t have enough evidence to bring her in.”

“She hated Elle and wanted Tim,” Maggie insisted. “She would absolutely kill him to keep anyone else from having him.”

“We’re going to run a deeper background check on her, check for gun registration, and we won’t have a problem getting warrants for her cell records and other information. If it’s her, we’ll get her.”

“You don’t think it is?”

“I don’t know,” Nikki admitted. “Barker Lake isn’t a residential lake. Whoever did this likely knew that and chose the location thinking Tim wouldn’t be found for a long time. You’re sure Tim never mentioned having issues with anyone else?”

“No, just her.” Maggie breathed out. The hand with the phone shifted to the arm of the chair, fingers flattening against the fabric, anchor points against a current she couldn’t see.

“I need you to stay here for now,” Nikki said. “Keep your phone on. If anyone contacts you—press, friends of Tim, anyone—you let me know before you respond. We’ll manage the noise.”

Maggie’s gaze slid back to the wallpaper, the climbing blossoms that looked like they wanted to escape. “How do I sit still while you—” She broke off, jaw tightening. “While you do all of that?”

“You don’t sit still,” Nikki said, gentler than she felt. “You breathe. You drink water. You let your body catch up to what your brain just heard. And you trust me to carry the case forward while you do.”

“Maisy and Maya.” Maggie’s voice broke. “It’s so unfair.” She sat up straight. “Shit. I have to get the paperwork out of the house. I can’t let the girls go into the system!”

Nikki hadn’t been able to get into the house to check for the paperwork Tim and Elle had drawn up for the girls in case the worst happened.

“I’ll get Sheriff Miller to release the scene today, if possible,” Nikki said. “Now that we know Tim isn’t coming home, it shouldn’t be an issue.”

Maggie stood up and started to pace. “I have to get that paperwork so those babies don’t end up in care.”

Appointing a guardian in the case of tragedy wasn’t unusual, but Nikki still asked. “He never mentioned a specific reason for drawing up the paperwork, like someone threatening them?”

“No, he just said it was being a responsible parent. I have to find it.”

“I promise I’ll talk to the sheriff today,” Nikki said. “Right now, they’ll stay with Candace. I let her know on the drive in, and she’s expecting to hear from you.” Nikki stood. “I’ll be in touch soon,” she said. “And, Maggie, if you need anything, you call.”


TWENTY


The Cooper driveway shimmered in the heat, the kind of late-summer glare that made the air itself seem to waver. Nikki slowed the Jeep, tires crunching over the gravel, and took in the scene ahead. The garage door was rolled open, revealing a cavern of shadow broken by the slow, steady rotation of a big industrial fan. Its blades chopped the air in a rhythmic whir, pushing the heat around more than cooling it.

Tammy was inside, bent over a workbench. She wore cut-off denim shorts and a faded T-shirt with the neck stretched thin, her hair pulled back in a messy knot. A rag hung from one hand, the other braced on the bench as she leaned into her work. Cardboard boxes were stacked along one wall, some sagging at the corners, others neatly labeled in black marker. A rake and shovel leaned in the corner, their handles worn smooth from years of use.

Nikki stepped from the Jeep, the sun pressing down on her shoulders, and walked toward the open bay. The smell of hot concrete, dust and faint motor oil drifted out into the driveway.

“Tammy,” she called over the fan’s roar.

Tammy jerked upright, eyes wide for a second before recognition softened her expression. “Oh, Agent Hunt. You startled me.” She set the rag aside, brushing her palms on her shorts, leaving faint smudges of dust.

“How’re you doing?” Nikki stopped just inside the garage, already sweating.

Tammy gave a short laugh that didn’t reach her eyes. “I can’t sit still. This was a project Dave and I kept putting off. Figured I might as well tackle it.” She glanced toward the house, then back. “I get to see my granddaughters tonight, that helps. I spoke with Candace yesterday. She seems really kind and competent.” Her voice softened briefly, then sharpened again. “Is there news about Tim?”

Nikki nodded. “Unfortunately, we found Tim’s body inside his truck in Barker Lake. He’d been shot.”

The fan’s drone filled the pause. Tammy’s face went slack, the color draining. She swayed slightly, one hand gripping the edge of the workbench. “God.” She blinked hard, then shook her head. “It’s too hot out here. Let’s go inside.”

They crossed the short stretch of driveway to the side door. Inside, the shift from the garage’s heavy air to the cooler, dimmer interior was immediate, though the faint hum of the AC couldn’t quite chase away the warmth clinging to their skin.

The kitchen smelled faintly of lemon cleaner overlaid with coffee gone cold. The blinds were half-drawn, slats tilted to block the worst of the glare. Tammy went to the fridge, her hand lingering on the handle a moment before she pulled out a bottle of water.

“You want one?” she asked, twisting the cap.

Nikki shook her head. “I’m fine. I actually came to talk to you about Shawn Simpson.”

Tammy paused mid-swallow, lowering the bottle. “Why? Shawn made up with Tim a long time ago. We’ve all spent time together since then, and there were no issues.”

“Barker Lake isn’t recreational,” Nikki said. “If some teenagers hadn’t been where they shouldn’t be, we might not have found him. That suggests planning by someone who knew the area.”

“But Shawn was over Elle, he told me,” Tammy insisted. “And if he was still in love with her, why kill her? And why kill Tim?”

“Maybe he just couldn’t hide it anymore,” Nikki said. “Snapped. Has he been acting any differently lately?”

Tammy leaned against the counter, the bottle turning slowly in her hands. “He hasn’t been coming around as much. I figured he was getting sucked back into online gambling. He’s done it before, and it burns him every time.”

Her voice wavered, and she pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead. “God, what if I missed something?” The words came out on a shaky breath. She set the bottle down with a soft thud, condensation pooling in a ring on the counter.

“You can’t be expected to predict something like this,” Nikki said, her tone steady but not unkind.

Tammy sniffed, swiping at her cheek with the back of her hand. Nikki waited a beat, letting the quiet settle before asking, “Where can I find Shawn today?”

Tammy exhaled slowly. “He’s working on a site in Stillwater.”

Nikki sat in her Jeep outside Tammy’s house and cranked the air. Tammy was grieving. That much was obvious. The hollow eyes, the tremor in her hands, the way her voice had cracked when she whispered that she’d known but hadn’t wanted to believe.

But grief was never simple. Nikki had seen it twist people, reshape loyalties, blind them to truths they didn’t want to face. Tammy’s grief had come in waves, first losing Nate, then Dave, now Tim. And always, hovering at the edges, Shawn.

Nikki couldn’t shake the image of Tammy insisting Shawn wouldn’t be involved because he’d been Nate’s friend. The words had come too fast, too certain, as if she’d rehearsed them. Nikki had heard that tone before: wives swearing their husbands couldn’t possibly be guilty, mothers insisting their sons were incapable of violence. It wasn’t dishonesty so much as desperation. A refusal to let go of the one thing that tethered them to the life they’d lost.

She wondered if that was what Shawn had become for Tammy. Maybe a stand-in for Nate. The two boys had been close, and Tammy might see Shawn as one of her few remaining links to Nate.

But that made Tammy unreliable. If she couldn’t be objective about Shawn, then every word out of her mouth was suspect.

Nikki rubbed at the tension in her neck, staring at the quiet street. She wanted to give Tammy the benefit of the doubt, wanted to believe her grief was just grief. But the job didn’t allow for that kind of faith. Not when a man was dead and the threads kept circling back to the same names: Lila Daniels and Shawn Simpson.


TWENTY-ONE


Nikki called Candace on the drive to the sheriff’s station.

“Agent Hunt, how are you this morning?” Candace sounded tired. Nikki couldn’t imagine taking care of two little ones at her own age, and Candace was a decade older. She had to be exhausted.

“Honestly, I’ve been better. We found Tim’s body this morning.”

Candace gasped. “You’re kidding. Did he kill Elle and then himself?”

“I can’t share details, but I don’t think so. I think we still have a murderer on the loose.”

“These poor babies.” Candace’s voice was a mixture of pity and rage. “I will never understand why people think they have the right to do stuff like this. How dare they make orphans out of these girls?”

“It’s awful,” Nikki said. “I’m so angry and disgusted. Sometimes I wonder why the hell I still do this job.”

“Because it’s your calling and people need you,” Candace reminded her. “Think of all the cases that wouldn’t have been solved if you hadn’t been involved.”

Nikki signaled and moved into the left lane to pass. “I’ll come by sometime today to check in on the girls.”

“We’ll be here,” Candace said. “Has Tim’s sister Maggie been informed?”

“I talked to her first,” Nikki said. “She’s devastated. I’m hoping that seeing the girls later today will help a little.”

“I’ll do everything I can.”

Nikki thanked Candace and ended the call, her thoughts flashing to Lacey. How was she going to tell her that Tim was dead and the girls orphaned?

The blast of air conditioning inside the Washington County Sheriff’s Office hit Nikki in the face, but it barely skimmed the heat that had settled deep into her skin. It was the kind of heat that didn’t just sit on the surface. It soaked in, clinging to muscle and bone. Her shirt stuck between her shoulder blades, damp fabric pulling slightly when she moved, and the back of her neck still carried the slick sheen of sweat from the walk across the lot.

The lobby smelled faintly of burnt coffee and floor polish, a combination so ingrained it had become part of the building itself. No matter how many times the floors were mopped, the scent never left. It was the olfactory equivalent of a watermark: faint, permanent and impossible to scrub away.

Behind the counter, the desk sergeant looked up from his clipboard. His expression was neutral, the kind of professional blankness that came from years of seeing people walk in with bad news or worse. Recognition softened it by a fraction, a small shift in the eyes more than the mouth.

“Morning,” Nikki said, her voice carrying just enough to bridge the counter.

“Morning, Agent Hunt.” His tone was even, but there was a thread of acknowledgment there. He reached for the buzzer without further comment.

A metallic click sounded a beat later, sharp in the quiet.

Nikki pushed through the inner door, letting it swing shut behind her with a muted thud. The hallway beyond was cooler than the lobby, but not by much. The air carried the weight of the heat, as if it had seeped into the walls and refused to leave. Fluorescent lights hummed overhead, a low, constant note that followed her steps like a shadow.

The conference room door was propped open. Miller sat at the far end of the table, legal pad in front of him, pen tapping a steady, unhurried rhythm. His jacket was draped over the back of his chair, sleeves rolled to the elbow, forearms resting on the table’s edge. Liam sat off to the side, leaning back in his chair, phone in hand, scrolling with his thumb.

The blinds were only half-drawn, and stripes of sunlight cut across the table, catching on the condensation ring from someone’s abandoned coffee mug. She dropped her bag onto the table with a muted thump and slid into a chair, the scrape of the legs against the floor briefly filling the room.

“How did Maggie Harper take the news?” Liam asked without looking up from his phone.

“About as well as you’d expect.” Nikki’s gaze shifted to Miller. “I guess Tim and Elle had papers drawn up after little Maya was born, giving Maggie custody if something happened to both of them. They’re notarized but haven’t been to an attorney because they couldn’t afford it. Paperwork is supposed to be in the house. Can you release the scene so she and I can go in and get them?”

Miller looked up, pen stilling mid-tap. “Yeah. Everything happened outside. We’re done.”

“Good,” Nikki said. “I’ll take her tonight or tomorrow. Leave the lockbox.”

The room settled into an uncomfortable silence. The hum of the lights pressed in from above, and the faint tick of the wall clock marked the seconds. Miller’s pen started tapping again, soft and steady, a metronome in the stillness.

Nikki shifted forward, forearms on the table, and stifled a yawn that still managed to pull at her jaw. “Where are we on forensics? Courtney take the truck to the lab?”

Liam set his phone down, the faint click of plastic on wood punctuating the question. “She got there about twenty minutes ago. She’ll be processing all day. Said she’d call if she found anything.”

Miller leaned back, his chair creaking in protest. “We still don’t have Elle’s murder weapon. Maybe we’ll find the Ruger in Tim’s truck. Blanchard expects his autopsy tomorrow.” His gaze moved between them, weighing. “Let’s talk suspects.”

“Lila and Shawn,” Liam said without hesitation. “Neither has a registered firearm. Lila told us to get a warrant for the security videos, and the judge has stonewalled us so far. Finding Tim’s body should help.”

Nikki crossed her arms, the movement slow, deliberate. “Tammy said Shawn hasn’t been around much the last couple of weeks. She thinks he’s back into online gambling.”

“That’s not a motive to kill Tim and Elle,” Miller said, his tone flat but not dismissive.

“No,” Nikki agreed, “but he already fought with Tim over Elle once. They made up, but maybe he didn’t get over her. He could’ve snapped.”

“Could have,” Liam said, leaning forward now, elbows on the table. “Lila has a history of violence.”

“Not on paper,” Miller reminded them.

“But it’s not just Maggie’s word anymore,” Nikki said. “Tim’s boss saw her hit him in the parking lot.”

The words hung there for a moment, the air in the room tightening around them. Before either man could respond, Nikki’s phone buzzed against the table, the vibration rattling faintly against the wood.

She glanced at the screen. “Courtney,” she said, and tapped the speaker icon. “Hey, Court.”

Courtney’s voice came through, tinny but clear. “We found Shawn Simpson’s credit card wedged between the center console and passenger seat.”

The shift in the room was immediate. Miller’s pen stopped mid-tap. Liam straightened in his chair, ankle dropping to the floor with a muted thud.

“He said he hadn’t seen Tim in at least a week,” Liam said, his voice sharper now. “Unless he’s going around without his bank card, he’s lying. That’s twice. First he didn’t tell us about asking Tim for money recently, and now this.”

“Anything else from the truck?” Nikki asked, her tone clipped.

“Not yet,” Courtney said. “Still working through it.”

“Let me know the second you have something,” Nikki said, ending the call with a tap.

Her mouth tightened, the line of her jaw hardening. “He’s working on a project in downtown Stillwater. Let’s go surprise him.”

Miller leaned forward, elbows on the table, eyes narrowing slightly. “If he’s lying about that, he’s lying about something else.”

“Exactly,” Nikki said. She pushed her chair back, the legs scraping against the floor in a sound that seemed louder than it should have been. “We’ll catch him off guard.”

The August sun beat down on the worksite like an oven door left ajar. Gravel crunched underfoot as Nikki and Liam stepped from their unmarked SUV onto the dusty lot. A haze of asphalt fumes and motor oil hung in the air, punctuated by the rhythmic thump of a jackhammer and the distant roar of dump trucks. Nikki shielded her eyes, scanning rows of unfinished framing and piles of rebar before spotting Shawn near the skeletal frame of a new building.

He was in a neon safety vest and a hard hat, bent over a sawhorse, measuring a length of lumber. Sweat darkened the back of his T-shirt, and dust clung to his jeans and boots. Even from a distance, Nikki could see the tension in his shoulders, the quick, jerky movements of his hands. Stress rolled off him in waves.

She nodded to Liam, and they made their way across the site, weaving around a pair of workers shoveling gravel into wheelbarrows. Shawn straightened when he noticed them, squinting against the glare. His eyes flicked from Nikki’s face to Liam’s, and his jaw tightened.

“Shawn?” Nikki called over the noise. “Can we talk?”

He stared at them, eyes wide, then set down his tape measure. “Sure. Let me grab some shade.”

They stepped away from the noise, stopping beside a stack of concrete blocks where the shadow of the framing offered a thin strip of relief. Shawn pulled off his hard hat and braced one palm on the rough wood beam beside him.

Nikki met his eyes. “I need to tell you what happened to Tim,” she said, voice low but steady. “His body was found overnight in his truck at Barker Lake.”

Shawn’s head snapped up. His mouth opened and closed, soundless at first. He pressed his hand harder to the beam until his knuckles whitened. “No… no. He—he can’t be.” His gaze went unfocused past Nikki’s shoulder just as it had done inside his apartment. He swallowed and shook his head, a raw, reflexive denial. “This has to be wrong.”

Nikki let the silence hang. A loader bucket clanged against steel somewhere on the far side of the site. Dust drifted in the narrow strip of shade, rising and falling.

Shawn blinked hard, eyes wet. “What happened?”

“We’re still working that out,” Nikki said. She gave him a beat to breathe, then leveled her tone. “Your credit card was found in his truck, wedged between the center console and the passenger seat.”

He flinched like she’d struck him. His fingers went to the hem of his vest and worried at a loose thread. “My—what? No. I—” He dragged in air. “I lost it. I thought I lost it Wednesday night. I reported it Thursday morning. That’s on the record.” His voice shook but didn’t break. “I wasn’t in his truck, I swear. I haven’t seen Tim in a week.”

Nikki kept her posture still. “Then how did it get into his truck?”

“I don’t know.” He ran his hand through his hair, leaving a chalky streak. “Maybe I set it down? I was distracted. We were talking by his truck. I could’ve taken it out to check something, or—” He shook his head, frustrated. “I can’t picture it. I just remember realizing later it wasn’t in my wallet.” Shawn leaned against the blocks, tears streaming down his face. “I usually spend cash, I don’t use that card a lot.”

“When was the last time you went to Barker Lake?” Liam asked.

“I’ve never been. Where is it?”

“On Tim’s route home,” Nikki told him. “It’s not a public lake, which means the person likely planned ahead and didn’t expect Tim to be found.”

Shawn’s face bloomed red. “I would never hurt Elle or Tim. They’re my friends, and I haven’t had a lot of friends since Nate died.”

“What about Clay?” Liam asked. “Aren’t you close to the family?”

“Clay’s older, we don’t have anything in common.” Shawn wiped his eyes and made a face. “God, I can’t believe he’s stuck with just Tammy.” Bitterness crept into his tone.

“Hang on,” Nikki said. “I just talked to her this morning, and she spoke highly of you, defended you. Why would you say something like that?”

“It’s nothing against Tammy,” he insisted. “But she resents Clay and always has.”

“Why would she resent him?” Liam asked. “He’s her child.”

Shawn steadied himself. “After Clay, she had problems getting pregnant. Then Nate came along and was her miracle baby. She favored him, Clay saw it, went off the rails for a few years. But then he got cleaned up. That’s why Dave let him into the business.” His shoulders jerked. He brushed away fresh tears. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to point fingers. I just know what Clay’s been through.”

Nikki closed her notebook slowly. “Right now, we have to figure out what happened that Saturday morning. And your card was found in his truck.”

His gaze dropped to the gravel. “I told you I was home that morning.” He looked up again, voice steadier. “If you need my phone logs, fine. If you need my credit card statements, you’ve got them. I’ll cooperate. Just don’t think I’m a monster.”

“We’ll go through the proper channels,” Nikki said. “We’ll be submitting for warrants for your phone records, GPS pings, and nearby CCTV. We’ll reach out when we have more questions. Until then, you can return to work.” Nikki gave Shawn one final look, measuring every twitch and hesitation for the lies she still suspected were there.

They left him in the narrow strip of shade as the sun shifted, and the heat edged closer. Nikki and Liam crossed the lot, weaving past stacks of rebar and pallets of cinder block. The jackhammer had gone quiet, replaced by the grind of a cement mixer and shouted signals as a load swung into place.

By the time they reached the Jeep, sweat had gathered again at the base of Nikki’s neck. She slid behind the wheel, started the engine, and let the air conditioning roar. Liam settled into the passenger seat, flipping open his notebook to catch a few lines before they cooled.

“He looked wrecked,” he said finally. “That wasn’t an act.”

Nikki kept her hands steady on the wheel. “Grief doesn’t clear him. People can mourn and still lie through their teeth.”

“True,” Liam said, watching the scenery slide past his window. “But if he’s faking, he’s damn good at it.”

She thought about the way Shawn’s voice had cracked, the way his eyes had gone glassy when she told him about Tim. Genuine or not, there’d been something else there, a hesitation, a tightening in his jaw when the card came up. “He’s holding something back,” she said. “I don’t know if it’s about the shooting or something else, but it’s there.”

Liam nodded slowly. “We’ve only got the lot’s cameras. That’s a problem.”

“Exactly.” Nikki turned onto the main road, the Jeep’s tires humming against the asphalt. “If he left on foot, or someone picked him up, we’d never see it. He could’ve walked out the front door and been gone before anyone noticed.”

“Or slipped into a car waiting just out of frame,” Liam added.

Nikki’s mind was already mapping the area. “We need to pull every camera within a block of his place. Gas stations, shops, traffic cams—anything with a lens pointed toward that street. If any of them has a line of sight on his front door, we might catch movement the lot’s cameras missed. Even a shadow, a figure, a vehicle pulling up. It’s something.”

“I’ll start a list. There’s that auto parts store on the corner, and a laundromat a few doors down. Both usually have cameras facing out.”

The Jeep slowed at a light, and Nikki drummed her fingers once against the wheel. “If he’s clean, the footage helps him. If he’s not, it gives us the gap we need to close.”

Liam glanced at her. “So where to now?”

“Brick and Bourbon,” Nikki said. “We need to deliver the news to Lila. And once she hears it, we can tell her this gives us what we need for the warrant. We’ll get her security videos, phone records, financials. No more stonewalling.”

Liam’s mouth curved in a grim half-smile. “She’s not going to like that.”

“She doesn’t have to.”


TWENTY-TWO


The heavy glass doors closed behind Nikki with a soft whoosh, and the air shifted instantly: a smoky swirl of charred bourbon glaze, roasted garlic, and something sweet beneath it—maple syrup perhaps, or a hint of molasses in the glaze. Brick & Bourbon was polished but unpretentious, with dark wood beams overhead, amber pendant lights dripping warmth, and the low murmur of dinner guests settling into booths. A jazz quartet rattled out a cover of “My Funny Valentine,” the slow, behind-the-beat tempo unsettling, like rain falling off-rhythm on a tin roof.

She paused in the vestibule, fingertips grazing the back of her neck where the collar of her blazer rode up.

The hostess podium gleamed under soft sconces; the hostess herself looked up from her tablet with professional courtesy and just a flicker of impatience. “Hi there. Table for two?”

Nikki offered a polite nod. “I was hoping to sit in Lila Daniels’s section. Is she working?”

The hostess’s eyes darted to the screen, then back to Nikki. “Let me see. Yes, we’ve got a two-top in the back corner, near the wine rack.” She tapped a few icons and then extended a hand. “Follow me.”

Nikki and Liam stepped onto the textured plank floor and followed, each footstep muted by the hush of cloth-backed chairs and the occasional clink of silverware. The bar to her left glittered with copper accents; behind it, the bartender arranged old-fashioned glasses in a neat row. Servers in crisp white shirts and black aprons moved through the room with rhythmic precision.

As they passed a couple laughing over bourbon-spiked cocktails, Nikki caught a whiff of smoke and sweetness in the air, a smoky-brandy note that reminded her of her mother’s kitchen on holidays. At the back, the hostess paused and gestured to a table nestled under the wine rack’s lattice of bottles, backlit in muted gold. “Here you go.”

“Thank you,” Nikki said softly, folding her notebook and pen into her lap. She watched the hostess retreat, then settled against the wall, back flush to the banquette. From this vantage, she could see the entire room: the way light pooled in golden spots, the soft rise and fall of diners’ shoulders, the invisible lines of each server’s path.

They waited.

At last, Lila emerged from the kitchen alcove with her apron tied at the waist, pen tucked behind one ear, a small notepad in her hand. Her dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail that brushed her shoulder blades. The overhead light caught the fine lines at the corners of her eyes, hints of laughter that now seemed brittle. When she saw the two agents, her practiced smile flickered once, and there was a breathless pause, just long enough for Nikki to see it.

Lila approached with a glass of water balanced on her tray. “Hello,” she said, voice smooth as the bourbon glaze in the air. “Surprised to see cops eating here for lunch. It’s pricey.”

Nikki leaned forward, her gaze steady. “Actually, Lila,” she said, voice low enough that only the three of them could hear, “I was hoping we could talk.”

Lila’s hold on the waterglass tightened just slightly; the ice clinked. She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, shoulders straightening as though bracing for an unexpected storm. “About what?” she asked, voice measured.

“We found Tim Harper’s body.”

Lila blinked and swallowed, eyes momentarily centered on the glass in her hand. “I… I’m actually working. I have tables.”

“And we requested you,” Liam said. “I’m actually hungry. You want to order something?” He looked at Nikki.

“Sure.” She grinned at him. “Cheeseburger and fries is fine with me.”

“Same.” Liam looked up at Lila. “This will give you some time to think about it.”

Lila glared at him. “I don’t need to think about anything. I’ll put your order in.” She stalked off to the corner where the kiosks were for ordering. Lila’s hands shook as she entered Nikki and Liam’s order. When she was finished, she took a deep breath and wiped her eyes. Nikki was about to call her back to the table when Lila turned and walked toward them.

“You want anything to drink?” Lila asked hoarsely.

“Water,” Nikki said. “Lila, we know you are just a sub at the school. You didn’t come down for a fantastic job opportunity. You followed Tim. Now he’s dead, and I’d expect you to be more emotional since you just found out.”

Lila’s blue eyes turned to ice. “You have no idea what I’m feeling.”

“Then why don’t you tell us?” Nikki demanded. “You understand your history with Elle and Tim puts you at the top of the suspect list?”

“Not if you do your job,” Lila spat back. “Instead of chasing me, why don’t you find out who did this to them?”

Nikki folded her arms on the table. “That’s what we’re trying to do. I have questions, and we’ve got time. So you can either answer them here, or I’ll bring you to the sheriff’s station.”

Lila’s jaw clenched and for a split second, Nikki thought the woman might hit her.

Lila folded her hands over the notepad. “What do you want to know?” she asked, voice barely above a whisper.

The clink of a server at a nearby table punctuated the moment, then the room exhaled politeness and moved on. Nikki drew a slow breath, letting the silence settle as an invitation. “First off, why did you lie to me the first time we spoke?”

Lila rolled her eyes. “Seriously? I was embarrassed. I’m not proud of coming down here the way I did, but like I told you, I moved past Tim. It’s been forever since I even saw him.”

“Fine,” Nikki said. “I want to know where you’ve been for the last forty-eight hours.”

Lila’s gaze drifted to the wine rack behind Nikki, the mirrored bottles catching and fracturing the soft glow of the lights. She closed her eyes for a moment, blinking away a memory. “I worked the early shift. Left here around eight thirty p.m. Home by nine.”

“You have anything that can prove that?” Liam asked. “Gas receipt?”

“I told you my building has security. Get a warrant for the security videos.”

“We are,” Liam replied. “Now that we have Tim’s body, getting a warrant for your personal records and the security camera shouldn’t be a problem. So if you’ve got something to share, now’s the time.”

Lila worried her lower lip, her gaze over Nikki’s shoulder. The practiced server mask had slipped, revealing her fear for the first time. “I’ve told you everything I know. I’m sorry about Elle and Tim… no one deserves that.”

“Two little girls without parents,” Nikki reminded her. “We’ll have the warrants shortly.” She got to her feet and turned on her heel, leaving Lila standing in shock as Liam followed her, carrying his sandwich in the to-go bag he’d requested.

As Nikki turned back through the hushed expanse of Brick & Bourbon, she inhaled the smoky-sweet air one last time, relishing the scent of charred barrels, garlic-laced butter, and warm bread. She drifted past the bar’s polished copper, past the servers who filled waterglasses and folded napkins. At the door, she paused, letting the final chords of jazz trail behind her.

Outside, the August air pressed warm against her face, cicada pulses thumping in the heat. Nikki let the glass doors click shut behind them. Lila’s fractured story echoed in her mind—timing, reactions, that hesitant admission. Each detail would fold into the tapestry of evidence.

Nikki slid into the Jeep and closed the door with a soft thud as Liam took the passenger seat. The engine purred to life, and she exhaled, tension draining from her shoulders. Lila Daniels, for the first time, had cracked.


TWENTY-THREE


Liam headed into the office to check on paperwork and update their boss while Nikki made a visit to Clay Cooper. Shawn’s attitude about Tammy bothered her, and she wanted to ask Clay about the accusations Shawn had made. Clay’s alibi for both the fires and the murders of Elle and Tim Harper had held up. He’d been able to prove he was home the entire time all hell was breaking loose. But something niggled at her ever since she’d spoken to Shawn Simpson and he’d mentioned the issues between Clay and Tammy.

He lived about ten minutes from his parents’ home, but the area was rural, and the seventies split level much more modest than the Coopers’ large home. An older model GMC Sierra sat in the driveway along with a Kia Soul. Nikki parked behind the Kia and headed toward the well-kept older home. Its wood siding had been painted a pretty shade of blue, surrounded by established trees.

The gravel drive crunched under Nikki’s boots, each step sending up a faint puff of dust that clung to the air before settling back into the ruts. The sound was sharp in the stillness, a brittle counterpoint to the low hum of insects in the fields beyond. The warm air carried the dry, sweet tang of cut hay from somewhere nearby, mingled with the faint mineral scent of sun-warmed earth.

The porch boards flexed slightly under her weight as she stepped up, the wood bleached pale in spots where years of sun had stripped away the stain. An old wind chime hung in the doorway’s shadow, its metal tubes dulled and pitted, swaying just enough to click softly against one another without finding a note.

She lifted her hand to knock, but the door opened before her knuckles touched it.

A slim brunette stood in the doorway. “Can I help you?”

Nikki introduced herself. “You must be Simone?” She knew from Clay’s file that he lived with his partner.

The woman nodded. She looked tired, her eyes bloodshot, the skin beneath them shadowed and puffy. She blinked at the sight of Nikki’s badge, a flicker of recognition passing through the exhaustion, and gave a polite, sorrowful nod.

“Agent Hunt,” Simone said, her voice hoarse, as though she’d been speaking too much or not at all. “Clay’s in the kitchen. We were just talking about Dave. I can’t believe he’s gone.” Simone wiped her eyes. “Please, come in.”

Nikki stepped inside, her eyes adjusting. Family photographs lined the narrow hallway, their frames mismatched but carefully hung. Clay as a toddler on a pony, his small hands gripping the saddle horn. His brother Nate as a lanky teenager in a letterman jacket, grinning at the camera with a mix of pride and awkwardness. Clay with his father, Dave, both of them standing beside a newly rebuilt barn, the boards behind them still bright with fresh paint. The smiles in each frame seemed fragile now, as though they might crumble if touched.

The kitchen was cramped, the battered linoleum floor worn to a dull shine in the paths most traveled. Scuffs from heavy work boots marked the space between the back door and the table, a faint track of daily life. Clay sat hunched at that table, a chipped mug of coffee cupped in both hands, his elbows resting on the scarred surface. Simone hovered just behind him, one hand resting lightly on his shoulder, her thumb moving in a slow, unconscious arc.

“Can I get you anything?” Simone offered, her tone polite but distant.

Nikki shook her head. “No, thank you.” She set her notebook on the table, the cover making a soft thud against the wood, and took the chair opposite Clay. “I’m sorry to surprise you like this, but I wanted to go over a few things with you.” She kept her voice gentle, the cadence measured. “I wanted to follow up on something Shawn Simpson mentioned about you and your mom.”

Clay’s jaw tightened, the muscle there shifting under his skin. He slid the mug a few inches away, the scrape of ceramic on wood faint but deliberate. “Okay. What do you need to know?”

“Shawn said you were ‘stuck with’ Tammy after the fire,” Nikki said. “I know your family has done a lot for him, and even though he walked it back, it bothers me. Has there been tension between him and your mom?”

Clay exhaled slowly, the sound carrying more weight than the words that followed. “He’s got money problems. Online gambling debts. He gets into trouble for a while, borrows money from someone, and then the cycle starts over. Last I heard, Mom cut him off for good.”

Nikki let the silence stretch, the faint tick of a wall clock filling it. She shifted slightly in her chair. “Do you feel ‘stuck’ caring for your mom and handling your dad’s estate?”

His shoulders sagged, the fight going out of his posture. “Mom and I… we’ve always been distant. When I was born, there were complications. Doctors said she might not have more kids. She blamed me, said I was a reminder of that scare. Then Nate came along, and she forgot I existed unless I screwed up. Dad brought me back around.” He struggled against his emotions, tears building in his eyes. “Nate was the golden child. He got perfect grades, was a star pitcher. I was the troublemaker. Dad never gave up on me, but Mom… well, she was proud of Nate.”

“When Nate died,” Nikki asked carefully, “did your mom ever blame Elle?”

Clay’s gaze drifted to the window, the blinds casting narrow stripes of light across his face. “At first, yeah. Said if Elle hadn’t called him, maybe things would’ve been different. But then she realized that her granddaughter needed her more than ever.”

“That morning of the fire, your mom had a migraine. Normally, your dad would check in with you, right? I just want to confirm that he didn’t call you and called Betty instead. There’s no chance you missed a call?”

Clay blinked, the answer seeming to hit him as he spoke it. “He never called me.”

Nikki held his gaze, debating her next words. She didn’t want to upset Clay further, but he’d clearly been close with his father. “Clay, this is a difficult question, but do you think there’s any chance your father called Betty because…” Her words trailed off.

“The fire marshal told me where their cell phones were and how they were both found.” Clay gazed out the window. “I can’t prove it, but I think Dad and Betty might have had something going on.”

“He likely saw an opportunity to spend time alone with her that morning, and that’s why he didn’t call you? Is that what you’re thinking?”

“It’s the only thing that makes sense. He should have called me.” Clay pounded his chest. “It should have been me.”

“I’m sorry, Clay.” She reached out and touched his hand. “You’ve got the name of the victim’s advocate, right? She can direct you to grief therapy.”

Clay waved her off. “No offense, Agent Hunt, but that’s not for me. Not sure talking about it will help. It is what it is.”

Nikki usually didn’t share much about her personal life with the victim’s relatives, but she wanted Clay to know that his life could still go on. “You know I grew up in the house where Elle and Tim lived?”

Clay and Simone both stared at her. “You’re kidding,” Simone said.

“Nope.” Nikki locked eyes with Clay. “My parents were murdered there when I was sixteen.” She raised her hand to stop their condolences. “It’s okay. It took me years and years, but I’ve worked through it. I promise you I wouldn’t be here without intense therapy.” She leaned forward. “Holding things in usually means you aren’t processing them. So you’re just weighed down with every single emotion until it buries you.”

He nodded, his jaw flexing in the effort not to cry.

Nikki stood, the chair legs scraping softly against the linoleum. “If anything else comes to mind about your dad’s routines or your mom’s movements that morning, call me, no matter how small it seems.”

“I will,” he said, his voice thick, the words carrying more than agreement.

By the time she reached her SUV, her mind was already turning over Clay’s admissions, the gambling debts, the strained bond with Tammy, the missed call. Each piece was another thread to pull, another angle to test. Maisy and Maya Harper were still waiting for answers, and this interview had just given her more places to look.


TWENTY-FOUR


Nikki guided her Jeep under the arch of Rosewood Heights’ wrought-iron gate just as the last auburn glow of sunset fizzled into dusk. The gravel drive crunched beneath her tires, each pebble shifting with a muted clap that echoed down the manicured corridor of hedges. Streetlamps flanked the lane at regular intervals, their pools of yellow light casting long, soft shadows on the asphalt. She slowed to a stop at the curve leading to Candace Walker’s street, where a lone deputy stood beneath a lamp’s glare.

Nikki lowered her window, the air drifting in, cool and faintly sweet with hydrangea blossoms. Her badge caught the lamplight as she leaned forward. “Evening,” she said, voice calm.

The deputy tipped his patrol cap. “Agent Hunt. All quiet tonight. You’re clear.”

“Thanks.” She scanned the row of tidy cottages, their windows dark save for a single porch light here and there. “Anything unusual today? Foot traffic? Suspicious vehicles?”

He shook his head. “Nothing. Neighborhood’s tense, but they’ve kept to themselves. Candlelight vigils earlier on, but no late-night visitors. You’re good to head in.”

She closed the window and exhaled, the tension in her shoulders easing. She unclipped her seat belt, then opened the door and stepped onto gravel. The deputy’s boots scratched softly on the stones as he watched her cross the width of the cul-de-sac to Candace’s cottage.

Candace’s front porch sat framed by roses, their petals silvered in the streetlight’s glow. A small security camera peered from under the eaves, its lens glinting like an unblinking eye. Nikki ascended the flagstone steps and knocked.

Moments later, Candace cracked the door open. “Nikki, it’s good to see you,” she said, voice warm but taut.

Nikki stepped inside the foyer, where the faint scent of lemon polish and lavender greeted her. The hush deepened her senses: a small clock ticked softly on the wall. “How are they?” Nikki asked, closing the door behind her and slipping off her satchel.

“Maggie told Maisy about Tim,” Candace whispered. “That was rough. Poor little thing doesn’t understand why both her parents had to leave. Maggie told her that God needed their help. Maisy cried herself to sleep, but she seems a little better now.”

Candace led her through a narrow hallway into the kitchen, where the round maple table held three glasses of iced water, droplets beading on the surface. Maggie Harper sat in a cushioned rocker; Maya rested against her chest, eyelids fluttering in the last grip of drowsiness. Maisy sat at the table’s edge, tiny fingers aligning porcelain dolls in perfect symmetry.

Candace poured a glass of water and set it before Nikki. “They’re doing pretty well, but Maisy sure was happy to see her aunt Maggie. And Maya snuggled right up to her. She’s a natural at this.”

Maggie’s hand tightened on the rocker’s armrest. Her voice wavered. “Thank you, Candace. For everything. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” She pressed a kiss to Maya’s forehead; the baby exhaled a contented sigh and settled back into her aunt’s arms.

Nikki inclined her head. “Candace, don’t sell yourself short. You’ve done an incredible job. You’ve given them security when they needed it most.” She folded her hands on the table. The condensation from her glass pooled on the wood. “We’ll make sure it stays that way. But first, Maggie and I need to secure the guardianship papers.”

Maggie lifted her gaze, grief sharpening into resolve. She parted her lips, then closed them, drawing in a breath. “I have to find the paperwork before the girls wind up in the system. It has to be in the house somewhere.”

“Sheriff Miller released the house,” Nikki said. “I had him leave the lockbox so we can get inside. I can take you tonight, if you’d like.” She looked at Candace. “Have you heard any more from the Coopers?”

“Tammy called today to check in on the girls,” Candace answered. “She wanted to come over this evening, but Maggie had already asked. Tammy agreed that one person at a time was enough for Maisy.”

“She didn’t mention anything about custody?” Maggie shifted Maya in her arms.

Candace shook her head. “She told me the first time we spoke that she worried what they’d do if Tim wasn’t found. Said she loves them, but two full-time little ones are a lot when you’re in your fifties, especially with the death of her husband.” Candace smiled at Maggie. “Honestly, they are a lot most of the time. But they’re worth it.”

A yawn broke through before Nikki could stop it. “Maggie, you want to head over there now?”

Maggie nodded, pressing her nose against the baby’s head. “I… I hate leaving them,” she admitted, her voice low. “Maisy keeps asking me why I have to go, and she’s worried I won’t come back like her parents.” She wiped tears off her cheeks.

Candace crossed and placed a hand on Maggie’s shoulder. “They’re safe here. I’ve got bedtime covered. I’ve arranged everything so they have familiar blankets and toys.” She offered Maggie a gentle smile. “And you’re welcome to spend the night if that would make you feel better.”

“No, I couldn’t impose on you that way,” Maggie said. “I don’t have any clothes with me. I’ll say my goodbyes and head out. But I’d like to come back in the morning if that’s okay.”

Candace smiled. “You come back any time you’d like.”

Nikki stood and tucked her notebook under her arm. “Thank you, Candace, for the kids, and for keeping this place a refuge.” She placed her hand on Candace’s forearm. “I’ll let you know once we find the papers.”

Maggie stood and carefully handed the baby over to Candace before crouching down to meet Maisy’s eyes. The little girl had been sitting quietly at the table, playing but still likely absorbing the conversation. “I’ve got to take care of something, but I’ll come back tomorrow and we’ll play more dolls. That sound like fun?” She touched the little girl’s arm. Maisy nodded.

Maggie kissed the top of her head and stood. “Agent Hunt, I guess I’ll follow you.”

“No, the road is dark and unfamiliar.” Nikki didn’t want to backtrack, but Maggie was exhausted, and the less she drove on unfamiliar country roads at night, the better. “Ride with me. I’ll bring you back here.”

Maggie climbed into the passenger seat. Nikki flicked on the low beams; the headlights carved pale arcs across the gravel drive. The engine hummed as she shifted into reverse, then steered out onto Candace’s street. Gravel whispered beneath the tires.

Nikki guided the Jeep toward the enclave’s gate, the streetlamps pulsing overhead. The wrought-iron pillars loomed, their scrollwork catching the headlights’ glow. The gate’s sensor pinged; the metal panels slid open, and they headed west toward the Harpers.

Nikki drove up the long, winding drive leading to the Harpers’ home, headlights brushing willows and lilacs that lined the gravel drive. The air smelled of damp earth, but the silence felt heavier than any fragrance. The house loomed ahead, its dark windows like watching eyes. Crime scene tape still fluttered on the railing.

She killed the engine and let the Jeep roll to a stop. “Listen, I need to tell you something about this place. It’s not relevant to your family, but it seems wrong not to tell you. I grew up here.” She pointed to the lilacs moving slowly in the night air. “Mom and I planted those lilacs.”

“Really?” Maggie studied the house. “It must be hard for you to see it in this situation.”

“It’s not the first time.” Nikki took a deep breath. “When I was sixteen, I came home from a party and found both my parents dead.”

Maggie gasped. “I’m so sorry.”

Nikki reached over and patted her hand. “Thank you. It’s been a long time, and I’m okay talking about it. I ran through the cornfields between our houses to a neighbor, who called the police. I was afraid the killer was still out there and that he’d snatch me at any moment. I’ve hated cornfields ever since.”

Maggie looked stunned. “That’s just awful. I don’t even know what to say.”

“You don’t have to say anything,” Nikki reassured her. “I just felt like you should know. And I’ve healed,” Nikki explained. “That’s part of the reason I’m telling you. Healing is possible.”

“Thank you.” Maggie hugged her arms to her chest. “It doesn’t feel like that could possibly happen right now. The girls are still so scared and confused, but perhaps one day they’ll forget.”

“I know.” Nikki opened her door and Maggie followed. Nikki grabbed her big flashlight and her phone, trying to ignore the nerves plucking at the back of her neck. She hadn’t been to this house after dark since the night it happened.

Memories began to flash: her friend driving her home; sneaking up the steps and into the house as quietly as possible, drunk and ready to puke; the bloody footprints on the stairs; her mother in the bedroom.

No. Let them rest. This wasn’t about Nikki. She truly had worked through her parents’ deaths and moved on, and she wasn’t about to let the past interfere with tonight’s mission.

Nikki clicked on her flashlight and swept its beam over the porch. No sign of violence remained.

Nikki held up the flashlight to the lockbox and punched in the code Miller had given her. The lockbox clicked open. She lifted the lid and retrieved a solitary brass key that looked a lot like the one she used to have for this house.

The lock protested with a metallic squeal, then surrendered. She turned the handle. The door swung inward on silent hinges.

Just like the night they died.

She pushed the thoughts away.

A draught greeted them, carrying the faint, familiar scent of wood polish and stale coffee. Technicians had likely left the house exactly as they’d found it. Nikki moved inside, raising her flashlight to study the foyer. A runner rug lay threadbare beneath their feet, its floral pattern muted by age. A small table against the wall held a vase of artificial flowers, purple and white lilacs, forever in bloom. She turned on the lights.

Maggie’s eyes brimmed with tears. “First your parents, now this. Maybe this house is cursed.” She reached out to touch the edge of the table, as though anchoring herself.

Nikki drew a steadying breath and stepped past her into the living room. “It’s not fate,” she said firmly. “It’s just bad people doing bad things.”

The living room looked unchanged: sofas tucked against the walls, coffee table stacked with magazines, family photos clustered on the mantel. Nikki swept her eyes across the frames, taking in Elle’s bright smile beside Tim’s easy grin; Maisy’s first birthday cake moment frozen in frosting; a watercolor rendition of the house itself, rendered by Maisy’s small hand.

She set her jaw. “Let’s find what we’re here for.”

Nikki led the way into the kitchen. Tile floors gleamed, and a row of cabinetry lined one wall. A countertop held a coffee carafe still stained with old grounds. Nikki methodically opened and closed each drawer: cutlery, dish towels, scrap paper with grocery lists scrawled.

They moved through the lower level, searching for any spot that might hold the papers. A laptop lay forgotten on the couch, Maisy’s toys still scattered throughout the place. This was one of the things Nikki hated most about death: the things left behind that showed the victim was human, just like the rest of us, and that one day, someone would be going through her things after she died. It was a jolting thought she quickly pushed away.

“Let’s check their bedroom.” Nikki reached for the banister, fighting the memories of walking up the steps that fateful night, following the bloody footprints of a killer. She swallowed hard as she went upstairs to the master bedroom, forcing herself to think of this as Elle and Tim’s room instead of the room her mother had died in.

The room had been much bigger in her memories. The queen-sized bed in the middle took up a good portion of the room, and the rest of the bedroom set didn’t leave a lot of room to maneuver.

Maggie smothered a sob.

Nikki turned to her. “If this is too much, I can finish the search.”

“No.” Maggie looked around the room with wild eyes. “It’s just seeing his things. I bought him that shirt that’s slung over the chair in the corner for Christmas last year.” She burst into tears.

Nikki squeezed her shoulders. “Stay in the hallway or go back downstairs. Don’t put yourself through this before you’re ready.”

Maggie nodded and left the room, unable to stop the gut-wrenching cry. Nikki buried her own emotions and started going through the dresser drawers. No sign of the papers in the dresser or in the closet. Nikki crossed to the nightstands. The one on the left stood upright, its drawers closed tight. Nikki tugged the top drawer open. Empty picture frames and loose change jangled inside. She closed it and moved to the second. That drawer sat slightly ajar, as though nudged by unseen hands. Nikki dropped to one knee and tugged it open the rest of the way.

A manila envelope rested inside, its corner peeking out. Nikki extracted it, blinking as dust motes danced. Maggie’s name had been written in black ink across the front. Nikki opened the envelope and peeked inside at the papers. “Thank God.” She would have felt awful putting Maggie through this if they hadn’t found the papers. Nikki slipped her hand into the drawer again. Beneath a couple of old magazines, she found a small pile of photographs. She drew them out one by one: a sunlit shot of Nate, Elle and baby Maisy at the Harpers, smiles plastered on their faces. The final photo was folded on the left side. It appeared to be a family photo of the Coopers with Nate, Elle, and baby Maisy. Nikki carefully unfolded the end to reveal Tammy’s wide smile.

Maybe things hadn’t been so great between Elle and Tammy after all.

Nikki rose and tucked the drawer closed. She took the envelope and photographs and hurried downstairs to find Maggie cleaning the kitchen.

“Found them.”

Maggie turned around, relief etched across her face. “I couldn’t just stand around. I had to do something before the bugs showed up.”

Nikki stepped forward and handed her the envelope. “Let’s get out of here.”

Maggie nodded. She noticed the photos in Nikki’s hand, Tammy’s smile shining out. “Do you think she’ll challenge this?” Her voice trembled.

“I don’t know,” Nikki said honestly. “Let’s go.”

Maggie turned off the lights and closed the door behind them. Nikki locked it with a soft click, making sure to put the key back into the box. They crossed the porch, gravel crunching under their boots as they returned to the Jeep. Maggie sank into the passenger seat and held the envelope to her chest like a lifeline.

Nikki slid behind the wheel and fired the engine. The headlights swept the yard one last time before she shifted into drive. Maggie leaned forward and placed one hand on Nikki’s arm. “Thank you,” she said, voice quiet but sure.

Nikki gave a brief nod. “We’ll keep the girls safe. And then we’ll find whoever did this.”


TWENTY-FIVE


Nikki had one more stop to make before she went home. The Todds’ home wasn’t far from Candace’s, so after she dropped Maggie off at her vehicle, Nikki made the short trip to see Lacey.

It was almost 10:00 when she pulled into the driveway, but Lacey would likely still be up. She’d become a night owl over the summer.

The Todd house sat near the end of a cul-de-sac, its clean lines and pale stone façade glowing under the soft wash of streetlamps. The gated community was quiet at night, the kind of manicured silence that came with HOA rules and trimmed lawns. Sprinklers ticked in the distance, misting the air with the sharp scent of wet grass. Nikki parked at the curb, her headlights sweeping across identical driveways before she cut the engine.

She sat for a moment, gripping the steering wheel. She’d rehearsed the words on the drive over, but they still felt jagged in her throat. Telling Maggie had been hard. Telling her daughter would be worse.

The porch light flicked on before she reached the steps. The door opened, and Lacey burst out, barefoot, her hair loose around her shoulders.

“Mom!” she squealed, her voice bright with excitement. She grabbed Nikki’s hand and tugged. “You’re here! Grandma Ruth made cookies. Come on!”

Nikki let herself be pulled inside, the cool air of the house a relief against the sticky summer night. The entryway gleamed as always, the hardwood floors leading to a sleek staircase, the house filled with the faint scent of lemon cleaner. The Todds’ house was modern, open, every surface polished. It felt safe, contained, a bubble against the chaos outside.

The kitchen lights glowed warmly. Ruth Todd sat at the island, posture straight, a glass of iced tea in front of her. Her sharp eyes flicked to Nikki, reading her instantly. She gave the smallest nod, a silent acknowledgment that she knew this wasn’t a casual visit.

“Sit,” Ruth said, her voice calm but firm.

Lacey tugged Nikki into the chair beside her, still grinning, still buzzing with the energy of a child who hadn’t yet learned how fragile the world could be. Nikki’s heart clenched.

She folded her hands on the table, steadying herself. “Lacey,” she began softly. “I need to talk to you about something important.”

The brightness in her daughter’s face dimmed, just slightly, but enough. Lacey slid into the chair, her eyes wide, searching Nikki’s face.

“What is it?”

Nikki glanced at Ruth, who gave another small nod. Go on.

She drew in a breath. “Honey… Tim’s body was found today. He’s gone.”

The words seemed to hang in the air, heavy and unnatural. For a moment, Lacey didn’t move. Then her eyes widened, and she sucked in a sharp breath.

“No,” she whispered. “No, he can’t be. That means the girls won’t have a mom or dad.”

Nikki reached for her hand, but Lacey pulled back, pressing her fists against her eyes. Tears slipped through anyway, streaking down her cheeks.

Nikki’s chest ached. She wanted to gather her daughter into her arms, to shield her from every ugly truth. But Lacey was already asking the question Nikki had dreaded.

“Was it the same person?” Lacey’s voice trembled, but her eyes were sharp, too sharp for her age. “The one who killed Elle?”

Nikki’s breath caught. God, she was so much like her. That same need to connect the dots, to see the truth even when it hurt. Nikki hated it. Hated that her daughter’s innocence had been stripped away, piece by piece, because of the world Nikki lived in.

She forced her voice steady. “We think so. But we’re still investigating.”

Lacey nodded, swallowing hard. She wiped her face with the back of her hand, trying to be brave. Nikki saw the same stubbornness she carried herself, the refusal to break even when the ground gave way beneath her.

“Will the news say my name now?” Lacey asked suddenly. Her voice was small, but her eyes were steady.

Nikki shook her head quickly. “No. They can’t. And they won’t. You’re safe here.”

Lacey’s shoulders sagged with relief, but her gaze stayed locked on Nikki’s. “How are you doing?”

The question hit harder than Nikki expected. Her throat tightened, her eyes burning. She had to fight to keep her composure, to keep from breaking in front of her daughter. Because Lacey was growing up too fast, asking questions no child should have to ask, carrying burdens Nikki wished she could take away.

“I’m okay,” Nikki managed, her voice rough. “I’m just… proud of you. For being so strong.”

Lacey leaned against her then, finally letting Nikki wrap an arm around her. She was still small enough to fit against her side, but Nikki knew it wouldn’t last much longer. Childhood was slipping away, stolen by violence and fear, and Nikki blamed herself for every piece of it.

Ruth rose quietly, gathering the untouched cookies and lemonade, giving them space. Nikki held her daughter close, listening to the hum of the refrigerator, the faint tick of the sprinklers outside, the sound of Lacey’s uneven breathing.

For a moment, the world narrowed to this kitchen, this table, this fragile bubble of safety. Nikki knew it couldn’t last. But for tonight, she would let her daughter believe it could.

Nikki wasn’t surprised that Rory was still up when she finally got home. She dropped her things on the table in the entryway and headed to the kitchen, where Rory stood cleaning the dishes. She wrapped her arms around his waist and pressed her face between his shoulder blades.

He stilled, then asked softly, “How are you doing?”

Her voice cracked. “I had to go into the old house to look for something.” The words caught, and she started crying.

Rory turned, pulling her into his arms. He held her while she cried, his chin resting against her hair.

After a long moment, Nikki drew a shaky breath and pulled back. “I’m hungry.”

Rory warmed up soup and bread, the microwave humming, the smell of broth filling the kitchen. He set the bowl down, and they sat in companionable silence while she ate.

“How much can you share with me about the case?” he asked as she finally set her spoon down.

Nikki sat, shoulders still tight. “I found a photo of Elle with the Coopers. Tammy was bent back so she was out of the photo. It bothers me. I’m starting to get a different picture of Tammy.”

“Is she a suspect?” Rory asked.

“No. Her alibi is solid. But it bothers me to get two different pictures of someone. Maybe Tammy’s the kind of person who hides everything bad in her life.” Nikki shook her head. “She lived vicariously through Nate until he died. She says there was no issue between her and Elle, but it seems there was. I’m thinking of looking online at Tammy’s socials.”

Rory’s eyes were steady on hers. “Do you have to do that right now, or do you have time for a shower? Together.”

Nikki’s mouth curved into a smile, the tension easing just a little. “Let’s go.”

Nikki sat in her office long after the house fell silent, the glow of her desk lamp cutting a cone of light through the darkness. The digital clock in the corner of her screen read 12:17 a.m. Her office smelled of cooled coffee and paper. Outside, the street was quiet, with no sirens, no passing cars, just the hush of a neighborhood winding down for the night.

Her phone lay next to her keyboard. She lifted it, thumb hovering over Candace Walker’s name in her recent calls list. Candace had been her lifeline today—easing Maggie’s fear, watching the girls, finding the guardianship papers. Nikki needed one more piece of information.

She pressed “Call.” The line rang twice before Candace’s calm voice answered. “Agent Hunt?”

“Hey, Candace. Sorry to wake you.” Nikki kept her voice low, even though no one else would hear. “Quick question, did Tammy Cooper ever file or try to file for custody of Maisy or Maya? Any motion, hearing notice, something that landed in court files?”

A pause. “Not that I’ve seen,” Candace said. “I’ll check the intake log tomorrow. If there’s even a loose query, I’ll flag it.”

“Thanks. I’ll dig into public records on my end.” Nikki pressed her lips together. “Let me know if anything pops up.”

“I will. Get some rest.”

She tapped off the call and exhaled, the tension in her chest loosening fractionally. No filings meant Tammy hadn’t formally moved against Maggie—yet. Nikki returned the phone to its cradle and leaned back in her chair.

She flipped to a new tab and typed “Tammy Cooper Facebook.” The page loaded slowly, the banner photo of lilac blossoms filling the top of her screen. Nikki’s pulse quickened. Those lilacs stood along the Harper driveway, too familiar to be a coincidence.

She clicked “Photos” and scrolled. First: Nate’s graduation ceremony. Tammy’s beaming face in the front row, the diploma in Nate’s hands. Second: Nate’s engagement party and Tammy hugging Elle and Nate beneath twinkling lights. Third: Maisy’s first birthday, with Tammy wiping frosting from the toddler’s chin. Fourth: Maisy’s kindergarten graduation, Tammy beside her in a floral dress, clapping.

Each milestone revolved around Nate, then Maisy. Not one photo of Maya. Nikki’s stomach clenched. She scrolled deeper, past vacation snapshots and holiday greetings. Still nothing: no toddler giggling in a high chair, no sleepy morning cuddle, no muddy footprints at a park.

She narrowed her eyes. Tammy had told her she loved both granddaughters equally. Yet on this public stage, Maya didn’t exist. Nikki closed her laptop’s lid slowly, her breath catching.

Her phone rang. Nikki glanced at the screen: “Sheriff’s Station.” She tapped the answer button.

“Agent Hunt?” Deputy Malone’s voice was terse. “We’ve arrested a woman trespassing at Barker Lake. She gave her name as Lila Daniels, and she’s demanding to speak with you.”

Nikki sat forward, heart tightening. “Is she secured?”

“She’s in Interview Room Two, refusing to cooperate with anyone else.”

Nikki pressed her lips together. “I’ll be there in thirty minutes.”

“Understood.” The line clicked dead.

Nikki set the phone on the desk and closed her eyes. The room felt smaller now, the quiet too deafening. She needed to move. No more late-night sleuthing in cyberspace. Rory had gone to bed an hour ago but was used to her nighttime absences. Her boots thudded on the hardwood as she crossed to the front door. She paused outside Lacey’s bedroom, swallowed the lump in her throat, and eased out the door.

Her Jeep waited under the carport, its black silhouette sharp against the night sky. She climbed into the driver’s seat, the leather cool beneath her. She slipped the key into the ignition. The engine rumbled to life, a familiar anchor in the dark.

Nikki flicked off the interior light and peered out through the windshield. The streetlamps cast long shadows. She clicked on her headlights, the beams cutting through the gloom.

As she shifted into drive, her fingers tightened on the wheel. Tammy’s social media told a story of obsession, first Nate, then Maisy, while Maya lingered in the margins. Something clicked. The folded-over photo she’d found. Tammy’s tears that day.

Nikki steered toward the main road, mind tracing the route to Barker Lake. The night air rushed through the open window as she accelerated up the hill. Above her, the sky was clear, the stars bright witnesses to her determination. Nikki’s jaw set. Tomorrow, she’d confront Tammy’s secrets. Tonight, she would meet Lila and see what demands she had, and find out why only Nikki could hear them. The questions swirled, but one thing was certain: she would follow this thread wherever it led.

Nikki stood just outside Interview Room Two in the Washington County Sheriff’s Office, her palms pressed flat against the cool vinyl of the hallway bench. The corridor’s fluorescent lights hummed overhead, filling the air with a sterile buzz. Every few yards, doors with small, opaque windows waited like silent sentinels. From behind one of them, muffled voices drifted: a deputy’s clipped retort, soft protests, the scrape of a chair leg against linoleum.

Deputy Malone hovered at the door, arms crossed over his patrol jacket. His eyes flicked toward Nikki. “Farmer who lives nearby saw the flashlight beam from his house,” he said, low enough that only Nikki could hear. “We picked her up sitting on the dock, just outside the roped-off area. Said she wanted to see the place ‘where Tim died.’”

Nikki nodded, absorbing the detail. The sheriff’s station smelled of coffee grounds and cleaning solution, an antiseptic backdrop to grief. She pressed her fingertips to the badge clipped at her belt, a quiet anchor against the tension clutching her chest. “Thanks,” she said. “I’ll take it from here.”

Malone stepped aside, sliding the door open with a muted click. “She’s ready.” His voice carried a note of caution: Lila Daniels had already refused every other deputy’s questions. Nikki offered him a brief nod and crossed the threshold into the narrow interview room.

The door thudded shut behind her, and the fluorescent glow brightened. A single rectangular table sat in the center, flanked by two metal chairs, one occupied by a young woman with dark circles beneath her eyes, the other awaiting Nikki. On the table, a tumbler of water sat half-full, droplets beading along its surface. A wall-mounted camera angled down, its lens a silent witness.

Nikki slid into the empty chair, her movements precise and deliberate. She leaned forward, elbows on the table, resting her notebook between her palms. Across from her, Lila Daniels stared at the floor, shoulders hunched beneath a thin denim jacket. Her dark hair was tousled, bits of loose strands clinging to her face. A deep bruise bloomed at her temple, and her hands, folded in her lap, trembled slightly.

Nikki met Lila’s gaze as she straightened her posture. “Ms. Daniels, let’s start with what you were doing out there at Barker Lake tonight.” Her tone was calm, controlled—an invitation rather than an accusation. She wondered if the pressure she’d put on Lila in the diner had caused this.

Lila kept her eyes fixed on the scuffed linoleum. After a long pause, she exhaled and lifted her head just enough for Nikki to see glistening tears. “I just wanted to… see where Tim died.” Her voice was cracked, weary. “I thought if I came here, maybe I could make sense of it. Maybe… I don’t know. I thought it’d help.”

Nikki’s pen hovered over her notebook, ready to record. “You realize that lake is a crime scene. You shouldn’t have been down by the dock.” She let the words linger. “Why did you go alone?”

Lila’s gaze flicked to Nikki’s notepad, then darted away. She pressed her forehead against her hands. “I shouldn’t’ve listened to Tammy.” Her voice sank to a muffled whisper.

Nikki’s brow creased. She’d heard that tone before—the coil of regret that followed obedience to someone else’s command. “What are you talking about, Lila?” she asked, leaning in.

Lila lifted a shoulder in a quick, dismissive shrug. When she spoke again, her tone hardened with bitter clarity. “Tammy Cooper. She’s… controlling. Paid me to come from Duluth, offered to cover my expenses, to try to break up Elle and Tim before they ever got married.”

Nikki blinked, surprised by the pointed accusation. “Break them up?” she repeated. “Lila, I’m not sure I follow.”

Lila rolled her eyes, a flicker of frustration crossing her features. She straightened and looked Nikki square in the eye for the first time. “Yeah. Paid me to drive down here and interfere, to convince Tim that Elle was cheating, spread rumors. Tammy said Shawn would raise Maisy as his own if Elle walked away. She said it’d be better for everyone. But Tammy’s a control freak. She thinks everyone should live under her thumb.”

Nikki leaned back, arms folding across her chest. “And you went along with it?” she asked quietly. “You tried to sabotage their relationship?”

Lila’s shoulders slumped. She looked down again, voice small. “I tried. But it was obvious Tim was in love. Completely head over heels. So, after a week of failing, I said I couldn’t do it. Tammy only paid me half the money to get here. Told me if I’m not useful, why pay the rest?”

Nikki’s pen scratched across the paper. “So you just… stayed?” she asked, surprise edging her tone. “Despite Tammy not paying you in full?”

Lila’s mouth twisted into a bitter smile. “I couldn’t afford to go back. No bus fare. She said once I’d done my job, she’d cover it, but when I admitted I’d failed, she pulled the second half. So… I stayed and took a teaching job here. Figured I’d stay until I could scrape up enough for the ride.”

Nikki studied Lila’s face. Behind the exhaustion and bruises, she saw a woman caught between guilt and survival. “How did Tammy react when you told her you wouldn’t finish the job?”

Lila’s eyes darkened with anger. “She was pissed. Texted me at two in the morning. Told me I’d regret it—that I’d regret siding with that ‘perfect little family’ over her. Called me ungrateful, a fool. Said she’d make me wish I hadn’t crossed her.” Lila swallowed hard, her voice thick with emotion. “So I went to Barker Lake. I thought… maybe if I saw where—” Her voice broke. “I don’t know what I thought, to be honest.”

Nikki exhaled slowly, absorbing the layers of manipulation and resentment. She closed her notebook, clicking the pen shut. “Lila I’m going to hold you here until we obtain CCTV footage from Barker Lake, security camera footage from your apartment complex and your financial records.” She met Lila’s gaze steadily. “Warrants are going in. We should have everything back by tomorrow morning.”

Lila’s head snapped up, a defiant spark igniting in her dark eyes. “Fine.” Her voice was flat. “Do what you need. I have nothing to hide.”

Nikki allowed herself a measured nod. The room’s fluorescent glare seemed to intensify as she leaned back. “Do you understand why you’re here? Why were you arrested for trespassing?”

Lila shrugged, crossing one arm over her chest. “I know I shouldn’t have been on that dock. But I’m not an idiot. I knew the risk. I just… I needed to see it.” She turned her head to stare at the wall-mounted camera. “Does the camera believe me? Will it show what I did or didn’t do?”

Nikki sat forward again, her voice softer but no less determined. “That’s why we’re getting the footage. To verify your story, to confirm exactly where you were and what you were doing. Right now, I don’t know if I believe every word you’re telling me, Lila.” She paused, letting the silence stretch. “I’m not sure.”

Lila’s jaw clenched. She looked away, eyes tracking the seam between the wall panels. The tension in her shoulders radiated through the thin denim of her jacket. For a moment, the room held only the hum of the camera and the quiet tension between the two women.

Nikki rose from her chair, slipping the notebook into her satchel. She clicked open the door to the hallway. Deputy Malone hovered in the doorway, arms still crossed. Nikki gave him a nod. “We’ll hold her here. Let’s get that footage first thing in the morning.”

Malone stepped in and placed a gentle hand on Lila’s elbow. She didn’t resist. Nikki met Lila’s gaze one last time as Malone guided her to the holding cell beyond. Lila’s eyes held equal parts defiance and fear.

Nikki closed the door, the latch clicking shut. The hallway lights greeted her back, the hum of the building picking up as officers and deputies moved through their nightly routines. She paused, pressing her fingertips to her badge once more. Outside, the night waited, full of unanswered questions and the promise of surveillance tapes that would speak truths louder than any confession. And help protect those two little girls from whoever had taken their parents.


TWENTY-SIX


Nikki decided to stay at the station and spent another hour researching Lila on social media, searching for any slip-up she could use against the woman, but found nothing. She’d fallen asleep on the vinyl couch in the sheriff’s break room, one arm draped across her eyes as pale fluorescents hummed overhead. A half-empty notebook lay open on the table beside her, pages heavy with yesterday’s notes. Fatigue had claimed her so fully that she barely registered the soft click of the door.

A paper cup dropped onto the table with a soft thud. Steam curled into the stale air, carrying the acrid bitterness of fresh coffee. Nikki startled awake, hair tumbling over her face. She blinked at the cup, then at Sheriff Miller’s silhouette framed in the doorway. Her pulse jumped before she remembered where she was.

“Nikki,” Miller said, voice low and careful, as though he might wake the walls if he spoke too loudly. He pushed off the doorframe and set a second cup beside the first. Both rims glistened with dark liquid.

Nikki sat up with a groan, spine cracking against the couch. She lifted the nearer cup and inhaled sharply, then took a tentative sip. The coffee’s heat seeped through the paper and into her palms. The taste was a jolt of burnt rubber and metal, exactly what she needed.

Miller folded his arms against his chest. His uniform looked freshly pressed, the badge on his collar catching the harsh light. “I heard you’ve got Lila Daniels in holding.”

Nikki rubbed her jaw and set the cup down carefully. She ran a hand over her dark hair, brushing sleep from her eyes. “That’s right,” she said, voice husky. “Booked her for trespassing at Barker Lake. She was out on the dock, saying she wanted to see where Tim died.”

Miller nodded, his gaze steady. He dug into his coat pocket and pulled out a stack of printouts clipped together. He laid them on the table edge. “Returning to the scene of the crime?” He nodded slowly, considering it. “But CCTV from her building and parking garage came back this morning from the day of the murders,” he reported. “She didn’t leave her condo until nine thirty a.m., well after both Elle and Tim were murdered.” Miller slid a second batch of papers forward. “Cell records arrived, too. No pings near the Harper house or Barker Lake until she showed up on the dock. Her phone stayed within range of her home tower.”

A slow exhale escaped Nikki. She closed her eyes briefly, the weight of it pressing behind her temples. “Not surprised,” she said softly. “I spent some time digging into her social media accounts. She’s one of those who likes to argue online. I think she’s been into it with most of her friends over the last year. Someone even commented that ‘this is why your parents don’t talk to you.’ Sounds like Lila’s always been adept at twisting her story.” She looked at Sheriff Miller. “I wanted it to be her. She’s a better suspect than Shawn.”

Miller tucked the papers back into his coat and leaned against the counter. “We’re still waiting on her financials—bank statements, wire transfers. Warrants went out yesterday. Should pop up this afternoon, but unless she climbed out the window of her fourth-floor condo and shimmied down the drainpipe, she didn’t leave her building until well after both victims were dead.”

Nikki tipped the nearly empty cup back and set it down. She lifted her pen and jotted a bullet in her notebook. Then she met Miller’s eyes. “It’s not just about her obsessing over Tim. She also told me Tammy Cooper paid her to come down here and break up Elle and Tim. Said Cooper wired half her fare from Duluth.”

Miller’s eyebrows rose. He folded his arms tighter, the crease of his sleeve shifting. “Paid her? Tammy Cooper?”

“She said Tammy wanted Shawn Simpson to raise Maisy as his own,” Nikki continued, voice low. “Thought it’d be ‘better for everyone,’ Lila said. I understand it on one level. Shawn was Nate’s best friend. Tammy is clinging to that. But it backfired on her. Lila said Tammy never paid her the rest of the money, either.”

Miller’s posture softened, but his expression grew pensive. “I’m on the Stillwater High alumni board,” he said, voice quiet. “I did a little research of my own yesterday, because I knew I recognized his name from somewhere. Nate Cooper was our star quarterback. Tammy was the sports mom, lived every game through him. Screaming on the sidelines like it was her own glory, head of the booster club all through high school.”

The corners of Nikki’s mouth tightened. “That doesn’t prove she’s capable of murder,” she said, chin lifting.

He nodded, gaze drifting to the fridge in the corner. Miller opened it and produced a bottle of water. He handed it to Nikki, who accepted it without a word.

“Listen, can you ask Liam where they’re at on the Cooper Electric remote log on the night before the fire? That’s the key to that case.”

Nikki set the bottle beside the coffee cups and picked up her phone from her jacket pocket. She thumbed through the screen until she found her thread with Liam. Her fingers hovered, then typed:

Liam—need remote login logs from Cooper Electric server. Urgent. She tapped “Send” and slid the phone back into her pocket.

Miller gave her a curt nod. “Keep at it. I’ll push tech for updates, too.”

Nikki let her shoulders loosen fractionally. She reached for her cup again, but it was empty. She set it down and leaned back against the table’s edge. The humming lights felt louder in the silence between them.

A deputy’s distant voice crackled over the radio outside the room. Miller stiffened, lifting his head. He reached for his radio on the counter, pressed a button, and spoke a few clipped words. Then he lowered it and looked back at Nikki, expression grave.

“Shawn Simpson was found dead in his apartment this morning,” he said. His voice seemed to age in that instant, heavy with unspoken questions. “They’re calling it an unattended death until the autopsy.”

The Brick Pond Apartments sat low and square against the Stillwater sky, their brickwork darkened by decades of weather. The complex had been built in the seventies, and it showed—faded siding patched in places, railings rusted at the joints, parking lot cracked and spiderwebbed with weeds. The pond the place was named for sat behind the buildings, more algae than water this time of year, its surface buzzing with mosquitoes.

Nikki pulled her Jeep into a visitor slot, the tires crunching over loose gravel that had never been properly swept. She sat for a moment, staring at the building. Shawn lived in apartment 117 on the first floor. The blinds in his front window were crooked, one slat bent upward like a broken rib. She stepped out, the air already warm but not unbearable. Her boots scuffed against the cracked walkway as she crossed to the entrance.

Miller and Liam were already there, standing near the stairwell. Both wore short sleeves, both damp with sweat from the walk across the lot. Miller’s collar was darkened, his hairline wet. Liam had a handkerchief tucked into his back pocket, streaked with dust. Blanchard’s van was parked crooked in the lot, windshield glaring. Courtney stood just inside the open door, clipboard in hand, her hair pulled back tight, a sheen of sweat on her forehead.

Nikki nodded to them, her throat dry. She wiped her brow with the back of her hand before stepping inside.

The air in the apartment hit her immediately. Cool. Artificial. The thermostat on the wall glowed a steady 72. The hum of the central unit was faint but constant, pushing chilled air into the space. It should have been a relief after the sticky Stillwater summer outside, but instead it felt wrong—too comfortable, too deliberate.

The coolness wrapped around her, carrying the faint smell of sweat and sour alcohol, the scent of someone who’d stopped caring weeks ago. The walls were dingy, the carpet worn thin in the traffic paths. A single lamp glowed in the corner, casting a yellow haze over the room.

Shawn’s body was still in the chair.

He was slumped forward, head tilted slightly to the right, mouth slack. His skin had taken on a waxy sheen, pale and blotchy, with a faint gray cast around the lips. The television in front of him was on but muted, flickering with a late-night infomercial that had probably looped for hours. A bottle of pills sat on the armrest. A mostly empty bottle of scotch rested on the floor beside his foot, the cap off, the liquid inside amber and still. Nikki slipped on gloves as she joined the medical examiner.

Blanchard looked up from her notes. Her gloves were powdered and sticking to her wrists. “Co-worker came by to pick him up,” she said, her voice flat but carrying the weight of routine. “They carpool. He didn’t answer the door, didn’t answer his phone. They peeked through the window and saw him sitting there, not moving. Called it in.”

Courtney nodded, flipping a page on her clipboard. “We got here just after six. CSU started processing immediately.” Her pen scratched against the paper, the sound small but sharp in the cool air.

Nikki stepped closer, careful not to disturb anything. The pill bottle was tipped slightly, like it had been set down in a hurry but not dropped. The scotch was cheap, the kind that burned going down and left nothing behind but regret. Shawn’s hands rested on the arms of the chair, fingers curled inward. His shirt was wrinkled, damp at the chest and stained near the collar.

“Does it look like an overdose?” Nikki asked, her voice low, the question hanging in the stillness.

Blanchard didn’t look up. “It does,” she said. “But I won’t know for sure until we get the tox panel back. Looks like he took a bunch of pills and chased it with half a bottle of scotch.”

Nikki nodded, eyes still on the body. “Lila told me Tammy paid her to come down and break Tim and Elle up,” she said. “Tammy wanted Shawn to raise the baby. Lila failed.”

Courtney looked up from her clipboard, but said nothing. Blanchard kept writing, her pen steady.

Liam frowned. “So Shawn did all of this, and now, consumed by guilt, takes his own life?”

Nikki didn’t answer right away. She let the silence stretch. The television flickered in her peripheral vision. The air conditioner hummed steadily, keeping the room at its perfect, unnatural 72. Sweat gathered at the back of her neck anyway, sliding down between her shoulder blades.

She looked at Shawn again. His posture was slack but not collapsed. Like he’d sat down with intention. Like he’d meant to stay there. The bottle of pills wasn’t spilled. The scotch wasn’t shattered. Everything was placed. Deliberate.

She turned away, scanning the apartment. The living room was sparse, with only an old couch, a coffee table scarred with rings, and a stack of unopened mail on the counter. A pair of sneakers sat by the door, laces untied, tongues curled forward.

“Keep processing,” she told Blanchard. “I want to take a look around.”

The bedroom was cooler still, the vent above the bed pushing out a steady stream of air. The blinds were drawn, the room dim. The bed was unmade, sheets twisted, a sweat stain darkening the pillow. A dresser stood against the wall, top cluttered with loose change, receipts, and a cracked phone charger.

Nikki moved to the closet. The door creaked when she pulled it open, the smell of dust and fabric softener mixing with the artificial chill. Shirts hung unevenly on wire hangers, a few pairs of jeans folded on the shelf above. She pushed the clothes aside, scanning.

That’s when she saw it.

A Brick & Bourbon work shirt.

Nikki froze, her hand hovering over the fabric. The shirt was unmistakable, black with the bar’s logo stitched in red on the chest. But it wasn’t Shawn’s size. It wasn’t even close.

Her stomach tightened. Lila had been here. She’d left this behind. And she hadn’t said a word.

Nikki pulled the shirt free, holding it up. The fabric was soft, worn from washes, the faint scent of perfume clinging to it. She stared at it, her pulse ticking faster.

What game was Lila playing?

She’d already omitted information once, twisting the truth to suit herself. Now this. A shirt in Shawn’s closet, hidden among his things. Proof she’d been here, proof she’d left something behind. And she hadn’t breathed a word.

Nikki folded the shirt carefully, sliding it into an evidence bag. Her jaw tightened. Lila was lying or at least withholding.

She stepped back into the living room, the cool air pressing against her skin, the weight of the discovery heavy in her chest. Shawn’s body sat slumped in the chair, the television flickering silently. Everything about the scene screamed deliberate. And now, with Lila’s shirt in the mix, the questions multiplied.

Nikki turned toward the door. “I’m going to inform Tammy,” she said, her voice clipped. “I’ll check back when I’m done.”


TWENTY-SEVEN


Nikki turned off the main road and eased the Jeep down Sawyer Place, the narrow lane hemmed in by old cottonwoods. Their branches arched overhead, dappling the hood with shifting shadows. The mid-morning sun was already hot, and the air through her open window carried the mingled scents of cut grass and the faint sweetness of someone’s garden phlox. She slowed as the Cooper property came into view at the end of the lane. The white-sided house sat back from the road, dark shutters framing the windows, the wide porch lined with pots of mums just starting to bloom. Clay’s truck was parked off to the side, its hood glinting in the sun. Disappointment ran through Nikki. She wanted to confront Tammy Cooper about Lila’s accusations without an audience to back her up.

She pulled into the gravel drive, the crunch under her tires loud in the stillness. Cutting the engine, she sat for a beat, fingers drumming the steering wheel, then pushed the door open. The heat hit her immediately, wrapping around her like a heavy blanket. She adjusted her jacket, squared her shoulders, and walked up the front steps, each boot a dull thud on the wood. Her knock was firm, echoing in the quiet. A moment later, the door opened. Tammy stood there in a pale blouse, her hair pulled back, eyes shadowed.

“Hi,” Nikki said, keeping her tone even. “We’ve got some updates on the case I wanted to give you.” Tammy’s mouth tightened, but she stepped back to let Nikki in.

The kitchen smelled faintly of coffee gone cold. Papers were spread across the table—insurance forms, policy folders, a calculator pushed to the side. Tammy sat down at the head of the table, one hand pressed to her temple. Clay was to her right, leaning back in his chair, and across from him sat Simone, her dark hair pulled into a loose knot, arms folded. Nikki stayed standing, the strap of her bag still over her shoulder.

“I just came from Shawn Simpson’s place,” she said. “He was found dead this morning.”

The words landed like a stone dropped into still water. Clay’s head snapped up. “What?”

Tammy’s hand fell from her temple. Her eyes widened, and then she let out a sharp, keening sob. “No—no, I can’t—” She pushed back from the table, the chair legs scraping the tile. “I can’t take much more of this. First Tim, then Elle, Dave and Betty, and now Shawn? It’s like losing another son. I’m… I’m basically alone now.” Her voice broke on the last word, and she covered her face with both hands.

Nikki’s gaze shifted to Clay. For a moment, she saw the hurt flicker across his face, raw and unguarded. Then his jaw tightened, and he moved to his mother’s side, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “It’s okay, Mom,” he murmured. “We’ll get through this.” Across the table, Simone’s expression hardened. She looked away, lips pressed into a thin line, her fingers tightening around her own arm.

Nikki let the moment stretch, then said, “We don’t know the cause yet. We’re treating it as suspicious right now, and we’ll need alibis for last night.” Her voice was steady, but she kept her eyes on Tammy, watching every twitch, every shift in her expression. Tammy’s sobs quieted, but she didn’t look up.

Clay’s head snapped toward Nikki. “Are you serious? You come in here, tell us Shawn’s dead, and then start fishing for alibis? Losing him is like losing family. We’ve been through enough.”

“I understand this is hard,” Nikki said evenly. “But I have to ask.”

Clay’s arm tightened around his mother. “You should leave.”

Nikki let the silence hang for a beat, then nodded once. “I’ll be back.”

Outside, the air felt cooler, though she knew it was just the shift from the kitchen’s stuffy heat. She walked down the steps toward the Jeep, her mind turning over Tammy’s reaction. The tears had come fast, but so had the words, like she’d rehearsed them. Was it grief, or performance? And Clay… she’d seen the flash of pain before he masked it. Could jealousy have driven him to lash out at Shawn? The thought lodged itself in her mind, unwelcome but persistent.

She was halfway to the Jeep when the front door opened again. “Nikki!”

She turned. Simone was hurrying down the steps, her sandals slapping against the wood. She stopped a few feet away, glancing back toward the house before speaking. “Clay and I were home last night. So was Tammy.”

Nikki studied her. She wasn’t sure she believed the woman’s alibi, but emotions were riding high in the house, and she needed everyone to calm down. Was Clay angry at his father’s affair? Angry at being unloved his whole life? Had he killed his own father, Elle, Tim, and Shawn in a jealous rage? She opened her mouth to respond, but her phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out and saw Miller’s name on the screen, followed by a short text: Donahue lied. Came back to town. On CCTV near Cooper Electric within twenty minutes of fire starting.

Her pulse kicked up. She slid the phone back into her pocket, her mind already shifting.


TWENTY-EIGHT


The hallway outside Interview Room Two was quiet except for the low hum of the overhead lights and the faint, stale scent of burnt coffee drifting from the break room. Nikki stood in front of the one-way mirror, arms folded, her reflection faint over the glass. On the other side, Donahue paced the cramped room like a caged animal, three steps toward the table, pivot, three steps back. His hands kept disappearing into his pockets, then reappearing, fingers flexing as if he couldn’t decide what to do with them. Every so often, he glanced at the door, his jaw working, the tension in his shoulders visible even from here.

Miller leaned against the wall beside her, his posture deceptively relaxed, eyes fixed on Donahue’s restless movements. Liam stood on her other side, phone in hand, the glow of the screen lighting the sharp lines of his face.

“LeAnn’s at the house,” Liam said without looking up. “They’ve got her outside. Warrant’s in motion.”

Nikki gave a short nod, her gaze never leaving Donahue. “Good. We’ll do the search.”

Miller’s voice was low, edged with certainty. “CCTV puts him near Cooper Electric twenty minutes before the fire. He told us he was in the north woods.”

Liam finally looked up from his phone. “It fits. He set the fire.”

Nikki exhaled slowly, nodding. “Yeah. Looks that way. But he’s got no motive for Elle or Tim, no connection. Different case.”

Nikki checked her watch. “Before we talk to him, is Lila Daniels still in holding?”

Miller nodded. “I figured you’d want to speak with her again before we cut her loose. I’m not sure we have anything to hold her. I requested phone records and CCTV from last night from her place. She’s in Interview Room Three, waiting for you.”

Nikki pushed off the wall and headed to Interview Room Three. She hated this interview room, because they kept it a few degrees warmer to interrogate suspects.

She pushed the door open, file in hand, and stepped inside. The hum of the fluorescent light overhead was too loud, a constant buzz that grated on her nerves.

Lila sat at the table, shoulders hunched, eyes rimmed red. A wad of tissues was crumpled in her fist, shredded edges sticking out between her fingers. She didn’t look up when Nikki entered, just kept her gaze fixed on the scratched tabletop as if the grooves in the laminate might offer her an escape.

Nikki closed the door behind her, the click echoing like a gunshot in the silence. She set the file down, deliberately slow, letting the sound of the folder’s slap against the table carry weight. Then she pulled out the chair across from Lila and sat, leaning forward just enough to close the distance.

“I take it you’ve been told about Shawn Simpson.”

Lila looked up with red-rimmed eyes. “You won’t pin this on me, either. I worked last night and then went straight home.”

“All right,” Nikki said, her voice steady, controlled. “You’ve given me your alibi. Now shut up and listen.”

Lila’s head jerked up, eyes blazing through the tears. The defiance there was sharp, almost startling, against the blotched skin of her face.

Nikki leaned forward, elbows on the table, closing the space between them. “You want to tell me why you never mentioned you and Shawn were dating?”

Lila’s mouth twisted, a bitter little smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “We weren’t dating. It wasn’t like that. We had fun, that’s all. And you didn’t ask me about Shawn.”

Nikki’s jaw tightened. She hated the smugness in that answer, the way Lila tried to turn the blame back on her. “Don’t get smart with me. You know damn well I would’ve asked if I thought there was something to ask. So, let’s try again. How did you and Shawn meet?”

Lila’s gaze flicked away, then back, her eyes darting like a cornered animal’s. Her voice was flat, stripped of emotion. “I saw him with Tim and Elle. I went after him to make Tim jealous.”

The words landed like a stone in Nikki’s gut. She kept her expression neutral, but her pulse ticked faster, a steady drumbeat in her ears. She forced her voice to stay even. “This was after your deal with Tammy?”

“Yes.” Lila’s tone was clipped, defensive, her chin lifting as if daring Nikki to challenge her.

“I thought you were over him.”

Lila’s eyes flashed, sudden heat breaking through the tears. “I wasn’t over him then. I am now. Shawn and I just had fun. That’s it.”

Nikki studied her, letting the silence stretch. She watched every flicker of expression, every twitch of Lila’s hands as they shredded the tissue further. Lila’s cheeks were blotched from crying, but beneath the grief was steel. She believed what she was saying—or wanted Nikki to believe it.

“You can go,” Nikki said, her voice clipped, sharper than she intended. “But don’t leave town.”

Lila blinked, surprise flickering across her face. “I have no plans to. I like it here. I like working at Brick and Bourbon and subbing. I’m hoping to get a full-time job at the school.”

Nikki nodded, already half-turned toward the door, her mind racing ahead to Maisy and Maya.

“Wait.” Lila’s voice stopped her, sharper now, cutting through the fog in Nikki’s head.

Nikki turned back, hand still on the knob.

Lila’s gaze was steady now, the tears gone, her voice low but certain. “I want you to know one last thing. The last time I talked to Shawn, he said he was going to confront her.”

Nikki’s pulse jumped, her body going still. “Confront who?”

“You know who.”

Nikki’s voice sharpened, the edge of command slipping back into place. “About what?”

Lila’s mouth curved in a bitter smile, the kind that carried more truth than words. “What do you think?”

The words hung in the air, heavy with implication, pressing down on Nikki’s chest like a weight she couldn’t shake.

She held Lila’s gaze for a long moment, searching for cracks, for hesitation, but found only defiance. Then Nikki turned and walked out, the door closing behind her with a hollow thud, the weight of it all pressing down harder with every step. She headed to Interview Room Two, where John Donahue waited. She stopped at the one-way mirror and watched him inside the cramped room.

Donahue had stopped pacing. He stood at the table now, tapping his fingers against the metal surface, lips moving in a silent conversation with himself. Nikki watched him for another beat, noting the way his eyes darted toward the mirror, then away.

She opened the door.

The interview room was small and airless, the kind of space that made the walls feel closer the longer you sat in it. The overhead light was too bright, flattening every shadow, and the air carried the faint tang of sweat and disinfectant. Nikki closed the door behind her and crossed to the chair opposite him.

Donahue sat down slowly, his gaze flicking from her to the mirror and back. A sheen of sweat clung to his hairline, darkening the edges of his short-cropped hair.

“You’ve got twenty-four hours in here,” Nikki said, setting her notebook on the table but leaving it closed. “That’s how long I’ve got to hold you. You’re going to use that time to tell me the truth.”

His mouth twitched. “I haven’t lied.”

She leaned forward, elbows on the table, her voice steady. “Why did you burn down Cooper Electric? Did you know Dave and Betty were inside?”

His eyes widened, and for a moment she caught something, maybe shock, or the performance of it. “I didn’t burn anything down.”

Nikki let the silence stretch, the hum of the light filling it. “We’re getting a warrant to search your place,” she said. “Might as well tell me now. Save us the trouble of finding the truth ourselves.”

He shook his head, quick and jerky. “There’s nothing to find.”

The room felt warmer. Nikki could feel a bead of sweat slide down her spine beneath her jacket. She didn’t move.

“I didn’t do anything,” Donahue said again, his voice rising. “I felt bad about what I said to Dave, okay? I came home early to apologize. I saw them—Dave and Betty—walking in, holding hands. I didn’t know what to think. I panicked. I went back to the cabin.”

Nikki studied him. His hands were flat on the table now, fingers splayed, the pulse in his neck visible and steady.

“You lied to us about where you were,” she said.

“I did,” he admitted. “But you can’t pin that fire on me. I didn’t start it.”

“You’re right,” Nikki said evenly. “Not yet. But I’ve got twenty-four hours to get that done. So you should plan to spend the next day in a cell.”

His jaw tightened, but he didn’t speak. The air between them felt heavy, the kind that made every breath deliberate. Nikki kept her gaze on him, searching for the tell, something in the eyes, the mouth, the way he held himself. She wasn’t sure if he was lying, but the search would tell her.

A knock at the door broke the moment. Liam stepped in, a folded sheet of paper in his hand. “Warrant’s signed.”

Nikki rose, tucking her notebook under her arm. Miller was already in the hall, keys in hand, his expression set.

“Let’s go,” she said.

They walked out together, the shift from the close, hot interview room to the cooler corridor almost a relief. Outside, the late-morning sun glared off the Suburban’s hood, the air sharp with the scent of asphalt warming under the light. Nikki slid into the passenger seat, the image of Donahue’s restless pacing still vivid in her mind, and the farmhouse waiting like a sealed envelope she was ready to open.

The Suburban’s tires crunched over the rutted dirt drive. The Donahue farmhouse sat square and stubborn against the sky, its white paint dulled to a chalky gray in places, the porch boards weathered and sun-bleached. The roofline sagged slightly at one end, and the windows reflected the glare like blank eyes. Beyond the house, the land stretched out in a patchwork of brittle grass and tilled earth, the horizon wavering in the shimmer of heat.

Nikki felt the temperature rise the moment Miller cut the engine. She stepped out with Liam and Miller, the smell of dry earth and sun-warmed wood drifting up from the yard. The air outside was heavy, pressing down on her shoulders, the kind of heat that made every movement deliberate. The ERT from the FBI was already assembled near their vehicles, their dark uniforms absorbing the sun, faces set in the neutral focus of people about to work.

Miller’s voice cut through the stillness. “Listen up, people.” He gestured toward the farthest outbuilding, a squat structure with a rusted tin roof at the edge of the property. “Start there. We’ll take the barn. I heard from the fire marshal this morning. The accelerant is some kind of chemical cleaning compound used for electrical equipment. Let’s get to it.”

Nikki’s gaze slid to the porch. LeAnn Donahue stood there, arms crossed tight, her mouth a hard, thin line. A deputy blocked the doorway, his stance casual but immovable. LeAnn’s eyes tracked them as they moved toward the barn, her scowl deepening with each step. The boards under her feet creaked as she shifted her weight, but she didn’t speak.

The barn loomed ahead, its red paint faded to a muted rust, the wide doors thrown open to the shadowed interior. Inside, the air was cooler but close, the kind of stillness that held the scent of everything the building had ever housed. Nikki caught the dry, sweet dust smell of old hay layered over the faint tang of oil and metal. Sunlight slanted through gaps in the siding, striping the dirt floor in gold.

They moved through the equipment and work areas, boots scuffing softly. Shelves lined one wall, tools hung in neat rows, their metal edges dulled with use. A battered workbench stood under a window, the surface scarred and stained. Liam crouched near a low shelf and pulled out a container.

“Turpentine,” he said, holding it up. The label was worn, the cap tight, but the sharp chemical scent still leaked faintly into the air. Nikki took it from him, weighing it in her hand. It could be an accelerant.

The barn was tidy, more workshop than working barn now. The horse stalls stood empty, their gates latched, a few stray flakes of hay scattered in the corners. The wood was dry and splintered under her fingertips when she brushed one of the stall doors. Dust motes drifted in the shafts of light from the high windows, moving lazily in the still air. Somewhere in the rafters, a pigeon shifted, its claws scratching against the beam.

They stepped back out into the glare, the sudden brightness making Nikki squint. The heat hit harder after the dim barn, the air shimmering above the packed dirt. They crossed to Donahue’s truck, parked at an angle near the side of the house. The metal of the tailgate was hot under Nikki’s palm as she looked inside.

The bed was loaded with what you’d expect from an electrician: coils of wire, toolboxes with dented lids, bottles of cleaner with their labels peeling in the sun. A partially empty five-gallon container of gas sat wedged against the side, the red plastic faded and scuffed.

Miller leaned in, his shadow falling across the bed. “We’ve got possible accelerants,” he said, “but we’re still waiting on the exact match.”

Liam rested his forearms on the side of the truck, eyes scanning the contents. “Everything here could be explained by his job. He went to the lake. Having gas around isn’t unusual. Without a match, I doubt we can hold him.”

Nikki shut the tailgate with a solid thud. “Let’s talk to LeAnn.”

On the porch, LeAnn was pacing now, her boots thudding against the boards. Her arms were still crossed, but her fingers tapped against her elbows, a restless rhythm. Her eyes narrowed as Nikki approached, and she stopped moving, planting her feet.

“You’re wrong,” LeAnn said before Nikki could speak. Her voice was sharp, carrying easily in the hot, still air. “You’re wasting your time.”

“Is that so?” Nikki kept her tone even, her gaze steady.

“Did Tammy send you?” LeAnn’s voice sharpened further, the words almost a challenge. “This is just like something she’d do. Just because Dave Cooper and John fought doesn’t mean he’d do something like this.”

Nikki watched her closely, noting the tightness around her mouth, the way her shoulders stayed rigid. “Then why lie about where he was?”

LeAnn’s chin lifted, her eyes flashing. “He was scared to admit what he saw. He knew telling you he was there after the fight would be trouble. Tammy is vindictive as hell.”

“What are you talking about?” Nikki asked. “Why would Tammy Cooper mess with finding out who killed her husband?”

“If she knew about the affair, she’d do something to hurt them,” LeAnn said. “Look at what she did to Elle about custody.”

Nikki frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Tammy tried to say Elle was unfit. Went after custody of Maisy when she was just an infant.”

Nikki tilted her head slightly, watching for any shift in LeAnn’s expression. “You think that was Tammy’s version of getting back at Elle for being on the phone with Nate when he was killed?”

LeAnn’s eyes widened, genuine surprise flickering there. “Who told you that? Tammy was on the phone with him, not Elle.”

Nikki’s pulse ticked up, but she kept her voice steady. “You’re sure?”

“My brother-in-law works for the delivery company Nate drove for,” LeAnn said. “All the trucks have audio recording, and employees know it. He heard it himself. She was bad-mouthing Elle, and Nate had had enough. Roads were bad.”

The boards under Nikki’s boots radiated heat, and the air between them felt taut, stretched thin by more than just the weather. LeAnn’s gaze didn’t waver, her jaw set, as if daring Nikki to contradict her. Nikki held it, the weight of the exchange settling in her chest, before finally stepping back, the farmhouse looming behind LeAnn like a silent witness.


TWENTY-NINE
THEN


Sleet pounded the windshield, each sliver of ice slicing against the glass as Nate cranked the wipers to their highest setting. They squealed in protest, bracing against the downpour but never quite clearing his view. He tugged the AirPod from his ear and jammed it back in—hoping the next gust of static would muffle his mother’s shrill voice. She’d called nearly ten minutes ago, and by now she was deep into her routine: questioning the paternity of his baby girl, demanding a paternity test, critiquing Elle’s every move.

“Mom, I need to go,” Nate snapped, squinting through the sleet to spot the next bend in the St. Croix Scenic Byway. Bare trees arched overhead, their limbs already frosted with ice. The road was slick, black ice lurking like a hidden trap. He eased off the accelerator, letting the van’s speed drop another five miles per hour, though his hands trembled on the wheel from more than just the cold.

“I’m not done talking,” his mother insisted, her voice rising an octave that made his teeth chatter. “How do you even know the baby is yours, Nathaniel? Why won’t she take a test?”

He ground his teeth, willing himself to stay calm. Yelling back would only feed her appetite for drama. “Because I trust her,” he said through clenched teeth. “And the baby looks exactly like Dad did at six weeks.”

“She’s six weeks old,” Mom shot back. “All infants look alike at that age. You tell her you want a test, or else⁠—”

“Or else what?” he countered, feeling heat gather at his collar despite the van’s feeble heater. His breath misted against the windshield. “We’ve got a place of our own. You can’t control me anymore.”

“I can cut you off,” she warned. “You’d be lucky to feed that kid without my help. Let’s not pretend Elle’s saving every penny at beauty school covers diapers and bills.”

Nate’s jaw flexed. They’d had this argument every week since Elle’s pregnancy announcement. His mother refused to accept that he’d chosen a different path—one that included a foster-child past, a tiny baby, and responsibilities he’d never asked for but now embraced with every ounce of his stubborn pride.

“She’s working part-time,” he said. “Elle’s doing her best. It’s not her fault she was in foster care.”

Praise for Elle always softened his heart—her resilience, her quiet kindness toward others—even if it meant fodder for his mother’s criticism.

“Don’t romanticize it,” Mom spat. “Someone needs to look out for my son. You’re making mistakes—big ones.”

“I’m making choices,” he shot back. “And mine aren’t up for debate.”

Static crackled in his ear, and then silence. He tapped the corner of the phone, switching to speaker so he could tuck the AirPod back under his jacket. The van’s cabin suddenly felt cavernous, the sleet drumming deafening without her voice.

Ahead, a bend opened into a straight stretch skirting the river. Gray water roiled just beyond the tree line, waves slapping against a snow-dusted shore. A single lamppost flickered at the curve’s apex, haloed by mist. The road glistened with a sheen of black ice, unmarked by any other tire tracks.

He exhaled, trying to shake off the tension, when something flickered at the edge of his headlights’ beam: a shape, pale against the dark grove of pines. His heart thumped like a jackhammer.

Deer.

It burst through the trees without warning, chestnut flanks slick with rain, antlers low—eyes wide and frantic. Nate slammed on the brakes, the pedal digging into his foot until the ABS gunshot rattled through the chassis. The van lurched, its back-end fishtailing as steel wheels fought for traction on the ice. He yanked the wheel left, but the road was a sheet of glass.

Time stretched in a spray of white. Inside the van, the heater’s click faded, replaced by the screech of metal and the roar of wind as the vehicle spun. Glass shards danced in the air, glittering like malicious confetti. The world pitched sideways, roof tilting toward a cluster of trees lining the shoulder. Sleet slapped at his arms as the driver’s-side window shattered.

Nate’s chest slammed into the steering wheel, the airbag erupting in a thunderous bloom of fabric and gas. Pain seared along his shoulder and jaw—hot, bright, insistent. For a heartbeat, he saw the deer’s wide brown eyes, frozen with shock, reflected in the mirror before darkness swallowed its form.

The van rolled again, metal groaning in protest, until a violent jolt flung him into silence. He was weightless for a moment, and then the engine died, the world settling with a groaning finality. The high beams flickered once, sputtered, and went dark. All that remained was the death rattle of the wipers as they ground against glass fragments.

Nate blinked, tasting blood in his mouth. His head lolled, smacking against the seat belt anchor with a dull thud. Sleet soaked through the shattered window, wetting his hair and clothes. Every nerve ending buzzed with cold and shock. The van leaned against the trunk of a massive oak, its bark cracked under the impact. Outside, the storm raged on, indifferent.

He tried to move but found his right arm pinned against something hard, perhaps the crumpled dash or a shard of metal. His breath came ragged, each inhale feeling like pain bloomed in his ribs whenever he shifted.

And then, against the roaring silence, a thought forced itself through the haze: Mom will kill Elle for this.

His last coherent mental image was of Elle, probably pacing their tiny living room, phone clutched in her hand, waiting for him to come home so she could tell him everything was okay. He should have taken a different route. He should have insisted Mom leave him alone. He should have slowed more.

Sirens sounded in the distance, faint at first, then growing louder, wailing into the storm like desperate hope. Red and blue flashes pulsed through the spiderweb of broken glass.

His vision swam, narrowing to a pinpoint: the beam of a flashlight slicing across the wreck, illuminating twisted metal and a red-stained steering wheel. A booted foot crunched on snow as first responders approached. The world tilted again, and he knew he was done fighting for control.

Mom will kill Elle for this.

And Maisy will never be safe.

Nate’s eyes slipped shut, his last thought anchored to guilt, fear, and an unspoken promise that whatever came next, he’d protect his family—even if it cost him everything.


THIRTY


The conference room smelled faintly of pasta sauce and cooling wings, the kind of scent that settled into the air and refused to leave. Paper plates, crumpled napkins, and half-empty water bottles cluttered the table. Liam worked through his pasta and wings with steady bites, the scrape of his fork against the paper plate a small, repetitive sound. Nikki’s wings sat untouched, the sheen of sauce catching in the overhead light.

Late-day sun slanted through the blinds, striping the tabletop in alternating bands of shadow and glare. The hum of the fluorescent lights pressed down from above, a constant undertone to the quiet. Frustration hung in the room, unspoken but heavy, each movement slow and deliberate.

Miller broke the silence, his pen tapping once against the legal pad. “Cans of gas and diesel, cleaning agent for electrical equipment. All in the truck. All can be explained. No smelly clothes, no trashed clothes.”

“I think he’s telling the truth,” Nikki said, her voice even. “He came to apologize, caught Dave and Betty, left, then panicked.”

“Agreed,” Liam said, not looking up from his plate.

“We’ll have to let him go,” Miller said, the pen falling still.

He shifted topics without warning. “Elle and Tim Harper. Arim confirmed the Ruger found in Shawn’s closet was Tim’s. That’s the gun that shot Elle.”

“Blanchard still isn’t convinced Shawn’s death was suicide,” Liam said. “No note, no other signs. He planned to work. Just feels off. Gun was in plain view in his closet. Too late to test for GSR.”

“His car never left the lot,” Nikki countered. “Yes, we caught him sneaking out of the building from another angle, but how did he get to Tim’s location and the Harpers’ home? Too far to go on foot with the timeline.”

Liam reached for the dessert pizza, the cardboard box rustling. “Courtney never found the donuts Tim bought. Bugs me. Wouldn’t there be something left of them in the truck or water?”

“Fish could have eaten some of them,” Miller said, his tone flat.

“Something’s off,” Nikki said. “I want to watch the CCTV from across the street that showed Shawn walking.”

Miller cued it up on his tablet, the faint click of plastic on wood punctuating the moment.

“Why didn’t we ever find that backpack?” Liam asked as they watched Shawn leave his apartment building from the side door with a backpack around 7:30 a.m., walking for about ten feet as though something heavy was inside before going out of frame.

A car passed through the shot.

“Rewind,” Nikki said, leaning in.

She watched in silence, the air in the room tightening, until the Fiat rolled into view. The image froze on the screen, the Fiat’s shape crisp in the grainy footage.

“That’s Nate Cooper’s Fiat Spider, I’m certain of it,” Nikki said, her voice low but edged. All this time, she’d assumed Tammy Cooper would have driven the Tahoe. That’s the vehicle they’d been looking for in all the CCTV footage. “Tammy could have driven it and we’d never know.”

Liam’s head came up, the chair creaking under his shift in weight. “You think Tammy helped Shawn do this?”

“Someone in that family did.” Nikki’s gaze held his. “I keep thinking about the donuts.” She leaned back slightly, the memory sharp. “Remember the first day we went there? She had donuts on the counter. Tim picked up donuts at the gas station, and they weren’t in the truck.”

“You think she took them as some kind of trophy?” Liam asked, his tone measured but skeptical.

“I don’t know.” Nikki sat forward in her chair, elbows braced on the table, eyes fixed on Maisy’s picture on the whiteboard. The little girl’s smile was frozen in time, but the longer Nikki stared, the more fragile it felt.

Liam leaned back, arms crossed, his chair tilted just enough to creak. “If Tammy was behind the murders, this isn’t grief anymore,” he said. “It’s obsession. She’s not mourning her son, she’s rewriting him. Every decision she’s made has been about controlling the narrative, shaping how he’s remembered.”

Miller tapped his pen against his notepad, the sound sharp in the quiet. “Elle, Tim, Shawn—they all threatened that version. They didn’t fit the story she wanted to tell, so she cut them out. That’s not grief. That’s control.”

Nikki nodded slowly, her throat tight. “And that makes Maisy part of the story, too. If Tammy sees her as a piece she can shape, or worse, claim, then Maisy’s still in danger.”

The room went still. The hum of the air conditioning filled the silence, but Nikki felt the weight of their collective realization pressing down.

“She’s not just a grieving mother,” Nikki said, her voice steady but low. “She’s a threat. And if we keep treating her like she’s fragile, we’re going to miss the fact that she’s dangerous.”

Liam leaned forward now, the chair legs thumping back to the floor. “So, we build the profile around that. Obsessive, controlling, manipulative. She’ll justify anything if it protects the version of her son she wants the world to see. That means Maisy isn’t safe until we take her out of the equation.”

Miller’s jaw tightened. “We need to move fast. Protective custody for Maisy, if we can get it. And we hit Tammy hard in interview, no sympathy. She’ll twist that. We confront her with the facts, force her to see the cracks in her own story.”

Nikki exhaled, her gaze still on Maisy’s photo. “She’s already written the ending in her head. We have to tear that apart before she makes it real.”

The three of them sat in silence for a moment, the weight of it heavy in the room. Nikki felt the familiar coil of urgency in her chest, the knowledge that every minute mattered. Maisy’s face stared back at her from the board, innocent and unknowing.

“We don’t have time to wait.” The air in the room felt heavier, pressing down on Nikki’s shoulders. She opened her mouth to press further, to push at the cracks she thought she saw forming, but her phone buzzed against the table. The vibration rattled against the metal, sharp and jarring, the sound cutting through the silence after the Fiat footage. She glanced at the screen. “Maggie.”

Maggie’s voice came in a rush, broken and uneven. Nikki pressed the phone tighter to her ear, straining to catch the words. “Maggie, calm down,” she said firmly. “Take a breath so I can understand you.”

There was a pause, the sound of Maggie pulling herself together. “Candace isn’t home. She’s supposed to be. She’s not answering her phone.”

“You were supposed to meet her at the house?” Nikki asked, her tone clipped.

“Yes. I was coming over to spend time with the girls.” Maggie’s voice wavered. “I know she was taking them to the park, but I don’t know which one.”

“Sit tight,” Nikki told her. “We’ll find Candace.” She ended the call, the weight of it settling over the room. “Candace is missing. She had the girls with her.”

Liam was already at his laptop, fingers moving fast. “Got her vehicle. I’ll put out an APB.”

Miller had his phone to his ear, his voice brisk and precise. “Candace Walker. Woman in her fifties, salt-and-pepper hair, petite. Social worker. She’d have a toddler named Maisy and an infant named Maya with her.” He listened, pen tapping against the table. Then his expression shifted. “Lakeview Hospital reports an unconscious woman found at a park with an infant matching Maya’s description. No toddler.”

The room went still. Nikki called Maggie back. “Did Candace mention meeting anyone today?”

“No,” Maggie said. “But I know she had a phone call with Tammy earlier.”

“Go to Lakeview Hospital,” Nikki told her. “I’ll explain the situation with Maya so you can take her. Right now she’s being observed. Candace is there, too.” Nikki hesitated, then added, “Maisy wasn’t with them.”

There was silence on the line, heavy and raw. Then Maggie’s voice broke. “Tammy took her, didn’t she?”


THIRTY-ONE


Nikki pressed down on the accelerator, the Jeep eating up the miles toward Sawyer Place. The late-afternoon sun slanted low, flashing through the trees and strobing across her windshield, but she barely registered it. Her mind was split in two, flashing from the thought of Candace lying in a hospital bed to Maisy, small and defenseless, in Tammy Cooper’s hands.

The thought made her chest tighten. How far had Tammy gotten? Every minute Nikki spent on the road was another Tammy could use to vanish deeper into Stillwater’s backroads, to disappear with Maisy into some hidden corner.

The highway curved, traffic slowing her just enough to make her jaw clench. She gripped the wheel tighter, her pulse a steady drumbeat in her ears. Candace’s face flashed in her mind—bloodied, terrified, left in the park like discarded evidence. If Tammy could do that to Candace, what would she do to a child she saw as her possession?

Nikki forced her focus back to the road, the familiar turnoff to Sawyer Place rising ahead. The Coopers’ place was only minutes away.

But the clock was running, and Nikki knew too well how fast obsession could turn lethal.

Nikki pulled into the Cooper driveway. Clay stood near the open garage, arms folded tight, frustration written across his face. The Tahoe wasn’t in the garage, and she didn’t see any sign of the Fiat.

She jumped out of the Jeep. “Where’s your mother?”

Clay shook his head, voice tight. “I don’t know. She should be here. She’s not answering her phone.”

Nikki hesitated, then met his eyes. “Clay, there’s something else you need to know. LeAnn Donahue’s brother-in-law works for the trucking company Nate drove for. He was on the phone with his mother when he wrecked. Not Elle. Tammy lied to everyone about that.”

Clay’s head snapped up, shock flashing across his face. “What?”

“She told the story over and over, made Elle the scapegoat. But it wasn’t true. She twisted it to fit the version she wanted people to believe.”

Clay’s mouth opened, then closed again. He looked gutted, like the ground had shifted under him. “I… I knew she could be cruel, but to lie about that? To blame Elle for something she didn’t do?” His voice broke. “God, it makes sense now.”

He pressed a hand to his forehead, shaking his head. “She never wanted me, not really. After Nate was born, she blew me off. Said my birth was rough, that I nearly killed her. She never let me forget it. I was always the one who wasn’t good enough.”

Nikki stayed quiet, letting him speak.

“She resented me,” Clay went on, voice raw. “But Nate—Nate was her possession. Everything revolved around him. He could do no wrong. She wrapped herself around him so tight he couldn’t breathe, but he was still the golden boy. I was just… there.”

The bitterness in his tone was sharp, but underneath it, Nikki heard the ache.

“She pretended to like Elle,” Clay said, shaking his head. “Played the part when people were watching. But I knew. I knew she didn’t. So no, I’m not surprised she turned on her. Not one bit.”

Nikki’s tone sharpened. “We suspect she has kidnapped Maisy. Candace, the social worker, was left injured in the park.”

Clay’s expression faltered. He didn’t look surprised. His shoulders sagged and tears welled. “I think my mother did all of this.”

Nikki stepped closer, steady. “What are you talking about?”

“She’s furious over Maggie getting custody of her granddaughter. Maggie’s not even blood. I thought she got over it.” His voice cracked. “I went along with her version to make her look good. I never dreamed she’d be capable of something like this.”

Nikki’s eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about, Clay?”

He dragged a hand across his face. “She never liked Elle. Things weren’t hunky dory after Nate’s death. She blamed Elle. Tried to get her declared incompetent so she could take Maisy. She failed because Dad intervened and wouldn’t let her take it to court. He was the only thing stopping her.”

“Did she like Tim?” Nikki asked.

Clay shook his head. “She didn’t really have an opinion. If she did, she never shared it. Since Nate died, her sole focus has been Maisy. She hounded Elle for more time, always threatening court, knowing they couldn’t afford it. She’s manipulative as hell. A month ago, Elle threatened to cut her off completely.”

“Deputies will go to your house to make sure she’s not there,” Nikki said.

“Feel free,” Clay answered quickly. “Nothing to hide.”

“Any idea where Tammy might go?” Nikki asked.

“No,” Clay said. “We weren’t close. She wouldn’t confide in me.”

Nikki’s voice dropped. “Could Tammy shoot? Does she own any weapons?”

Clay nodded. “Yeah. She’s got a Ruger. Unlicensed. She and Dad used to go to the shooting range a lot.”

Nikki’s heart sank. She had trusted the CCTV that showed Tammy’s Tahoe never leaving the house. She’d driven Nate’s Fiat that morning instead of the Tahoe. Had she picked Shawn up? Had they been working together and Tammy silenced him? Her chest tightened as she looked back at Clay. “Where does she keep Nate’s Fiat?”

Clay hesitated, then said, “She put it in storage the other day, when she cleaned out the garage.”

Nikki’s breath caught. She must have just missed it—Tammy had tucked the Fiat away right under their noses. Which meant it had been there on the day of the shooting.

Clay’s eyes widened as he realized what she was getting at.

Nikki held his gaze. “Clay… is she capable of this?”

He thought about it, his face tightening, and finally nodded. “Yes. She’s stone-cold awful.”

He gave her the address for the storage.

Nikki yanked the Jeep into gear, dust spitting from the Cooper driveway as she tore back toward the main road. The sun was dropping low, throwing long bars of light across Stillwater, but the streets were clogged with commuters inching home, delivery trucks blocking intersections, brake lights flaring like a wall of red.

She gripped the wheel tighter, jaw clenched. Every wasted second was another Maisy didn’t have.

The Jeep crawled forward, boxed in by a minivan on one side and a pickup hauling lumber on the other. Nikki’s pulse hammered. She flicked her blinker, darted into the next lane, and earned a blast of a horn. She didn’t care.

Her mind spun faster than the tires. Tammy. She’d manipulated everyone around her, bending the truth until it fit the story she wanted. Nikki could see it now, the threads pulling tight.

Shawn.

Lila had said he was going to confront Tammy. That he’d finally had enough. But what if he never got the chance? What if Tammy had silenced him before he could talk?

Nikki’s knuckles whitened on the wheel. She pictured it: Tammy picking Shawn up, her voice soft, coaxing, the way she could make herself sound reasonable when she wanted something. Had she convinced him to help her kill Tim and Elle? Had she offered to pay his gambling debts? Or had she lured him in, only to cut him loose when he became a liability?

The Jeep lurched forward another few feet. Nikki slammed her palm against the steering wheel, frustration boiling. The storage unit was across town, tucked near the industrial strip by the river. Too far. Too much traffic.

She forced herself to breathe, to focus. The pieces were there if she could just lock them together.

Tammy’s motive was control. She’d lost Nate, and Maisy was all she had left. Elle threatened that control, and Tim, too. Shawn… Shawn was weak, easily manipulated. Tammy could have dangled loyalty, guilt, even affection in front of him. Maybe he’d helped her without realizing what he was part of. Maybe he’d driven, carried, covered. And when the weight of it pressed too hard, when he thought about confessing, Tammy had shut him up. Permanently.

Nikki’s stomach twisted. She could still see Shawn slumped in that chair, the bottle of pills, the scotch. Too neat and deliberate. Tammy’s fingerprints all over it, even if she’d never touched the glass.

The line of cars inched past a light. Nikki swerved around a delivery van, tires squealing as she cut through a yellow light. A driver shouted, but she barely heard it. Her eyes were on the road ahead, her mind on Maisy.

Maisy, small and fragile, caught in the grip of a woman who saw her as a possession, not a child.

Nikki pressed harder on the gas, weaving through traffic. The Jeep rattled as she hit a pothole, but she didn’t slow. The river glinted in the distance, the warehouses rising beyond it. The storage units were there, rows of metal doors baking in the sun, secrets locked behind each one.

She pictured Tammy again, her face tight with fury, her voice sharp. Tammy had lied about Elle being on the phone when Nate died. Lied to everyone, twisting the story until it fit her narrative. If she could do that, what else was she capable of?

Everything.

Nikki’s chest tightened. She pushed the Jeep harder, the engine growling. The traffic thinned as she hit the industrial strip, the road opening up. She tightened her grip on the wheel, every nerve alive with urgency.

She was close now. Too close for Tammy to finish writing her version of the story.

And Nikki wasn’t about to let her.

Her phone buzzed on the console. Nikki took Liam’s call through the jeep’s Bluetooth.

“We’ve got a BOLO out for the Fiat, Tammy and Maisy,” he said. “Miller’s putting up roadblocks. They’re pulling CCTV from around the park where Candace and Maya were found.”

Her pulse hammered. “I’m almost to the storage unit.”

Nikki swung the Jeep into the gravel lot of Stillwater Storage, her tires spitting rock as she braked hard. Her pulse hammered in her throat, her chest tight with the weight of every second ticking by. Maisy could be in there, trapped and alone.

She shoved the gearshift into park and jumped out, scanning the rows of dull green doors stretching in both directions. The Tahoe sat crooked near the far row, its chrome grille catching the last of the sun, empty.

Her stomach clenched.

Nikki forced herself toward the squat office at the edge of the lot. The glass door rattled as she yanked it open. Inside, the air smelled of stale coffee and dust, the hum of a small fan doing little to cut the heat. The manager looked up from behind the counter, startled, his polo shirt damp at the collar.

“I need access to the Coopers’ unit,” Nikki said, her badge flashing as she held it up. Her voice was clipped, urgent. “There’s a missing child, and we have reason to believe she may be inside.”

The man blinked, his mouth opening and closing before he nodded quickly. “Of course. Of course. Just—just give me a second.” He fumbled for the key ring, the metal jangling in his shaking hands.

“Now,” Nikki pressed. “Every second counts.”

He swallowed hard, grabbed the keys, and hurried out from behind the counter. Nikki was already moving, her stride long and fast, the manager hustling to keep up.

They crossed the lot, gravel crunching underfoot, the Tahoe looming larger with every step. Nikki’s weapon was already in her hand, the weight steady, grounding her.

The manager’s breath came quick, nervous. “You’re sure⁠—”

“Probable cause.” Nikki cut him off, her eyes locked on the unit. “Open it.”

He slid the key into the padlock, his hands trembling. Nikki stepped to the side of the door, gun raised, her pulse a steady drumbeat in her ears.

“One. Two. Three.”

The door rattled upward, the sound echoing down the row. Nikki braced, weapon ready, every nerve alive.

The smell hit first, thick dust, old fabric, and the faint tang of motor oil. “Holy shit.”

It wasn’t a hiding place. It was an altar. Photos of Nate covered the walls, tacked up in uneven rows. School portraits with his forced smile, football shots frozen mid-stride, candid snapshots of him at family gatherings. Dozens of them, overlapping, curling at the edges. His high school awards were stacked neatly on a shelf, trophies gleaming dully in the dim light. His uniforms hung pressed and preserved, the fabric stiff with age, as if waiting for him to step back into them.

And in the center, like a shrine, sat the Fiat. Its red paint dulled, headlights staring blankly into the dark.

Nikki’s stomach dropped. The silence pressed in, broken only by the hum of the fluorescent light above the row. She lowered her weapon slowly, her chest tight. Tammy hadn’t just memorialized her son. She’d entombed him. Every inch of the unit screamed obsession, control, a refusal to let go. It was suffocating, the air heavy with the weight of a life Tammy refused to release.

No Maisy.

Nikki pulled out her phone and hit Clay’s number. He answered on the second ring, his voice rough.

“Clay. The Tahoe and the Fiat are here, but no sign of your mother or Maisy. Do you know of another vehicle she might be driving?”

There was a long pause. “No,” he said finally. “Not that I know of. She doesn’t share anything with me. Never has.” His voice cracked. “I’m sorry.”

Nikki closed her eyes briefly, then forced herself forward. “All right. Stay put. We’ll find her.”

She ended the call and immediately dialed Liam. He picked up fast, his voice taut.

“She’s not here,” Nikki said. “The Tahoe’s parked at a storage unit, but it’s just a shrine to Nate. No Maisy. I need you to check with every rental agency in the area. See if Tammy Cooper rented a vehicle under her name or anyone else’s. She’s moving, and she’s not done.”

“On it,” Liam said. “Where are you headed?”

“The hospital,” Nikki said, sliding back into the Jeep. “Maggie and Candace are there. I need to talk to Candace.”

She hung up, started the engine, and tore out of the lot, the image of Nate’s shrine burned into her mind. Tammy wasn’t just obsessed, she was rewriting the story, piece by piece, and Nikki was running out of time to stop her.


THIRTY-TWO


Nikki swung the Jeep into the hospital lot, the tires crunching over asphalt patched too many times. She didn’t cut the engine right away, her hands still locked on the wheel, pulse hammering in her throat. The glass doors of the ER glowed ahead, a reminder that Candace was inside, broken but alive. Maisy’s face pressed harder into her mind. How far had Tammy gotten, and how much time did they have left?

Her phone buzzed. Liam. She snatched it up.

“Tell me you’ve got something,” Nikki said, her voice sharper than she intended.

“Not much,” Liam admitted. His tone was clipped, frustration bleeding through. “So far, no rental companies are being helpful. Enterprise flat-out told me to get a warrant before they’d release anything.”

Nikki closed her eyes briefly, forcing down the surge of impatience. “We don’t have time for red tape.”

“I know,” Liam said. “But listen, state police have roadblocks set up on the main arteries. And we’ve got a BOLO out in Wisconsin. If she tries to cross the river, they’ll catch her.”

Nikki exhaled, her gaze fixed on the hospital doors. It wasn’t enough. Not yet. But it was something.

She shoved the phone back into the console, her jaw tight. Tammy was out there with Maisy, and every second Nikki sat in this Jeep felt like a second wasted.

The ER waiting area buzzed with low voices and the antiseptic sting of disinfectant. At the nurses’ station, Maggie’s voice cut through, sharp and desperate.

“She’s my niece! You can’t keep me from her!” Maggie’s hands gripped the counter, her face flushed, eyes wild with fear.

The nurse behind the desk tried to stay calm, but her tone was firm. “Ma’am, only immediate family⁠—”

Nikki pushed through the doors, her badge already in her hand. “She is immediate family,” Nikki said, stepping up beside Maggie. She set the badge on the counter, her voice clipped but steady. “Maggie Cooper is next of kin. She has every right to see Maya.”

The nurse hesitated, eyes flicking from Nikki’s badge to Maggie’s stricken face. After a beat, she nodded. “I’ll take her back.”

But Maggie didn’t move. She turned on Nikki instead, her grief boiling over. “Where are Tammy and Maisy?” she demanded, her voice cracking. “How could you let this happen?”

Before Nikki could respond, Maggie grabbed her by the arms, fingers digging in. Her eyes were wild, brimming with tears. For a heartbeat, the whole waiting room seemed to freeze.

Then Maggie blinked, realization crashing in. She let go as if burned, her hands trembling. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, voice breaking. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

Nikki shook her head, her own throat tight. “It’s okay. I’m angry at myself, too.”

The nurse stepped forward gently, guiding Maggie toward the hallway.

Nikki watched them go, the weight of Maggie’s words pressing down like a stone. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t let Maisy slip through the cracks. And yet Tammy was still out there, with a child who had no idea how much danger she was in.

Nikki looked at the other nurse still sitting at the U-shaped station. “Can you tell me what room Candace Walker’s in?”

Nikki followed the nurse down another hall. The woman’s voice dropped. “Her insulin spiked. She passed out.”

Nikki’s jaw clenched. “Has she woken up?”

“She was just starting to come around when I checked a few minutes ago.”

They reached the door. Inside, Candace was propped against pillows, speaking weakly to a nurse. When she saw Nikki, tears spilled.

“It’s okay,” Nikki said, moving closer. “Maya’s okay. But Tammy must have taken Maisy. Can you tell me what happened?”

Candace’s hands trembled as she wiped her face. She looked pale and ten years older than she had the last time she’d seen Candace. “We met at the park. Things were fine for the first few minutes. Then she brought up Maggie getting custody of Maisy, said she wasn’t even related to her. I tried to be sympathetic, and then I felt a prick on my forearm. Everything went blurry.”

Nikki steadied her voice. “It’s not your fault. Maggie is upstairs with Maya. She’ll come down and see you in a little while. I’ve got to go find Maisy.”

The Stillwater Sheriff’s Station was quiet in the way only late evening could make it. The only real noise was the hum of fluorescent lights overhead. A couple of deputies sat at their desks, filling out paperwork. Nikki nodded to them as she made her way to the conference room.

“Candace isn’t a diabetic, but her insulin spiked,” Nikki told Liam and Miller. “Tammy must have access to insulin.”

She looked at the board where Maisy’s photo stared back at her from the center, bright smile frozen in time. Nikki’s chest tightened. Every lead they’d chased had gone cold. Every roadblock they’d set up had turned up nothing. Tammy was out there, and Nikki couldn’t shake the gnawing fear that they were already too far behind.

Sheriff Miller leaned against the wall, arms crossed, his face drawn with fatigue. He’d been on since dawn, but the lines around his eyes looked older than the day. Liam sat across from Nikki, his tie loosened, his hair mussed from running his hands through it too many times. The three of them had been circling the same ground for hours, and the silence between them was heavy.

“No sign of her at Clay’s place,” Miller said finally, his voice low. “Deputy Jensen’s parked out front. If she shows, he’ll see her.”

Nikki nodded, though it did little to ease the knot in her stomach. “She won’t go back there. Not now. She’s too smart for that.”

“Smart,” Miller muttered. “Or desperate.”

Nikki rubbed her temples, exhaustion pressing in. “Either way, she’s ahead of us. And Maisy…” Her voice caught, and she forced it steady. “Maisy could already be gone.”

The words hung in the air, sharp and unforgiving. Liam shifted in his chair, his jaw tightening. “Don’t go there yet,” he said quietly. “We don’t know that.”

But Nikki did know. She’d seen too many cases where the trail went cold, where the child slipped through their fingers because the adults had been too slow, too cautious. Tammy had been planning this for months, years, maybe. Every lie, every manipulation, every step had been about control. And now she had Maisy.

The silence stretched, broken only by the faint tick of the wall clock. Nikki stared at the board, at the photos of Elle, Tim, Shawn. All of them gone. Tammy had erased anyone who threatened her version of Nate’s story. Maisy was the last piece.

Her phone buzzed against the table, startling her. But it wasn’t hers, it was Liam’s. He snatched it up, his voice sharp. “Kendall? What’ve you got?”

Nikki watched his face as he listened, her pulse quickening at the flicker of surprise in his eyes.

“You’re kidding,” Liam said, sitting up straighter. He turned away slightly, one hand pressed to his forehead as he listened. Then his expression shifted, relief and urgency colliding. “That’s solid. Thanks, Kendall. Good work.”

He ended the call and looked at Nikki, his eyes alive in a way she hadn’t seen all night. “The techs pulled a remote login to Cooper Electric the night before the fire. It pinged from a farm about thirty minutes south of here.”

For a moment, Nikki just stared at him, the words sinking in. Then her pulse surged. “You think Tammy was there? That means she’s behind the fire, too.” It wasn’t a stretch to believe a woman as vindictive as Tammy could be behind the fire if she’d discovered her husband’s affair.

“At this point, it’s our best chance of finding Maisy,” Liam said.

The exhaustion that had weighed Nikki down moments ago burned away, replaced by adrenaline. “Who owns the farm?”

Liam’s eyes were trained on his computer as he digested the information Kendall had emailed. “Holy shit.”

“What?” Nikki demanded.

“Kendall went through property records. The farm was owned by J. Keller for thirty years. T. Cooper inherited the deed two years ago.”

“Her family farm?” Miller asked.

“That’s my guess,” Liam answered.

“She’s not running blind,” Nikki said, pacing the length of the table. “She’s got a plan.”

Miller rubbed his jaw, his expression grim. “Then that’s where we go.”

Nikki stopped pacing, her gaze locking on Maisy’s photo. The little girl’s smile seemed to mock her, a reminder of what was at stake. “We don’t have time to wait for warrants or backup. If Tammy’s there, Maisy could be with her.”

Liam stood, his chair groaning. “We’ll take two units. Quiet. No sirens. If she sees us coming, she’ll bolt.”

Nikki nodded, though her chest tightened with unease. Tammy had already proven she was capable of anything. If she felt cornered, what would she do?

Her mind flashed back to Clay’s words: She’s stone-cold awful.

Nikki forced the thought down. She couldn’t afford doubt now. Maisy was still out there, and this was their chance.

Miller moved toward the door, his voice clipped. “Ten minutes.”

When he was gone, Nikki turned to Liam. His face was pale, but his eyes were steady.

“You think she’s there?” she asked.

He hesitated, then nodded. “It fits. And it’s the first thing that makes sense.”

Nikki exhaled, her shoulders tight. “Then we don’t waste it.”

She grabbed her jacket from the back of the chair, the weight of her badge heavy in the pocket. The fear was still there, gnawing at her, whispering that Tammy was too far ahead, that Maisy was already lost. But she shoved it down, burying it beneath the steel edge of determination.


THIRTY-THREE


The drive northwest out of Stillwater was all fields and the occasional weather-leaning barn, sky overhead turning the pale gold of dinner hour. Nikki took the lead car, Liam riding shotgun with the map in satellite view, Miller behind them in an unmarked SUV.

No one spoke. The asphalt thinned to patched chipseal with grass up the center line. Houses were set far back, hidden by oak and pine; visibility was a coin toss at every turn.

Half a mile from their target, a flash of color snagged Nikki’s eye. Parked under a leaning spruce at the edge of the long gravel drive was a red Toyota Camry with an Enterprise rental sticker on its back windshield. The same one from the CCTV image outside Tammy’s street. Her pulse spiked. That car was more than proof of place. It was a timestamp, a warning that Tammy hadn’t gone far, at least not yet.

“She’s here,” Nikki said, pulling off into the cover of trees. Gravel crunched as Miller eased in behind her. His gaze followed hers to the Camry, jaw tightening.

“If she’s inside, she’s had time to clock us,” Nikki said. “We keep the approach quiet.”

They killed their lights and moved out on foot. The farmhouse came into view: peeling white paint, porch sagging at one corner, lace curtains limp with dust. Off to the left, a gray-sided barn and two smaller outbuildings, doors shut.

Miller surveilled the house through binoculars. “Movement inside. One adult female.”

“Any sign of Maisy?” Nikki asked.

A pause. “Not yet.”

Nikki tightened her grip on her weapon. “Then we move.”

The storm built fast out of the west, a bruised wall against the fading light. By the time they hit the edge of the Keller property, the wind was driving in sheets of cold rain that blurred the outline of the farmhouse, lightning strobing in the distance like the flicker of an old camera flash.

The red car was still there in the drive, beaded over with water, its silhouette so familiar it pulled at Nikki’s focus like a magnet.

Liam took the front, Miller circling to the rear porch. Nikki’s boots sank into wet earth, the smell of ozone sharp in her nose. They breached almost in sync, back and front doors bowing under their shoulders, splintering open into the close, musty dark.

It reeked of damp carpet. A blanket crumpled on the couch. A pair of muddy rain boots by the door, one tipped on its side. The rain outside hissed against the roof and windows, drowning out the creaks of their movement.

No voices. No footsteps.

Nikki swept the kitchen, noticing a plate in the sink with the shadow of a sandwich crust, two mugs on the counter still faintly steaming. She put her fingers to one: warm.

“They were here,” she said into the comm, pulse snapping.

“Upstairs is clear,” Liam replied, his breathing tight in her ear. “Empty closets, no bags.”

Miller appeared at the mouth of the hallway, water streaming off his jacket. “No one in the cellar. Back door was unlatched.” His gaze cut to Nikki. “She heard us coming.”

Outside, the wind surged hard enough to make the house groan. Lightning flared, throwing all their shadows long against the walls. The storm was on them now, turning the afternoon into night.

“Options?” Liam asked, already knowing.

“The creek runs west,” Miller said. “Thick brush but possible cover if she was heading out on foot.”

Nikki shook her head. “Cornfield’s closer. If she didn’t want to risk the open road, she’d use it to put distance between us.” She jerked a thumb toward the line of dark stalks beyond the north fence, the tassels whipped sideways in the wind.

Miller weighed it for a second, then nodded. “We split. Liam with me on the creek. Nikki, take the field.”


THIRTY-FOUR


The air hung heavy and electric the moment Nikki crossed the fence into the cornfield, as if the stalks had been holding their breath until now. It wasn’t just the storm, it was the heat pressure of a day of baking sun, the air muggy enough to stick her clothes to her back. Every step she took felt like wading through the last moments before something snapped.

She paused, letting her eyes drift upward at the tops of the stalks bending in a swift, darkening wind and heavy rain. The sky was a bruise, low and swollen, fingers of thunder rippling through the clouds.

Nikki clicked on her tactical light, setting it to low. The beam was a slender thread through the canopy of green, illuminating only what was directly ahead. Beyond that, the darkness opened like a void, swallowing the rows into blind corridors. She swallowed hard, tasting bitterness on her tongue. Hatred tightened her chest—hatred for what Tammy had done, for her arrogance, for the lives she’d shredded like paper. For Elle, and for that little girl buried in fear somewhere out here.

She squared her shoulders and moved forward. Boots sank into wet earth, traction fighting sticky mud left by the first spits of rain. Each row looked the same, an endless tunnel of tall stalks. Nikki counted steps in her head, a silent rhythm to keep her orientation. Forty paces, turn right. Thirty-five, turn left. But the storm was already upending everything: a lightning flash overhead made her count second-guess itself, and thunder rattled the stalks, sending them creaking around her.

Wind whipped through the leaves, a hiss that might have been voices. Every snapped stalk sounded like a footstep behind her. She forced her breathing slow, even. She let the rumble of the storm become her metronome. She thought of Liam and Miller on the creek banks, cutting through brush and shadows. The creek was the logical funnel for someone escaping the house. The cornfield felt like a living maze, but if Tammy was desperate enough to come this way, then so would she.

Three rows in, Nikki spotted the first mark: a partial print, the ball of a small foot pressing into the mud, the heel dragged clean. Her chest stuttered. Maisy’s? No. Tammy’s. The fugitive’s smaller stride, the way she looped back on herself. Nikki dropped her light beam farther, tilting it to show the disturbed earth. She knelt briefly, tracing the edges with a gloved finger. The mud smeared dark and loose, but the pattern was clear.

“Come on,” she whispered, gathering herself. She rose and angled her steps to match the print, her SIG gripped tight but loose enough to pivot. Her boot pressed into the next shallow depression, and she advanced.

The wind grew sharper, nearly driving her off balance. Rain began in earnest, fat drops staccato against the leaves overhead, then splattering on her head. The beam of light trembled in her hand. She pressed it to her forehead, an improvised visor against the torrent. The corn tempted her senses to slip, and she could feel disorientation creeping in, a sense of vertigo at the sameness of every stalk. She felt her heart in her throat, drumming. She forced herself to breathe into a count of four: in, two, three, four; out, two, three, four.

Her hatred for Tammy fueled the focus. The thought was like acid in Nikki’s veins, steel in her resolve.

The prints carried her deeper, a ribbon of disturbance among the unyielding verticals. Lightning flared again, a white cheek of light that offered a glimpse of the storm-bent stalks, water flashing off them like tears. Nikki caught sight of movement at the edge of her vision. Her blood thrummed, every nerve on high alert. She scanned left, scanned right. The storm roared in her ears.

And then: the corn whispered differently. The wind couldn’t have caused that. This was a deliberate shift, as though someone was forcing a path through. Nikki’s hand tightened on her gun. She slowed her breath. The storm’s hiss and thunder, the squelch of mud beneath boots, the rustle of leaves, all tried to drown her senses, but she willed herself to hear the human rhythm beneath it all.

She followed the sound, ducking beneath a bent stalk, and the world tilted. Wet leaves smacked her face, the beam of light skittering across a tangle of corn. She caught a glimpse of blonde hair plastered with rain, and then something slammed her from the side.

Pain ripped into her ribs as she hit the ground, mud splattering her cheek. The SIG flew from her grip, vanishing into the green gloom. She tried to catch her breath, but the wind left her lungs empty. Somewhere a thunderclap shook the sky. She rolled to her side, drawing in air in desperate gulps, and the barrel of a gun hovered inches from her face.

Tammy Cooper’s eyes glowed in the darkness, streaks of mud marking her cheeks. Rain dripped from the suppressor’s barrel. She smiled, lips split in a grin that didn’t reach her eyes. “Drop the act, Hunt,” she spat.

Nikki’s jaw went rigid. The Rugar that silenced both Elle and Tim was in Tammy’s right hand. The suppressor looked like a fat, black slug strapped to the muzzle. Nikki’s blood chilled. She’d seen that weapon used, seen the wreck of bones and the scatter of life it left in its wake.

Tammy laughed, low and gravelly. “I’m not dumb enough to kill a cop,” she said, and Nikki felt the barrel edge lower. “But I can make sure you don’t follow me.”

The butt of the Ruger cracked across her temple. White pain exploded behind her eyes, her vision streaking with red. She tasted copper. The world lurched. Nikki’s reflexes took over. She rolled, boots kicking out, and her heel found Tammy’s shin. The woman staggered but recovered instantly, bringing the Ruger back up.

“You’re not saving anyone,” Tammy snarled. “No one escapes me.”

Nikki tried to pivot, to get to her feet, but the mud caught her knees. She spied a dropped ear of corn, its sharp tip glinting from the dirt. She grabbed it and lashed out, scraping it across Tammy’s forearm. The woman hissed but didn’t loosen her grip. Nikki kicked again, this time aiming for the thigh. Mud shot up around them, staining their clothes.

Lightning lit the field in a blinding flash, and for a heartbeat, Nikki saw the truth: two strangers locked in the mud, the storm raging like an audience around them, the corn closing in like the walls of a jail. She saw Tammy’s dogged fury, heard the crack of thunder as her own pulse raced. Then darkness swallowed the flash.

A knee rammed into Nikki’s ribs. She gasped, folding until the wind whooshed from her lungs again. Tammy’s free hand reached for Nikki’s chest, dragging her down. The sky cracked overhead, the rumble so loud it felt like the ground shivered beneath them. Nikki’s eyes squeezed shut against the pain. She tried to keep orientation—left was toward the fence, right toward the farmhouse—but this place had already swallowed her light and sense of direction.

Tammy’s voice was a hiss. “Say good night.”

The Ruger barrel shook as she lifted it, ready to fire. Nikki braced for the crack that would end it, mud and rain drowning her strength.

Then she heard a child’s voice, thin and quavering, but clear: “Grandma, no!”

The rain paused in her ears. Her pulse slowed into the rhythm of Maisy’s fear. Tammy’s head jerked toward the sound. Maisy stood there between a break in the stalks, her clothes soaked through, tears carving tracks down her face. She was small against the towering stalks, but her voice was a beacon.

Even under Tammy’s weight, she found grit in her gut. The world narrowed. Tammy hesitated, the Ruger shaking at her side as her gaze flicked to her granddaughter.

Rain thundered overhead as Nikki used the distraction to drive her elbow into Tammy’s ribs. The woman’s hold loosened. Nikki rolled, twisting free, using her momentum to land a blow to the side of Tammy’s head, summoning all the anger she had stored up over Tammy’s crimes against her family and the trauma she had put Lacey through. Tammy’s eyes widened, shock and pain mingling as she collapsed backward into the mud, head hitting the ground first.

The suppressor on Tammy’s Ruger barked as she fell, but the round shattered the cornstalk at Nikki’s feet, dirt and debris flying.

Nikki fell beside her, heart hammering as thunder rolled overhead like a judge’s gavel. Tammy was still breathing but out cold. She ran over to Maisy and drew the little girl close, arms shielding her from the driving rain. Tammy lay still, the Ruger half-buried in mud, the cornfield around them eerily quiet except for the storm’s cry.

“Maisy,” Nikki whispered, voice firm but gentle. “It’s okay. You’re safe now.”

The girl shook, then crawled into Nikki’s embrace. Nikki held her tight, listening to the rain drum on the leaves above, the distant groan of the wind, never taking her eyes off the still form of Tammy on the ground. Slowly, carefully, she radioed for Miller and Liam.

Within moments, flashlights bobbed between the rows, beams piercing the dark. Liam’s voice came over Nikki’s radio: “Field’s clear. We’re on our way. Ambulance en route.”

Nikki rose, keeping Maisy close at her hip. She scooped up the Ruger’s barrel, flipping it to check the chamber. Empty. She laid it aside. Her shoulder ached, her ribs burned, but none of that mattered. She’d found them.

And as the lights of Miller and Liam broke through the stalks, she knew this was the end of the maze. Maisy was safe. Tammy was down. The storm still raged overhead, but Nikki felt a calm settle into her bones, fierce and absolute, like the eye of a hurricane.

Together, they walked out of the cornfield, footprints filling with water behind them as the rain washed the mud away. For a moment, it felt as if the storm itself approved, rinsing away the grime, the violence, the hatred that had driven Nikki through these rows.

She would carry the storm’s scars long after the rain stopped, but tonight the field had given up its secrets. Tonight, they’d won.


THIRTY-FIVE


The hospital’s emergency entrance glowed like a beacon against the wet night, glass doors sliding open and shut with a mechanical sigh. Nikki pulled the Jeep into the drop-off lane, headlights sweeping across the slick pavement. The storm had broken into a drizzle, but the air still smelled of rain and asphalt.

In the back seat, Maisy stirred. She clutched the stuffed bear Nikki had pressed into her hands earlier, its fur worn thin, its button eye loose. Her small face was pale, but her eyes were wide, alert and searching. Nikki glanced at her in the rearview mirror, her chest tightening. She’d called ahead and told Maggie she was bringing Maisy to the ER.

Maggie stood just outside the sliding doors, coat pulled tight against the damp air, her posture rigid with anticipation. The moment she spotted the Jeep, she broke into a run, her shoes splashing through shallow puddles. Nikki barely had the vehicle in park before Maggie yanked open the rear door.

“Maisy,” she gasped, her voice breaking.

Maisy’s face lit up. “Aunt Maggie!” She scrambled into her arms, wrapping herself around her neck with the desperate strength of a child who’d been holding fear too long. Maggie clutched her close, rocking her, tears streaking down her cheeks as she pressed her face into Maisy’s hair.

Nikki stepped out of the Jeep, the cool night air damp against her skin. She gave them a moment, watching Maggie’s shoulders shake as she whispered into Maisy’s hair. Relief radiated off her in waves, raw and unguarded.

Finally, Nikki spoke, her voice low but steady. “She’s safe. Tammy’s in custody.”

Maggie looked up, her eyes red but fierce. “Thank God.” She kissed Maisy’s temple, then shifted her weight, still holding the child as though she’d never let go. “Maya’s been released. She’s sleeping in Candace’s room. They’re keeping Candace overnight for observation, but she’s stable.”

Relief flickered through Nikki, though it didn’t ease the weight pressing on her chest. She nodded. “That’s good. That’s really good.”

Maisy peeked over Maggie’s shoulder, her voice muffled. “Can I see Maya?”

“You will,” Maggie promised, smoothing her hair. “We’ll go right now.”

Nikki crouched slightly, meeting Maisy’s eyes. “The doctors need to check you out first, okay? Just to make sure you’re all right.”

Maisy nodded solemnly, still clinging to Maggie.

Nikki straightened, exhaustion pressing in but her voice steady. “I’ll leave her with you. I need to get back to the station.”

Maggie’s gaze sharpened. “To Tammy.”

Nikki didn’t flinch. “Yes. We need every detail. Every truth she’s still holding back.”

Maggie hugged Maisy tighter, her voice low and fierce. “Don’t let her twist it again. Don’t let her make this about her.”

“I won’t,” Nikki said.

For a moment, the three of them stood in the wash of the ER lights, the storm easing to a mist around them. Nikki’s eyes lingered on Maisy’s small hand fisted in Maggie’s coat, on the way Maggie’s tears streaked her face but her jaw stayed set, determined.

The nurse appeared at the doors, pushing them open with a soft hiss. “We’ll get her checked right away,” she said gently, gesturing for Maggie to bring Maisy inside.

Maggie nodded, brushing damp hair from Maisy’s forehead. She turned back to Nikki, her voice breaking again. “Thank you. For bringing her back.”

Nikki swallowed hard. “Keep her close. I’ll be in touch.”

Maggie carried Maisy inside, the automatic doors sliding shut behind them. Nikki stood for a moment in the drizzle, watching until they disappeared down the hall. Relief warred with the gnawing weight in her chest. Maisy was safe. But Tammy’s shadow still loomed, her lies and manipulations still poisoning everything they touched.

Nikki turned back toward the Jeep, her mind already shifting gears. Tammy had been knocked out cold in the cornfield, but she’s come around at the hospital and had been pronounced fit for questioning. She waited in the interrogation room, and Nikki wasn’t finished with her yet.

The drive back to the station was quiet, the wipers swiping rhythmically across the windshield. Nikki’s reflection stared back at her in the glass: tired eyes, jaw tight, the weight of the night etched into her face. She thought of Maggie’s grip on Maisy, of the way the child’s voice had lifted when she saw her aunt. Tammy had tried to steal that little girl’s innocence and trust. Nikki would see to it that the woman paid dearly for her cruelty.

By the time she pulled into the station lot, the drizzle had stopped, leaving the pavement slick and shining under the streetlights. Nikki killed the engine, sat for a moment in the silence, then pushed herself out of the Jeep. The air was cool, sharp, carrying the faint scent of wet earth.

Inside, the station was hushed, the night shift moving quietly through their routines. Nikki walked the familiar hall toward the interrogation wing, her boots echoing softly on the tile. She passed the observation window, catching a glimpse of Tammy inside, cuffed, wearing that half-smile, though it looked thinner now, frayed at the edges.

Nikki paused, her reflection overlapping Tammy’s in the glass. Two women, two sides of the same story. One had built her life on lies and control. The other had built hers on truth, no matter how brutal.

She squared her shoulders, the weight of Maggie’s words still in her ears. Don’t let her twist it again.

Nikki opened the door.

The interrogation room felt smaller than before, the single fluorescent bulb strobing above casting Tammy’s shadow against the stained cinderblock wall. Nikki stepped in, closing the door softly behind her. Tammy sat at the metal table, wrists cuffed, chin tilted up with a confidence that bordered on insolence. Her rain-smudged hair hung in damp strands, and she wore that half-smile of someone who believed she still had the upper hand.

Nikki folded into the chair across from her. The stale scent of coffee and bleach clung to the air. Outside, rain lashed the windows.

Tammy watched her, amusement in her eyes. “Well, Detective Hunt,” Tammy drawled, voice low and mocking. “Glad you could join me. You seem… refreshed.”

Nikki didn’t answer. She let the silence stretch, her training reminding her that silence was a weapon. She watched Tammy’s eyes flick to the Glock, then back to her face. The storm hammered the roof, punctuating the beat.

Finally, Nikki leaned forward, her voice calm, almost conversational. “We both know you had a plan. The only question is when you decided to kill your husband.”

Tammy’s smile faltered, just slightly. Nikki caught it. She pressed. “You didn’t stumble into this. You watched him. You watched Betty. You saw the affair.”

Tammy’s chin lifted, defiance sparking. “Months,” she snapped, the word spilling out before she could stop it. “I caught them last winter. Smelled Betty’s perfume on his coat, caught the way he stuttered when I confronted him about it.” Her eyes went distant, her finger tracing the edge of the table. “I caught them in a cabin at the lake. Their own little private getaway. They thought nobody would ever know. But I saw them through the glass door, him kissing her neck. I plotted for weeks.”

Nikki gave a small nod, as though she’d expected it. She let the quiet settle, then leaned in again, lowering her voice. “And you couldn’t do it alone. You needed someone to take the risk for you. Someone desperate. That’s when you turned to Shawn.”

Tammy’s laugh was thin, brittle. “He was vulnerable.”

Nikki didn’t let her stop there. She tilted her head, her tone sharpening. “Vulnerable because you made him that way. You didn’t try to stop his gambling. You encouraged it, and you cornered him until he had no choice.”

Tammy’s lips parted, then pressed together. Nikki held her gaze, steady, unblinking. The silence pressed in again until Tammy broke it. “A few phone calls. A burner. I told him the building was empty, that he’d just torch the place, and I’d give him some of the insurance payoff.” She gave a hollow shrug. “I just didn’t tell him Dave and Betty were there.”

Nikki leaned back, absorbing the confession, her training reminding her not to react, not to give Tammy the satisfaction of shock. She slid a photo from the file across the table, the grainy CCTV of the red Fiat Spider. “You used Nate’s car in order to kill Elle. What do you think he’d think of that?

Tammy’s gaze flicked to the photo, her smirk faltering. “He never knew what was best for him. I did. If it hadn’t been for that girl, he’d still be alive.”

“Sounds like if you hadn’t been on the phone arguing with him, he’d still be alive.” Nikki let the words hang. Tammy flinched, her hands clenching into fists.

Nikki didn’t let her drift. She pressed again, her voice low, deliberate. “You could have disappeared instead of going to your family farm. You had Maisy. Why stay?”

Tammy’s eyes darted up, defensive. Her jaw tightened. For a moment she said nothing, then her voice cracked through the silence. “She’s my family. She belongs with me. The gall of Maggie Harper thinking she had a right to my granddaughter.”

The silence that followed was electric. Nikki let it stretch, watching Tammy’s chest rise and fall, listening to the drip of water from the ceiling vent. Then she spoke again, quieter, her words precise.

“Maisy’s just another possession to you. So was Nate. Everything is about you and the way you think it should be. You thought you could control everyone and tamper with lives, stage the perfect fire, take a child hostage and walk away.”

Tammy’s eyes snapped to Nikki, fury flashing. “That damned woman has no right to my grandchild. Neither did Tim.”

“That wasn’t your decision, no matter how much you think it should be,” Nikki shot back. “Instead of caring for Maisy, you took away her only family.”

Tammy slammed her fist on the table. “I’m her family!”

“Not anymore,” Nikki said. “Maisy will grow up knowing the truth: that it’s your fault her father died, that you killed her mother and the father she knew, all because of your own selfish need to control everything. You just couldn’t stand losing Maisy to Elle, but she’s not a possession.”

The room held its breath as Tammy’s façade cracked. She slumped back, exhaustion and defiance warring on her face. Her chin dropped to her chest, her shoulders slumped.

Nikki stood. “Your confession’s recorded. It’ll make your trial simple, but you won’t escape the devastation you caused.”

Tammy’s voice came, brittle. “I don’t want to escape.”

Nikki locked her gaze on Tammy’s. “Good. I’ll see you in court.”

Later, in Miller’s office, he sat behind his desk piled high with printouts, the flicker of his computer screen reflecting off the polished surface. He was mid-sentence with a deputy when Nikki stepped in, closing the door quietly behind her.

He looked up, dark circles under his eyes, exhaustion lining his features. “She confessed,” he said, more statement than question.

“In detail,” Nikki replied, dropping the folder on his desk. “Wanted them dead. Knew about the affair. Caught Dave and Betty months ago.”

Miller ran a hand through his hair. “Why confess? Narcissists don’t cave. They fight until the end.”

“Because she needed the last word,” Nikki said. “Even in defeat, she controls the narrative. Defeated narcissist—once the perfect façade shatters, confession is another performance.” She let him absorb it. “It’s her way of staying center stage.”

Miller straightened, pushing the papers toward her. “You did good. I’ll sign off on this. Get some sleep, Hunt.”

Nikki closed the folder, a finality settling in her bones. “Thanks.” She tucked the pen behind her ear and slung the strap of her duty bag over her shoulder.

Miller watched her rise. “You’re off duty. Go home.”

She hesitated at the door, glancing back. “We won’t forget what she did,” she said softly.

He nodded. “No. But we’ll file it away and move on. Let the system do its work.”

Nikki slipped out, leaving the glow of his desk lamp behind. The station corridor was quiet, the late-night shift settling in. She headed toward the locker room, carrying the echo of Tammy’s confession and the weight of lives restored. Outside, the rain had stopped, and the first pale light of dawn filtered through grimy windows. She let it wash over her as she stepped into the next chapter, the storm finally behind her.


THIRTY-SIX


The house lay suspended between two worlds. Outside, the storm still murmured against the eaves, occasional gusts rattling the gutters; inside, every surface felt warmed by the promise of quiet. Moonlight slanted through the blinds, painting the hallway in cool stripes. Nikki stood at the threshold, coat still damp, phone tucked in her back pocket, and let the hush settle over her. Her bones ached from hours on asphalt, chest tight from fear, and for a moment she closed her eyes, breathing in the faint tang of pine-scented cleaner mingled with the old wood. This was what she’d fought for: the stillness that meant everyone was safe.

She padded down the hall, sock feet soundless on the hardwood floor. At the bend of the corridor she paused, hand drifting to the wall, her fingers tracing the weathered grain of the wainscoting.

Nikki had called Lacey on the way from the hospital to the station to tell her they’d arrested the shooter. Rory had picked her up and brought her home. The knot of nerves in her stomach unclenched as she approached Lacey’s door.

It sat slightly ajar, and through the gap Nikki caught the soft rise and fall of her daughter’s small frame. The blanket was pulled up high, cocooning her in safety. Nikki eased in and knelt beside the bed, each movement deliberate, as though she were defusing a bomb of memory and relief. She brushed damp strands of hair from her forehead—hair that still smelled faintly of the soap she bought because Lacey liked the scent of lemons—and pressed a kiss to her temple. The touch was feather-light, a whisper of devotion.

Lacey blinked awake, lashes fluttering like moth wings. “Are you okay?” Her voice was thick with sleep and worry, and Nikki’s heart cracked at the tenderness there.

She swallowed hard against the lump in her throat, surprised by how raw she felt. “Yes, baby,” she whispered, voice quivering. “We caught her.” She traced the line of her jaw with her thumb, memorizing the softness of her cheek, the warmth radiating from her skin.

“Her?” Lacey whispered, shocked. “A woman did this?”

Nikki smoothed her curls from Lacey’s face. “Maisy and Maya’s grandmother did it because she wanted Maisy all to herself.”

Lacey was silent as she digested the information, and then she scowled. “How selfish can someone be? She ruined Maisy’s life.”

“I don’t know,” Nikki admitted. “And Maisy is young. She will be able to recover, but she won’t be the same.”

“None of us are.” Lacey exhaled slowly and snuggled deeper into her pillow, eyes closing once more. Nikki let her hand linger on her shoulder, willing her pulse to slow.

Reluctantly, Nikki stood. Lacey’s chest rose and fell in an even rhythm; she kissed the top of her head, whispered one last “I love you,” then slipped from the room. Her socks whispered against the floorboards as she made her way down the hall. How lucky am I, she thought, to come home to this kind of love. The thought buoyed her, even as it pressed a weight into her chest—a reminder that every choice she’d made tonight was for them.

Just a few steps farther down the same hallway, a sliver of lamp glow curved around the frame of the bedroom she shared with Rory. She steadied herself, took a breath and pushed the door open.

Rory sat upright against the headboard, a single lamp illuminating his face. His hair was mussed, his expression taut with concern. He looked as though he’d been waiting—eyes bright, body rigid from hours of worry. He’d no doubt heard her come home and had given her time with Lacey.

Nikki closed the door behind her and moved to sit on the edge of the bed. The mattress dipped beneath her weight, and she felt the tension in her limbs begin to ebb. She reached for Rory’s hand, fingertips brushing along cool skin.

“It’s over,” she said softly, words carrying the full weight of the night’s relief and exhaustion.

Rory exhaled, closing his eyes for half a second before opening them again. “You did it. I knew you would. So did Lacey.”

Nikki pressed her palm to his chest, feeling the rapid flutter beneath. “I couldn’t have done it without you,” she confessed. She paused, searching his face as though seeing him for the first time. Nikki’s chest tightened. She slid closer, brushing a fingertip along his lip. “Thank you,” she said. “Because you’re my anchor. I can’t imagine any of this without you.”

Rory closed his eyes and leaned into her touch. Together, they settled into the quiet cocoon of the bed. Nikki stripped off her shirt and pants, revealing the purple bruise on her side—evidence of the scuffle in the cornfield. She wanted to explain, to say she’d wear every mark as proof she’d protected them, but the words felt unnecessary in the hush between them.

“Tell me what happened,” Rory murmured after a moment, fingers winding through Nikki’s hair. “The whole thing. I need to hear it.”

Nikki drew a long breath and started from the beginning. “We didn’t know about the Fiat until I saw the CCTV. Tammy’s Tahoe never left the house the morning of the shooting. She drove Nate’s car to kill the love of his life.” The more she spoke, the higher her emotions ran. Nikki told him about the thunder at the creek, the slick mud beneath her boots as she’d chased Tammy Cooper through the cornfield. She’d never forget the way Tammy’s eyes had glittered with rage, how she’d brandished the gun, the heart-stopping seconds when Maisy’s cry had pierced the rain. “This woman is pure evil, and I didn’t see it until it was almost too late.” She went on to describe Tammy’s confession, her cockiness about Dave and Betty’s deaths, her indifference toward Shawn. “She planned the arson and convinced poor Shawn to go along for the insurance money. He had no idea Dave and Betty were inside.”

Rory listened without interrupting, thumb stroking Nikki’s hand in soothing circles. His breathing was shallow, as if he were bracing for every blow of the story. When Nikki finished, his eyes glistened with unshed tears. “How could anyone do that to their own flesh and blood? She’s hurt Maisy more than I can fathom.”

“I don’t know, but I wanted to break that woman,” Nikki said quietly. “For every life she tried to destroy. It took everything I had to bring her in and follow the rules. She deserves to suffer the same way Elle and Tim did.”

Rory’s fingers tightened in her hair. “I’m proud of you,” he whispered.

Nikki let the words wash over her, feeling them thread through every ache in her body. She closed her eyes, head resting against his shoulder. They lay there, a tangle of limbs and whispered promises, hearts beating in unison.

Nikki thought of Elle—bright, fierce Elle, gone too soon—and felt a stab of grief. But she also felt something else ignite in her chest: determination. Elle’s memory would light the path for every vulnerable person Nikki promised to protect.

But tonight, there was only silence, only the steady warmth of Rory’s body curled against hers. Nikki threaded her fingers through his, and each breath they took together felt like a victory over dread.

He drew her close, pressing a soft kiss behind her ear. “Sleep now,” he murmured.

Rory’s last words floated on a sigh. “I love you,” he whispered, heavy with sleep.

Nikki smiled against his hair, the corners of her mouth lifting for the first time in days. “I love you, too,” she answered, voice thick with gratitude.

Under the same roof, in the fragile calm after the storm, Nikki finally let the tension slip from her shoulders. Tomorrow would bring the paperwork, the court hearings, the endless debriefs. But in this moment—in the dim glow of the lamp, with Lacey sleeping peacefully down the hall—she was home. And that was everything.

* * *
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My baby girl. This morning she was so excited for school. I bought her new shoes last night. Pink, sparkly shoes. She loved them so much. She wore them for the first time today. And now she is gone…

It is every mother’s worst nightmare. Eight-year-old Kailey Richardson skips out of the school gates in her brand-new pink shoes and never makes it home. Between the school and the safety of her shiny red front door, someone has taken her.

Private Investigator Lucy Kendall sees the fliers of a smiling gap-toothed Kailey and knows she won’t be able to sleep until the little girl is found. Having lost her own sister to the darkest evil, she is determined to help find Kailey before it is too late.

As Lucy talks to Kailey’s friends, desperate to find out who has taken the happy little girl, she begins to form a worrying picture of the days before Kailey’s disappearance. The blue car idling in the street outside the school. The friendly man across the road. And Kailey’s mother, Jenna, hollow-eyed and jumpy, clutching Kailey’s teddy bear and not telling Lucy everything.

Lucy has promised Jenna she will do everything to find her daughter. But then she discovers Jenna has a connection to the prime suspect in Kailey’s disappearance… and one which brings Lucy’s past rushing back to haunt her. Time is running out to find Kailey, but will Lucy be able to save this innocent little girl before her own demons destroy her?

You won’t want to stop turning the pages of this unputdownable crime thriller. Fans of Lisa Regan, Robert Dugoni and Kendra Elliot will be reading The Girl in the Pink Shoes late into the night.

Get it here!


LITTLE LOST SOULS
LUCY KENDALL 2


To save the lost children of the city, she must put herself into terrible danger…

On the streets of Philadelphia, as the snow falls and black ice settles in dark back alleys, lost and vulnerable teenagers are being snatched off the streets. When one of them is found alive, Private Investigator Lucy Kendall knows she will never forget the sight of the boy’s brown eyes, forever dulled. She vows to find the monster behind the suffering.

Desperate to save the lost children of the city, Lucy goes into the dark places where the police cannot. But when a key witness is found dead, and a strand of Lucy’s long red hair is located near her body, Lucy suddenly finds herself under suspicion and on the run.  

The chief of police knows all about Lucy’s own dark past and is convinced she’s guilty. Hiding in the shadows, unable to trust anyone, Lucy continues her search for the real killer. At last, in a dangerous suburb of the city, she befriends vulnerable fifteen-year-old Riley, who claims to know who the murderer is.

But when Riley disappears, Lucy must race to find the twisted soul responsible for snuffing out the lives of these little lost souls before another innocent girl is taken. Lucy is determined to get justice even if it costs her freedom… or her life.

A gripping, page-turning thriller full of mystery and suspense. Perfect for fans of Rachel Caine, Lisa Regan and Robert Dugoni.

Get it here!


THE GIRL IN THE CABIN
LUCY KENDALL 3


She can stop the killing. But at what price?

When the body of a sixteen-year-old girl is found in a remote hunting cabin in the middle of the snowy Maryland woods a shiver runs down Private Investigator Lucy Kendall’s spine. The handprints around her neck, her broken bones, and the incense left burning at the scene are vital clues to who committed this terrible crime—Mary Weston, a notorious serial killer. She has outwitted the police for many years and left many parents without daughters. Is the girl in the cabin a sign she is killing again?

Working closely with the police, Lucy is determined to catch this evil woman. But when the bodies of three other teenage girls are found in remote locations, it’s almost like Mary is toying with them. Lucy is determined to bring her to justice before more innocent lives are snuffed out.

But then Mary’s son Chris—one of Lucy’s closest friends—disappears. Lucy is convinced Mary is responsible, and she will do anything to find him. So when Mary sends Lucy a message asking to meet her alone, Lucy knows that she must face her darkest fears and risk her own life. She is the only person who can stop Mary. But what will she need to sacrifice?

You won’t want to stop turning the pages of this unputdownable crime thriller. Fans of Lisa Regan, Robert Dugoni, and Kendra Elliot will be reading The Girl in the Cabin late into the night.

Get it here!
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