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If music could be breathed in, the soft, barely audible melody would seem to carry the delicate scent of velvety rose petals across the gentle breeze. It was the kind of music that quieted people, encouraged them to lower their voices. They’d listen and try to pluck it out of the air like gossamer strands.

So many had been eager to lay eyes on the lovely woman for whom all this was done. They wouldn’t be disappointed. Her white dress fit every inch of her body like the stitches were designed just for her. Every sequin was perfectly placed. The curve of the neckline offered a glimpse of milky skin and the graceful slope of her throat. Her long, tapered fingers tipped with a soft pearl polish, her ring finger bare in anticipation. The hair around her face and down her shoulders in flowing curls. They would be breathless when they finally saw her.

For now they would have to wait.

Pink and white rose petals nestled in the grass created an aisle that would be irresistible for anyone to follow. They beckoned, setting apart the sleepy grove and making it beautiful. Someone’s hum, who was still at work to make everything perfect, was at times quieter than the music, following just beneath it, and at times louder and in the lead.

Their hands worked steadily, the glint of the spade not as bright now that the sun was starting to slip down the horizon. Evening cold started to thin the air as if it had come up from the open ground and rolled through the grass, across the flower petals, and beyond the grove. The spade dug a little further, releasing more of the damp smell and the chill. As much as it seemed the cold was emanating from it, it was also as if the gaping hole was trading it for the afternoon daylight, absorbing the sunbeams into its depths.

Tossing the spade aside, those same hardworking hands took hold of the woman. They guided her across the petal-strewn grass and rested her on the ground. Dirt concealed her skirt first, then the delicate hands rested on the sequined bodice, that slender finger still empty… still waiting. Her lovely face was last.

Dirt-tinged hands now scattered more flower petals over the fresh grave, the blood on some turning the white to red.
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“Sharon Bates was last seen at the Ultimate Bridal Expo Convention four days ago. She was eagerly anticipating her upcoming wedding and attended the show alone. Friends and family say the twenty-five-year-old bride-to-be posted several times on social media from the show, making records of the vendors she was considering hiring. Her last post showed her picking up a boxed lunch from an attending caterer and saying she was going to take a quick break. She has not been heard from since.”

“Maybe she just changed her mind,” I say. “She could have thought it seemed like a good idea, but then she got into the convention with all that bridal stuff, and it just got to her.”

“Maybe she’s an overachiever and decided to be the world’s most overeager runaway bride,” Sam says. “Just go ahead and get that taken care of before going through all the effort of planning the wedding.”

“It would definitely save money that way,” I say.

“But if she did just run away,” Sam says, the humor draining from his voice, “where is she?”

The question is sobering as the reality of the situation actually sets it. The woman didn’t just leave the bridal convention. She disappeared.

“In four days, they’ve hopefully gotten access to her bank and phone records,” I say.

“Except that if they have and they are still reporting it that way, it means the records didn’t have anything on them that showed her movements. That’s worse,” he points out. “If she was moving around, using her phone, buying anything, it would have all shown up and they would have some idea of what happened to her, but the way they’re talking about her sounds like there’s no activity.”

The thought makes me uncomfortable. My mind immediately goes to Bellamy.

“We were supposed to go to that show,” I tell Sam. “It was one of the ones where the dress designer she really likes was supposed to have a runway show and sample sale. But then she had to cancel at the last minute.”

“We don’t actually know that this woman going missing has anything to do with her being at the bridal show,” Sam says. “That’s just the last place anyone saw her. They haven’t mentioned that her car was still at the venue or anything.”

“They haven’t mentioned it, but that doesn’t mean that’s the case. It could be a detail they aren’t sharing with the public.”

“That’s true,” Sam says. “But I doubt it.” He reaches over and rubs my back. “Don’t let it turn helping Bellamy plan her wedding into something to worry about. You’ve been having fun, and you said it yourself that all the important decisions are coming up, so just concentrate on that.”

He’s right. Bellamy and Eric’s engagement has stretched on far longer than any of us expected. I think there’s a not insignificant part of Xavier that hopes it would keep going longer so he doesn’t have to go to the wedding, but even in his inexplicable dislike for Bellamy, I’m sure he hasn’t thought it would take this long for them to end up at the altar.

Of course, it has felt far longer for me than it has for Sam, Dean, or Xavier. Eric and Bellamy have been my best friends since the early days of college, and I’ve watched the two of them go from avoiding each other, to bickering and friction, to falling in love pretty much in spite of themselves. Now they have their daughter, Bebe, and have announced their engagement casually and without fanfare. It’s been just a foregone conclusion they are going to get married, and they were letting us all in on the plan that it was going to happen in the foreseeable future.

At least, that’s what we thought. Especially compared to the other brides I’ve encountered in my life, Bellamy has very casual and direct about what she wants for her engagement and wedding. She’s made it clear that she’s excited to be marrying Eric and making their family “official” after being together so long and raising their daughter. But she doesn’t want to make a big deal out of the engagement or the wedding. As soon as they made the announcement, she said she specifically did not want to be engaged for a long time and didn’t want to even think about a huge, elaborate wedding. She just wanted something tasteful and beautiful.

I didn’t believe that for a second, but I didn’t say anything about it and decided to just go with it. I didn’t think it would take as long as it has, but I expected the bridal bug to get to Bellamy eventually. And just as I thought it would, almost immediately her idea of wedding planning took a sharp turn.

It has now been more than a year of her going back and forth with several different visions for her wedding day. They have not been able to set a date because she keeps changing her mind about what she wants her wedding to look like, where she wants it to be, what kind of theme she wants, even what colors she wants.

This part is particularly amusing to me because I can pretty much guarantee she is going to end up with an all-white wedding, because that is very much Bellamy’s aesthetic. I don’t know if it’s because someone once told her that white is such a gorgeous contrast to her dark skin or if when asked she would spin some sort of creative yarn about it representing purity and serenity or something like that, but Bellamy has always leaned toward white for everything from clothing to home decor. We did get past her phase of only wearing white during a particularly muddy fall in our junior year of college, but chances are extremely low that she isn’t wearing at least one white accessory at any given moment.

Nevertheless, I’ve spent the past months trying to be supportive and there for her as her best friend and matron of honor. After fairly horrifying recent events that forced both of them to really face the stark realities of life, Bellamy and Eric have both decided they needed to buckle down and make real decisions about the wedding. Since then, things have been moving along at a pretty good clip. They’ve set a date, and we’ve been wading knee-deep into the planning process.

Work is crazy for both of us with cases coming at us from all angles, but Bellamy and I have plans over the coming weeks to check out a few venues and vendors in hopes of nailing down the details. We even have a couple of bridal shows on the calendar. That thought lingers with me as we watch the rest of the news and Sam drifts off to sleep beside me.
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Three weeks later…

I glance down at my phone for the fourth time since the coffee maker started burbling out my second round of morning coffee of the day. The ringer is on. I very rarely turn it off. The phone also hasn’t been outside of a three-foot radius away from me since I woke up this morning. And yet there’s a part of me that still has the compulsion to look at it and check just to make sure I didn’t somehow miss a call or text.

Bellamy and I are supposed to go check out some venues today. This has been a more complicated decision for her than she anticipated it would be. As soon as she really got into looking at places for their ceremony and reception, she started waffling on whether she wants to try to find a place in the DC area close to where they live, or if they would rather be somewhere quieter and have a “semi-destination wedding,” as she puts it, by choosing a venue closer to Sherwood. So we are looking at both.

She was supposed to call me this morning when she left home to head this way, giving me a couple of hours’ notice so I would be ready to go when she got here. But I’ve gotten up, showered, dressed, and already downed breakfast and one cup of coffee, and I still haven’t heard from her. It’s still morning, but I thought she would be here by now.

I’m filling time by looking through the cabinets in an effort to decide what to make for dinner tonight when Sam comes in. He’s squeaky clean from the shower and dressed in his starched sheriff’s uniform. It’s one of my favorite sights, but even his good-morning kiss isn’t enough to totally distract me.

“What’s wrong?” he asks, reaching for a mug to get his own first cup going. He pauses and looks at me with a drawn face. “Is Xavier going to be here for dinner and you don’t have the right shape of pasta for Tuesday?”

“No, I have the full-shape compendium. I’m just getting worried about Bellamy,” I say.

He goes back to making his coffee. “Why? How late is she?”

“I mean, I guess she’s not technically late at all. She was supposed to call me when she’s leaving home and on her way here,” I say.

“Then stop worrying,” he says. “If you didn’t have a specific time when she was supposed to be here, or even when she was supposed to leave, everything is fine. You said she was consulting on some complex cases. She probably just got caught up with one of those, or maybe something with Bebe, and just hasn’t gotten around to leaving yet. She’ll get in touch with you later, and you’ll still be able to get together and work on the wedding.”

“I’ve sent her a couple of messages though, and she hasn’t responded.”

“If she’s too busy to leave, she’s probably too busy to message,” he points out.

“Yeah, maybe.”

I pick up my phone and go through my messages again as if somehow one has come through and not only hasn’t it notified me but it also isn’t showing up as new. Because things like that happen.

“It’s times like this when I really wish Xavier would figure out what he has against Bellamy and get over it. It would make it a lot easier to find her if she had one of the tracking devices he made for the rest of us,” I say.

“Yeah, that is a pretty strong message for him to send. I’m still surprised that he didn’t at least make one for her because she’s EmmaBelle’s mother, and he is completely wrapped up in that little girl,” Sam says.

I shrug. “It’s not as surprising to me. Bebe has one. Eric doesn’t have one either, so I don’t know if it’s as strong a message as it seems. Just annoying.”

No phantom messages or voicemails are hovering around on my phone, so I send her another message, then set my phone down and finish my coffee. Sam stuffs a container of leftovers from the refrigerator into his lunch bag and comes over to kiss me.

“I’m heading out. I might be a little late tonight. I have that Safety Night thing up at the church. But I’ll give you a call. I love you.”

“Love you too,” I tell him and walk with him to the door so I can watch him get in his car and drive away.

Janet is also walking to her car across the street, and I wave at her. Game night is in a couple of days, and I need to come up with my snack table contribution. I’ve been slacking on my creativity recently and need to pick it up.

Without any idea of when Bellamy is actually going to get here, I head for my office. With absolutely no lack of work to do, I have plenty to keep me occupied while I wait for her call. It’s been another couple of hours when my phone finally rings. Assuming it’s Bellamy, I snatch up the phone and answer without looking at the screen.

“Glad you finally remembered me,” I tease.

“Ahem. Did I forget you?”

It isn’t Bellamy’s voice but Eric’s.

“Oh. Eric. Sorry, I figured it was B calling. Is she all right?” I ask. “Where is she? What’s going on?”

“What are you talking about?” he asks, sounding confused.

“Your lovely fiancée,” I say. “We were supposed to get together today to look at some venues. She hasn’t called me like she said she was going to.”

“Oh. I didn’t realize you two had plans for today. She had some work she had to get done,” he says. “It just kind of came up this morning, so I don’t know how long it’s going to take her.”

It’s a relief to hear he knows where she is and that she didn’t leave home that morning without calling and just hasn’t made it here. At the same time, it’s a little aggravating considering she could at least sent a quick text to let me know. In truth, I’m still worried. Even with his explanation, I don’t feel right about the situation.

It isn’t like Bellamy to be unreachable for so long, especially when we have plans. Even if she did have sudden work that came up, I would expect that she would have sent me a message or called me just to let me know what was going on and that we might need to reschedule. It feels strange that Eric didn’t know we were supposed to get together, and now I haven’t heard from her.

“I’m actually calling because a body has been found. It’s believed to be a missing person, and the responding officers say it doesn’t look like just a basic murder. They believe the Bureau needs to be involved, and I want to assign you to the case,” he says.

“It doesn’t look like basic murder?” I ask.

“I’m not sure about all the details, but the officers say it looks like a possible ritual killing,” he says. “The family hasn’t made an official identification yet, but it looks like Sharon Bates.”

The name sounds familiar. It takes a second before it clicks that this is the supposed runaway bride who went missing a few weeks ago. The news followed her story closely for about a week, then other cases took precedence, and now she’s just mentioned briefly, if at all.

“They think they found Sharon Bates?” I ask. “The woman missing from the bridal convention?”

“That’s the initial identification,” Eric says. “And from what I’ve seen, the bridal convention wasn’t a coincidence.”
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I don’t understand what Eric could mean by that until I arrive at the scene.

A hiker came upon it while exploring an undeveloped area of a sprawling park, stumbling on the shallow grave while looking for the perfect place to set up camp for the night. From a distance, he saw a clearing through the trees and thought that would be the ideal spot to pitch a tent and get a fire going to ward off the deep late-winter chill. Instead, he walked out into the clearing and saw freshly overturned dirt and flower petals strewn across the ground.

Though many of the petals have been collected already to be submitted for testing, some remain on the ground. The visible blood on them was the disquieting reason the hiker immediately called for help.

“Tell me what we’ve got here,” I ask Detective Max Cormier after introducing myself on the scene.

“The hiker who found her is an experienced outdoorsman and was planning on a few days of camping out here. He’s used other areas of the park before and wanted to try somewhere else, so he ended up out here. He came into the clearing and noticed the dirt and the flower petals. They looked really suspicious, so he called for the ranger, who came out and then called emergency services. I have to admit, when I first heard there were flower petals with blood on them, I didn’t really think a lot of it. We’re out in the woods. Even though this is a park, it’s undeveloped wilderness in this area. I figured it was as simple as a predator catching a small animal around here and some of the blood spilling on nearby plant life,” he says.

“Roses growing in February?” I ask. “Not around here.”

The detective gives a nod. “One of the officers pointed that out to me. And then by the time I came out here and actually saw the scene, it’s obvious this wasn’t a circle-of-life moment. This is done by a human. If you look over here, you can see the outline of the grave. There wasn’t any effort to cover it up or conceal it in any way. Whoever did this either didn’t mind if it was found or thought that because it was so far out in an area of the park that isn’t used very often, it wasn’t going to be found.”

“What else?”

He brings me over to an evidence marker not far from the grave. On the ground next to it, a plastic bag contains a small recorder. He picks it up with gloved hands and presses the Play button. Soft classical music comes out. The effect of the music in the quiet clearing with the grave nearby is disturbing. I’m glad when he turns it off and returns the bag to the spot where the recorder was found.

“So… classical music playing, flowers spread out over the ground. It almost has the effect of a wedding,” I point out.

“Exactly. And that was intentional. The body has already been transferred to the medical examiner’s office, but I can show you pictures,” he says.

We go to where the crime scene photographer is snapping more images of the surrounding area, capturing everything that might have anything to do with the murder, right down to areas of broken undergrowth leading away from the clearing. She goes back through the gallery on her camera and then hands it over to me to look at the screen.

The image of a woman dressed elaborately as a bride lying in the dirt turns my stomach.

It’s obvious this woman wasn’t just tossed into the grave and covered up. She’s wearing a wedding gown, hosiery, and heels. A delicate veil covers a face meticulously made up, and soft curls rest over her shoulders. She’s lying on her back, her dress and accessories carefully arranged and smoothed out. Even her hands are folded on her torso. I notice something in one of her hands.

“What’s that?” I ask, pointing at what looks like a piece of paper.

“When we first saw it, we thought it was a wedding invitation,” Max says. “It’s the same kind of paper and everything. But it only says ‘1955’ on it.”

“Just ‘1955’?” I ask. “Nothing else?”

“Nothing else. No monogram, symbols, anything. Just the number.” He reaches over to scroll forward through the images to show a close-up of the paper. “We obviously won’t know anything conclusive until it’s been more thoroughly examined, but it doesn’t look like it was printed or stamped. It looks like it was written on there.”

“Like calligraphy,” I say. “Just like a high-end wedding invitation.”

“Exactly. So you can see why we immediately thought the scene was a bit strange,” he says.

“Yes, I can. These look like the early markings of a serial killer,” I say. “It was the right choice to get the Bureau involved from the beginning.”

I leave the scene and head directly to the medical examiner’s office.

Keegan O’Hare is already waiting for me when I arrive. She leads me back into the examination room and pulls the woman’s body from one of the metal drawers lining the wall. She’s no longer dressed in the wedding gown and veil, but the pristine makeup on her face remains untouched. Her hands lying at her sides show manicured fingertips and no sign of injury. But what stands out to me the most is the nearly perfect condition of the body.

“This woman has been missing for nearly a month,” I point out. “But the flower petals on the grave were still fresh, and she certainly doesn’t look like she has been dead that long. Was the body frozen?”

“I’m performing a full autopsy this afternoon and will have a better idea of things like time of death and the conditions in which she has been kept, but in my initial examination, I haven’t seen any indications of the body being frozen. There aren’t any of the telltale effects to the tissue that would come with being frozen and then thawing out, and due to the temperatures outside, if the body really was frozen thoroughly enough to completely stop any kind of decomposition from beginning, it would have taken a considerable amount of time to fully thaw. Far longer than is suggested by the condition of the body and the grave site itself,” she says.

“So it’s likely she was kept alive for weeks after going missing,” I say.

“That’s what it looks like. I’ll know more when I examine stomach contents and the internal organs.”

“Were you able to find the cause of death in your initial examination?” I ask.

“No. There are no outward signs of assault. No bruising, stab wounds, gunshot wounds, indications of strangulation, anything like that. Her hands don’t have any defensive wounds or anything that shows she tried to escape from something like a locked room or a box. The only anomaly I’ve found so far is what could be a very small puncture wound right behind her ear. But that could be as simple as her earring getting pressed into the soft tissue and breaking the skin. It will require further examination and toxicology reports to get closer to identifying cause of death,” Keegan says.

“I saw the pictures of her from when they first uncovered the body. The wedding dress and everything. Was there anything else with her? Besides the piece of paper?” I ask.

Sometimes the medical examiner is able to find very tiny bits of evidence that aren’t initially noticed by responding officers and investigators. Removing clothing and carefully going over the entire body can reveal secrets that prove critically important in understanding what happened to the victim, how, and why. With as little as we seem to have to go one right now, I’m hoping that’s the situation, but Keegan doesn’t look optimistic.

“No. The body was clean like she bathed just before putting the dress on. She was fully dressed beneath the dress, including a garter like any bride would wear, but there wasn’t anything else. No hairs, fibers, hidden items,” she says.

“What about the blood that was found at the scene? Any indication of where that came from?”

“Already sent that for testing. At this point I’m thinking it’s likely it was from that puncture wound I mentioned earlier. There doesn’t seem to be any indication that it’s from a struggle. But I’ll let you know when I get the results.”

I let out a sigh. “All right. Thank you. Let me know when you’ve finished the autopsy and if you find out anything else.”

“I will.”

I leave the office building feeling that familiar grinding feeling deep in my gut. This woman’s disappearance and death don’t look random or spontaneous. This isn’t the work of someone who just snapped and snatched her when they saw her. This has the hallmarks of a killer driven by a very specific compulsion and motivation, and the odd clue of the invitation paper in her hand hints at a message that wasn’t finished by just her death. I have the sinking feeling there will be others if I don’t find the person responsible as soon as possible.

If there haven’t already been more victims and we just don’t know it yet.
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As soon as I leave the medical examiner’s office, I head to the local police department. They have been handling the investigation of Sharon Bates’s disappearance, and I want to collect as much of the information they’ve gathered as possible to help jump-start my own investigation now that it has shifted into murder.

Detective Cormier extends his hand to shake mine as soon as he comes into the conference room where I’ve been waiting.

“Agent Griffin, good to see you again,” he says as if we weren’t just standing over an open grave a few hours ago.

“You too,” I say. “Were you involved in the missing persons investigation for Sharon?”

“No,” he says. “But the detective who was in charge of that investigation is on family leave today, so I’m here to give you the information she has.”

“That would be great,” I say.

“I have to warn you,” he says. “There isn’t a lot. She didn’t get a whole lot of traction in her investigation.”

“Anything is beneficial,” I say. “I’m coming into this completely cold with no idea about who this woman was, her life, or anything else. Whatever information that detective deemed important to investigating her disappearance could give me a jumping-off point to finding out what happened to her.”

“Sounds good to me,” he says, handing a folder over to me. “This is what she had. There are a few interview transcripts in there, evidence reports, and information from her bank, credit cards, and phone. If there’s anything else you need or you could use some help, don’t hesitate to get in touch with me.”

I flip open the folder and look over the first couple of pages, then close it and give him a tight smile.

“Thank you. I will definitely let you know if I can use your assistance,” I say.

When I’m working on a case at any real distance from home, I usually set up a command center in the local PD so I have a central location to keep my materials, go over evidence, and strategize for my investigation. That isn’t necessary this time. I’m close enough to Sherwood that I’m able to just go home. But instead of going straight home to start my investigation, I drive around a little bit until I find a restaurant to stop in for lunch.

It feels like my breakfast and morning coffee was forever ago as I take a seat and look over an expansive menu featuring about twenty things that sound amazing to me right now. I finally settle on what I want and put in my order before opening the folder again. I start to go through the evidence collected when the investigation was focused just on the idea that Sharon Bates was missing. The case obviously has to take a different turn now that we know she’s dead, but this information gives me a head start.

The first page is a basic biography of the victim. Sharon Bates was twenty-five years old, worked as an assistant in a dermatology office, and was preparing for a wedding in the summer. It would be the first wedding for both her and her fiancé, Lucas Garnet, the owner of a sporting goods store. She lived in a small apartment she’d moved into less than two years before. Friends and family described her as friendly, outgoing, and full of life. She enjoyed being outdoors and traveling, which was why her honeymoon was the part of the whole wedding experience she was looking forward to the most.

The personal information about her relates a fairly straightforward and uneventful life without any criminal background, major issues with anyone, or problems she would need to run away from. Over the weeks since she disappeared, there were several deep dives into her financial history, her work, and even her friendships to see if there was something that might have been hidden away but was rising to the surface and threatening the life she built for herself.

Just reading about those searches tells me the people closest to her were likely offended and upset by them. But they weren’t a commentary on Sharon or on anyone in her life. The unfortunate reality is that secrets exist. People carry things inside them without ever letting it show, things that if revealed would completely shatter everything as they know it. From crimes committed when they were younger, to marital indiscretions that make paternity of children ambiguous, to financial issues that leave them teetering on an edge—the secrets people keep hidden behind their masks are often shocking and can be more than enough to make those people want to run away rather than face their consequences.

Asking the people closest to victims about these possible secrets is always a delicate thing. It can lead to devastation, crumbled families, and even violence. When they learn about these hidden aspects of those they love, people may even decide to create secrets of their own.

But there’s nothing in the information about Sharon Bates that even hints at one of these secrets existing or contributing to her disappearance and murder. Her life is open and transparent. Which means the motive behind it is something much deeper.

Putting the biography aside, I turn to the timeline the detective was piercing together to trace Sharon’s last known movements before vanishing.

She was supposed to attend the bridal convention with her sister, but at the last minute, plans changed, and she decided to go alone. She updated her social media throughout the day to record what she liked and the vendors she wanted to get in touch with after the event. Some of these updates were just quick messages or pictures; others were brief videos of her chatting casually about what she was seeing and doing.

The updates stopped after she announced she’d visited all the booths and was done for the day. According to her, she was tired out from the morning of exploring the large convention hall and was eager to take a break with her lunch, and then head straight home for a bubble bath and a nice night in with her dog.

The last actual image of her was a picture obviously taken by somebody else. Sharon was standing in front of massive cutout letters covered in silver glitter spelling out “I Do.” With bags of vendor swag at her feet and a genuine smile on her face, she looked happy and perfectly at ease. There’s nothing about any of the posts or pictures that suggests she was uncomfortable about anything or had experienced something that made her afraid. It doesn’t look like she left the convention with a single hint that something was going to go wrong.

But then something did. And that’s where the disconnect lies. From that moment standing in front of the celebratory sign to the dirt being taken off of her body, there is nearly four weeks of empty space. As I’m reading through the information, I finally see something that really stands out to me. Up until now, I’ve been wondering about her car. There was no mention of it on the news, and it seemed like a glaring omission not to mention if it had been abandoned at the convention center or was still missing, which would give an indication of whether she’d left the center on her own or not. Now I have a better idea.

A brief comment in the timeline points out that the only sign of life that occurred since Sharon posted the last picture was a ride request made on her rideshare app just seconds later. It seemed she posed for that picture, then made the request for the ride on the way out of the center, likely assuming there would be a large number of cars available in the area considering the influx of people there for the convention.

This seems like a major step in the right direction. Requesting a ride means she did not drive to the convention center, eliminating the significance of identifying where her vehicle is and who is in possession of it. It also provides the information that she was, in fact, heading back to her apartment. The ride order specifies the convention center as the pickup point and her home address as the destination.

This thankfully helps to narrow the scope of the investigation. If the ride request had noted another place as the drop-off point, it would have opened up a far broader pool of potential directions for me to go. As it is, the minimal information available has me pretty much stuck in the same place, but that’s better than feeling scattered in a dozen different directions with no idea which will lead to wasted time and dead ends and which may hold the answers. I notice there is no record of the ride Sharon requested actually happening. Instead, the assigned driver canceled it several minutes later.

It’s a significant note, but little seems to have been done about it. I need to find out who this driver is and why they needed to cancel the trip. Before I can do any further digging, my phone rings. I see it’s Bellamy and immediately snatch it up from the table.

“B? Are you okay?” I ask.

“I’m fine,” she says. “I am so sorry about not getting in touch with you any earlier. My phone died because I had to run out of the house this morning to deal with something for work and didn’t realize I hadn’t actually plugged it into the charger last night. I had an absolutely terrible day dealing with this case, traffic like people have never driven in their lives, just all sorts of nonsense. And then to top it all off, my mother called, insisting I go see her. She was acting like she was sick or something, and of course, I was worried, so I went straight to her. But when I got there, I found out she actually just wanted me to go talk to a wedding planner she met.”

“A wedding planner?” I ask. “I thought you already had one?”

“I do. And I told her that. I specifically told her I was working with someone else closer to home and that I didn’t even really want a planner who was going to be super involved. I just want somebody who can find out all the plans, talk to vendors if they make me mad, and make sure everything goes the way it’s supposed to on my actual wedding day. But of course, that doesn’t mean anything to my mother. According to her, this is the greatest wedding planner who has ever walked the earth and I should be thrilled and overcome with excitement to even have the opportunity to meet her,” Bellamy says.

She sounds flustered and upset, obviously overwhelmed by the whole day she’s been having. As frustrating as it is that she hadn’t been able to reach out just to let me know she was okay, I can commiserate with her. Difficult cases have a way of making days get away from you in even the simplest times of life. Throwing a small child and wedding planning into it doesn’t make it any easier.

“Don’t worry. Everything’s fine. It’s not like we had any appointments at any of these places, so it’s not a big deal. You go home and take a bubble bath, just try to get some rest. We can get together tomorrow,” I say.

“Are you sure?” she asks.

“Of course. I’m working on a new case anyway. Thanks to that man of yours.”

“Sounds like I need to have a talk with him about giving you more work when we’re supposed to be having fun,” she grouses playfully.

I chuckle. “I don’t mind. I can handle it.”

“Well, I still want to see you. I could get on the road right now, and we could still probably get to a couple of places,” she offers.

“Bellamy, stop. After the day you just had, you are not getting in the car again and driving all the way out here. You already drove to your mother’s house. That’s enough for the day. You have reached your quota. Seriously. Bubble bath. Something delicious. Just take a break. I’ll see you in the morning.”

We get off the phone, and I feel much better about the situation, but my advice to Bellamy suddenly comes back into my mind. I can’t remember ever specifically suggesting to her that she go home and take a bubble bath. I know that thought only came into my mind because of the information I read about Sharon Bates.

Trying not to let the sadness of that thought filter in, I turn my attention back to the rideshare that never happened. There isn’t anything in the file to indicate why the driver canceled, but I am able to see the driver’s name and look over his profile. Without much to go on there, I reach out to the rideshare company to ask for further information.

A fairly curt woman, who I am sure would enjoy telling me I can’t get any information without a warrant but isn’t authorized to say that, tells me she will have someone get back to me.

My next step is to get in touch with the convention center. I know I will need to go through all the interviews with Sharon Bates’s fiancé as well as the friends and family closest to her, but I want to get a stronger foundation of understanding about the circumstances leading up to her disappearance first. They’ve already been through so much and have had these conversations with the detective and probably several other officers. It would be better for me to go into those talks with as much information as I possibly can so I can minimize their stress and having to go back repeatedly if at all possible.

My call is routed through a few twists and turns before I finally end up with a manager.

“This is Bill Roper,” he says by way of greeting. “I was told you are looking for information about the missing woman. I’m sorry, but we will not be providing the press with any statements. The news crews that showed up here were very disruptive to our guests at other events, and we’d rather not be…”

“I’m not the press,” I tell him, cutting him off from what already feels like the beginning of a very long-winded explanation of why he doesn’t want to talk to me. “My name is Special Agent Griffin. I’m with the FBI.”

There’s a flicker of familiar pause. It’s that little bit of silence that passes as the words of my introduction leave my mouth and settle into a person’s brain receptors, sweeping away the thoughts that were already there so they can be processed. Most people who prepare conversations ahead of time aren’t ones who go into interactions expecting an FBI agent to be on the other side.

“FBI?” he finally says.

“Yes,” I say. “I’m sorry to hear about the issues you’ve had with reporters, but rest assured, I don’t have any need for an official statement from you. I do, however, need to speak with you about Ms. Bates and the time she’d spent at the bridal show.”

I’m careful with what I say, not wanting to let on that there have been developments in the case that fundamentally change the situation. Her death has yet to be announced, and until her next of kin is given the formal death notification, it won’t be. I tread lightly to respect their privacy and their time to grieve without it being public knowledge.

“Yes,” he says. “I have already spoken with a detective.”

“I’m sure you have, but I am building my own investigation and would like to hear from you personally. Are you available this afternoon?” I ask. “Say, an hour from now?”

That should give the department enough time to give the official notification. I’ll confirm first before I speak with Bill and also be sure to lay out the exact details that I want kept fully confidential throughout the investigation unless I decide to make them public. These details will be critical elements of the investigation, kept out of public knowledge to preserve the integrity of the investigation, and give me leverage as I identify and narrow down suspects. I already know one such detail will be the invitation and the number “1955.” Something that boldly specific needs to be kept quiet so that if anyone mentions it, it’s an immediate indicator of probable guilt.

Beyond using it as a beacon, the detail can also help to identify patterns if future crimes do arise. Mentioning specific elements of crimes always carries the risk of inciting copycats who will take on those hallmarks for themselves, confusing and muddying the investigation. If another bride is found with an invitation in her hand, not spreading that detail beyond those present at the crime scene will give far more credence to the idea that the murders are committed by the same person.

Bill Roper doesn’t sound delighted at the prospect of me coming by to talk to him, but I don’t take it personally. If I tried to put myself in his shoes, I probably wouldn’t relish the thought of a federal agent coming to talk to me about a serious crime that potentially occurred at the venue I managed. Even without any guilt or responsibility bearing down on him, it has to be uncomfortable to consider that this woman might very well have been taken from a location he was supposed to ensure was safe.

He meets me on the bottom floor of the large convention center. For a second, the visual is almost funny, just one man in a dark suit standing in the middle of an expansive space usually crammed with people. This center isn’t as large as the one in Richmond I’ve had to deal with before, but still plenty large enough that someone could disappear into any number of the rooms, hallways, alcoves, and passageways without being noticed.

“Thank you for meeting with me, Mr. Roper,” I say as I approach him, extending my hand in greeting.

“Agent Griffin,” he says, shaking it. “What can I do for you?”

“The Bureau has taken on the Sharon Bates case, and I was assigned to lead the investigation. As you are probably very aware, she went missing nearly a month ago, and the last place she was known to have been was here at the convention center for the bridal show. I am trying to put together a timeline of her movements leading up to that moment and then what happened to her after the last social media post she made so we can hopefully find answers for her family.”

I make the decision not to mention her death. Not yet. I’ve gotten confirmation that her family has been notified, but I don’t think I need to bring it up yet. Giving him the information that Sharon Bates has been murdered also gives him a choice. He can spin how he tells me about her movements at the convention and the building itself however he wants. It offers him power in the situation that I’d rather him not have. If he believes there’s a possibility she’s out there somewhere just missing, I want him to talk to me about her with that kind of urgency to find her. If he doesn’t, and the way he talks about her reveals that, it may mean something.

“I understand, Agent, but you’ve got to understand—I didn’t interact with her personally at any point. I wasn’t actually in attendance at the bridal show. I was in my office so I could respond if there was an issue with the building itself or with the organizers, as that’s the extent of my role. I don’t engage with attendees of the events here. I manage the building itself and the responsibilities of the convention center to the companies and organizations that rent the building and its facilities. I can provide you information about that, but I’m afraid I wouldn’t be particularly helpful when it comes to one woman’s activities at the show,” he says.

“That is perfectly all right. Information about the building and how it functions is actually what I am looking for. Because the information that we have about Sharon is limited to her social media posts, I am looking for anything else I might be able to use to better understand what happened after she left the exhibit floor. We know from one of her posts that she posed in front of a set of giant letters near the entrance. After that she requested a rideshare, but the ride was canceled. Since then there has been no sign of her. I reviewed the information in the original detective’s file and saw that they reviewed surveillance footage from outside. Is that footage still available?” I ask.

“It is,” he says. “But it isn’t particularly helpful. There’s only a brief shot of her arrival.”

“Nothing with her leaving?” I ask.

“No. It’s possible she left out of one of the doors that weren’t covered or that she was able to remain in blind spots as she left. There isn’t an extensive surveillance network around the building, and the cameras that do cover the perimeter are for the most part focused on the sidewalks and the streets. It’s more likely they will catch footage of traffic crimes and auto accidents than anything else,” Roper says.

“I’d still like to see it,” I tell him.

“No problem. Come with me.”

He wasn’t too far off when he said the footage available isn’t going to be particularly helpful. He points out the few moments of the video from the beginning of the day that shows Sharon presenting her phone to the person at the front door, who then scans the QR on the screen with a handheld device and ushers a smiling Sharon into the building with the rest of the crowd. It is a matter of just a couple of seconds and shows nothing even close to interesting. I go back and watch the same footage a few more times, each time focusing on a different area of the screen so I can watch the action happening around her.

I’m hoping to see someone watching Sharon or who seems to be following her closely. I don’t notice anyone acting strangely or who seems to be especially invested in watching her movements or staying near her.

“Is there anything from the show itself?” I ask.

“There aren’t security cameras inside the meeting spaces. But there was a professional photographer and videography team walking around capturing footage for marketing purposes,” he says it as if the thought just popped into his head.

“Can you get me anything they have?” I ask.

“I don’t have access to it. They were hired by the company that put on the bridal show,” he says. “But I can give you the contact information for the organizers.”

“That would be great, thank you,” I say.

He gives me the information, and I tuck the piece of paper into my pocket.

“I’d like to look around the building. Would you be able to show me areas that aren’t generally accessible to the public? Any areas that are meant for use by staff or vendors?”

“Did you want to watch the footage from around the time when she left? Or it seems like she left?” he asks.

“I don’t want to take up too much more of your time. If you could send me access to all the footage you have, I’d appreciate it. That way I can go over it later.”

“Sure.”

I give him my email so he can grant me access to the footage, and then he begins his tour of the building. Without any concrete evidence of when Sharon Bates left the building or through which exit, there’s still the possibility that something happened to her before she ever stepped outside. While the theory so far is that she left on her own volition and then something happened to her after, there’s no trail to follow that shows that’s what happened. I still have to explore the possibility that she requested that ride and then something happened before she even got to the door, which would be why she didn’t show up for the ride and it was canceled.

Getting a feel for the layout of the entire convention center—including all the hallways, storage and work areas, underground corridors, and other areas not designed to be used by any of the guests of the events, but rather meant to streamline the work of the vendors and other employees—will highlight a wider range of possibilities for what kept Sharon from getting to that rideshare. And that could tell us how she ended up in that shallow grave in that clearing.

It takes about an hour to go through the entire building and see all the different areas. I take pictures and notes as we go so I can recreate it in my mind later as I conjure up the potential scenarios hoping one will click. There’s no evidence in any of the areas that they’ve been host to any foul play, and I don’t come across anything that directly points to the right path to follow. I leave the convention center with most of the same questions I’ve had when I walked in—along with a few more.
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My morning starts with one of my favorite coffee flavors—a coconut and hazelnut roast—which fills the house with a rich smell. Then it quickly takes a downturn as that coffee goes from a cute mug into my travel tumbler in response to a phone call that takes me away from rolling out a batch of cinnamon rolls while I’ve been waiting for Bellamy to call. Now I’m gripping the tumbler with gloved hands and holding it close to my chest with the hopes of breathing in some of the heat while I trek through a drizzle of freezing rain at a closed apple orchard high on the mountain.

The orchard is open to the public for people to pick their own fruit during the summer and fall months. It also features a pumpkin patch that draws families from a wide radius to take the drive up the mountain for a day of old-fashioned, screen-free fun. It has closed for the season at the end of November and won’t open again until the first family event of the year in the Easter weekend. It isn’t completely desolate. There are still workers taking care of the grounds and the orchards, but far fewer than during the busy open months.

That and the lack of customers leaves the vast gravel parking area at the front of the orchard almost empty except for a cluster of emergency vehicles. There’s also a small collection of people I can immediately divide into two groups. The ones in jeans and well-worn boots, heavy coats, and leather gloves—their posture defensive, their eyes sweeping over the land as they half pay attention to each other—are the workers of the land. The others—people in dark uniforms, jackets emblazoned with logos, some with vibrant orange detailing as if the gray sky and rain will make them completely invisible—are the emergency responders trying to make sense of what happened.

Which is why I’m here.

A gust of wind makes me snuggle my neck down deeper into the plush scarf that Xavier crocheted for me for Christmas. It matches the hat I’m also wearing and a pair of very squishy socks I can’t stuff into my boots. Those will be my reward when I eventually make my way back home and change into dry, warm clothes.

I walk across the gravel toward the first cluster of officers and open my jacket to show the badge hanging around my neck.

“Agent Griffin,” I say.

One of the officers points further into the complex, past a large dark wood building.

“Down past the picnic pavilion,” he says.

“Thanks.”

The journey takes me past an open-area section of the building that shows counters with several covered cash registers and large tables and wooden displays. These are generally filled with apples for those who don’t want to pick them themselves along with various products that use those apples produced by the orchard’s kitchen. Come next summer, there will be endless jars of apple sauce, apple pies, apple muffins, and apple juice. As the season turns, apple butter, apple cider, and apple doughnuts will join them along with the occasional offering that doesn’t employ the orchard’s bounty. I have received many a Christmas gift basket full of goodies bearing a label from this orchard.

I also know that the large white doors at the top of the double ramps at the back of the area lead to a gift shop. Walking further past the building, I see the outdoor window for the concession stand. I have a wistful moment of wishing it were open so I could order hot apple cider. But it’s just as shuttered as the rest of the cold complex, which I have a feeling is a contributing factor as to why I’m here.

Once I’m past the building, I see a sloping field and picnic area spread out in front of me stretching out to the edge of the largely skeletal orchards looking ominous and tangled against the sky. During the season, this area is filled with customers eating picnics they bring themselves or food they buy from the concession stand. The website I perused in preparation for coming here showed the grass covered with blankets as people watched the fireworks bursting in the night sky during the orchard’s Fourth of July Spectacular celebration.

As I walk across it, I see remnants of the bales of hay that have formed decorative displays with pumpkins, gourds, and scarecrows in October and November. The stone firepits set up around the edge of the field have been covered by a heavy tarp to protect them from rain and snow. Ahead of me, a smattering of gazebos have all been fitted with thick, white covers. It looks like the entire place has simply gone to sleep for the winter. But there’s one of those gazebos, far out past the field and picnic areas, nearly at the edge of the pumpkin patch, that is not as peaceful and quiet as the rest of the scene. Several officers and emergency responders crowd the area, and off to one side, I see two teenagers wrapped in blankets, their heads hanging as a detective is talking to them.

I walk up to the scene and duck under a piece of bright yellow police tape to get to the nearest officers.

“Special Agent Emma Griffin, FBI,” I say, showing my badge. “Where can I find Detective Manuel?”

The officer nods toward the detective talking to the teenagers, and I thank him before making my way over. I stop several feet away and call out to the detective, letting him come to me rather than having me crash into his conversation. He says something to the kids, then comes toward me, his hand extended.

“Agent Griffin, Jesse Manuel. Nice to meet you.”

“Detective Manuel,” I say by way of greeting, shaking his hand. “I hear you have another body. What can you tell me?”

He gestures toward the farthest gazebo. “Come on with me, and I’ll show you. We got the call a few hours ago. Looks like these teenagers over here were looking to take advantage of the orchard being empty so they could get some alone time, if you catch my drift. These two met here when they were both picking apples with their families last year and thought it would be romantic to have a little visit to their special gazebo.”

“Before dawn?” I ask, figuring the timing based on when they called me to let me know a second bridal corpse has been found.

He shrugs. “Apparently.”

“Wow,” I mutter, taking out my phone for a quick check to see if Bellamy has responded to the message I sent her letting her know that we’re going to need to push our plans back a bit today. “Things have certainly changed since I was a teenager.”

I see there’s no message, and I put the phone back in my pocket.

“Me too,” he says. “I don’t know what’s wrong with a good old-fashioned back seat or a movie theater with a boring movie. But anyway, they called all frantic saying they found a woman in one of the gazebos and she was hurt.”

We get to the gazebo, and he pulls back to flap of the winter covering to let me see inside.

“This is what the first responders found.”

I peek into the opening and see a woman’s body sitting on the bench inside. She’s dressed in a wedding gown, and a veil covers her face. One perfectly manicured hand resting on her lap holds an invitation that looks from this distance just like the one from the first scene. The multitude of flowers all over the bench and on the floor surrounding her feet has made the air thick with the sickly sweet scent of decaying petals.

“Well, that’s the nightmare fuel behind a lifetime of celibacy if I’ve ever seen it,” I say. I glance down and notice a small recorder sitting on the floor. “Was that playing when the first responders got here?”

“No. But they tested it, and it plays classical music.”

I nod. “All right. Everything has been photographed?”

“Yes, and the coroner is on the way to collect the body.”

“Great. Let me have a chat with the kids. They are likely very ready to get away from here. Have their parents been called?”

“No. Just hers. He’s over eighteen,” Detective Manuel says.

“Oh, perfect. Fortunately, that is a mess I don’t have to deal with. I’m just going to stick with the brides. Has anyone gotten a good look at that paper in her hand? Enough to read if anything is on it?” I ask.

“No. The body hasn’t been moved. When the coroner gets here, he’ll do the examination and monitor the body being transported. We’ll be able to get the card then.”

“Okay. Thanks. Introduce me to the happy couple.”

We walk over to the couple who are now huddled close together, the young man with his arm around the girl, sharing his blanket and keeping his head over hers to protect her from the rain. I have all kinds of feelings about what has led them to stumble on the bride in the gazebo, but at this moment, I have to feel for them. I try to look compassionate as the detective introduces me.

“Daria, Leon, this is Agent Griffin. She’s handling this investigation from here,” he says.

He steps back to give me room and control of the conversation as both of the young people in front of me murmur greetings.

“I know you’ve already talked to Detective Manuel, and you’ve probably talked to a bunch of other people too, but like he said, I’m taking it from here, and I just got here, so I need to catch up. I got the basics, but if you’ll tell me what happened, what you saw, if you heard anything… Anything you can think of. It’s one of those clichés you’ve heard a thousand times, but in this instance, it’s absolutely true. No detail is too small for you to tell me about. Even if it doesn’t actually mean anything or have anything to do with the case, I would rather you tell me everything that comes to mind and let me sift it all out than for you to skip something because you don’t think it matters.”

They look at each other nervously and nod.

“Think of it this way. Neither one of you killed that woman, right? And neither one of you knows who did it, right? So that means you don’t actually know what might matter and what doesn’t. Not because you aren’t smart enough to figure it out, but because you don’t know what happened and that means you wouldn’t know what’s important. Makes sense?” I ask.

They nod again. At this point, technically, I don’t know if this young couple doesn’t know what happened to the dead woman in the gazebo. I don’t have enough information yet to come to that conclusion. I would say that the chances, however, are very slight. I’ll still look into them and their claims and make sure that the investigation thoroughly excludes them the way I would with the investigation of any murder. But for right now, putting them at ease and helping them to relax enough to talk to me is the priority. These two are stressed enough as it is. They don’t need the added pressure of worrying if they are about to be hauled into the police department for official questioning or charged with murder.

“Is she… dead?” Daria asks in a trembling voice.

I remember Detective Manuel saying when they called for help, they said they found a hurt woman in the gazebo. Without any visible blood on her, I can understand why someone not accustomed to seeing dead bodies would not immediately go to that conclusion. Now that they’ve seen the surge of people coming to the location and have probably noticed the woman hasn’t been taken out of the gazebo and brought to an ambulance, they are piecing together that she isn’t just hurt.

I nod. “Yes,” I tell her. “She is.”

Daria turns her face into Leon’s chest and sobs. He holds her close, his jaw solid and tense as he fights to maintain his composure for her even as scared tears well up in his eyes.

“Who is she?” he asks.

“I don’t know that yet,” I say. “We’ll have to do more investigating to figure that out.”

“Why is she dressed like that?” Daria wails. “She’s wearing a wedding dress.” She gasps, her head suddenly snapping up and her tear-stained face turning to me with hugely widened eyes. “Did she kill herself? Did she get left at the altar?”

I hold up a hand, trying to stop her from venturing any further down the spiraling path she’s currently tumbling along.

“Right now, I don’t know the cause of death. There aren’t any visible wounds or anything, and getting final confirmation of something like that will take an autopsy by the medical examiner. But I can tell you that I don’t think this is a case of her being left at the altar or a suicide. That’s why I was brought in. I believe this death is related to a case I am already investigating. That’s why it’s very important I find out everything I can about what happened here this morning. All right?” I look over at the building and nod toward it. “Come on. Let’s get out of this rain.”

When we get to the overhang, we sit on one of the ramps, and I wait for them to settle in before they talk. They really don’t have much to tell me. Both are familiar with the orchard because of family traditions that have brought them here to pick pumpkins and then apples every year. They hold fast to the theory that they have probably crossed paths many times before, almost like it was fate for them to meet on the mountain last summer when they both reached for the same apple. A typically angsty tale of teenage love not fully embraced by either family follows, and as I try to hang in there with them, I am more convinced they aren’t going to be able to give me anything valuable for the investigation.

Even if they did happen to come on something that would have been valuable to the case, they were far too wrapped up in each other and their clandestine date in the cold, drizzly early-morning hours to pay attention to anything around them. With the exception of making sure they didn’t run into any workers out checking the orchards that early, they were only thinking about each other.

The story finally meanders around to meeting up with us at this moment, and I have gotten nothing from them other than that they only saw one person as they crossed the grounds of the orchard in their quest to get to the very gazebo where they shared their first picnic the year before. They aren’t able to describe the person beyond saying they think it was a man and he was walking in the direction of the orchards. Considering there was only one woman among the people I pegged as being on the staff of the orchard when I parked, this doesn’t provide much help.

Soon after they finish their story, I hear a shrill woman’s voice shouting for Daria. I look up and see a woman running from the parking lot. She nearly goes past the building, but Daria stands up.

“Mom!” She sounds both nervous and relieved.

I understand both. She’s just been through a tremendous trauma discovering that body and then having to stand by while the early investigation unfolded around her. That would make anyone want the comfort and reassurance of their mother. At the same time, I’ve gathered from the way they talk about each other and their relationship that her parents aren’t totally thrilled about her relationship with her boyfriend. Knowing that she came out here under false pretenses for a secret meeting with him is likely not something that’s going to make her mother particularly happy.

I can see the mother’s perspective in a way. Leon is eighteen, technically an adult. But Daria is just over a year younger than him. It’s not my place to make judgment calls in that arena, but I know it could be far worse. I’ve seen far, far worse. And especially right now considering the kind of morning her daughter has had, I can only hope the mother chooses compassion.

It seems we’re going in that direction when the woman runs into the open section and nearly collapses against the railing of the ramp. She opens her arms to Daria, who falls into them, suddenly sobbing again.

“What happened?” she asks, looking at me. “What’s going on?”

I realize whoever contacted her didn’t give her any details other than that something horrible had happened on the mountain involving her daughter and she needed to get there as fast as possible. Her eyes flicker over to Leon, and there’s a moment where I can see the distrust and anger, but there’s also the understanding that if he had something to do with the terrible incident that had clearly unfolded there, he wouldn’t be sitting next to her.

“Hi,” I say, standing up. “I’m Agent Emma Griffin. I take it you’re Daria’s mother.”

“Yes. Janelle.”

“Nice to meet you. It is very cold and wet out here, and the kids have been out in it for a long time. Would it be all right for them to go sit in your car with the heat on for a bit while we talk?” I ask.

She looks hesitant but agrees. “Yeah, of course. I’m parked right over there.”

“We’ll walk with them, and we can talk in my car,” I say. “That way we’re all out of this.”

The rain has gotten harder, and I’m chilled to the bone by the time the couple is in Janelle’s SUV and she and I have climbed into my car a couple of spots away. The inside is cold from sitting, and I turn the car on, cranking the heat and turning on the seat warmers to help thaw me out.

“I’m sorry your morning has taken this turn,” I say. “I’m sure you weren’t expecting something like this.”

“Being called out to a closed apple orchard because my daughter has been involved in a death?” she asks, her voice rising. “No, that is not something I expected.”

“Well, I’m sorry, also, that whoever called you worded it that way. Your daughter was not involved in a death. Just to be clear right off the bat. That doesn’t mean she isn’t going to have to answer some more questions and things, but this is not something she did, and it is not her fault. Or Leon’s. Unfortunately, they were just very much in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

I explain about them finding the woman in the gazebo, doing my best to minimize focus on why they were out here to begin with. I’m sure it will come up, and like I said to Detective Manuel, I’m glad I don’t have to have anything to do with that mess, but it doesn’t need to be emphasized right now. Janelle keeps her eyes focused on the window beside her nearly the entire time she’s listening to me. I know she’s trying to watch Daria and Leon in the car a few yards away, but there’s nothing to see. The tint on her windows is of ambiguous legality, and she is now getting a little hint of why that is.

She stays calm as I talk and seems only concerned about her daughter being traumatized by what she saw, wanting reassurance there isn’t anything too horrifying in the gazebo. I tell her several times there isn’t, that they didn’t even realize she’s dead. But that doesn’t mean it didn’t have an impact. Regardless of the circumstances or the details, seeing a body can be a massive shock. It hits people in different ways and for some has a much more intense effect that can linger for a long time.

By the time the coroner arrives, Daria and Leon are saying goodbye. Janelle’s spine stiffens as they embrace tightly, but as they are walking away from each other, Leon heading for the car he has left on the side of an access road, she stops.

“Can I give you a ride to your car?” she asks.

Daria’s eyes widen, and she looks at her mother like it’s the first time she’s seen her. Leon hesitates, and a voice in the back of my mind encourages him to answer quickly because the woman could change her mind in an instant and leave him hoofing it through the now-pelting rain. He finally bobs his head a few times and hurries to catch up with them.

“If you have any questions or need anything, call me,” I tell her.

“I will,” Janelle says. She glances at her daughter and lets out a sigh before climbing into the car.

Daria looks over at me and mouths, “Thank you.”

I nod an acknowledgment and wave to them. I watch as Janelle pulls out of the parking spot and heads away from the orchard. Feeling like I’ve suddenly become a part of an after-school special, I pull my hood up tighter, bury my neck against my scarf, and jog to catch up with the coroner.

This body will be transferred to Keegan’s office so it can be examined in comparison with Sharon Bates’s body, but for now, this coroner will handle the examination of the body at the scene and supervise its removal from the gazebo. I introduce myself, and the man’s head moves almost imperceptibly to acknowledge me.

“I’ve been in contact with Keegan O’Hare about the apparently related case,” he says. “You do believe these women were killed by the same person?”

“Since I don’t yet know if it’s just one person who committed these murders, I can’t say that for certain, but I can say that I do believe that these two women are a part of the same series of crimes. They are far too many substantial and unique similarities for that not to be the case,” I say.

We get to the gazebo, and I wait for him to go through the process of examining the body, giving an official declaration of death, and making notes regarding her position and the condition of her body. Finally, it’s time for her to be moved onto a waiting gurney, and I step inside to take the paper from her hand before moving aside. I watch them carefully lift the woman off the bench and note that her body is not stiff. The breakdown of the flower petals and the lack of rigor mortis in the body tell me she has been dead for longer than Sharon Bates had been when her body was found.

I look at the paper in my hand, expecting another number. Instead, there’s a name.

“Gavin Miller.”
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Entrusting the crime scene investigation unit to do their jobs, I go back to the parking area to talk to the employees who came to the orchard today expecting to take care of the grounds and the upkeep of the buildings only to find themselves walking onto a murder site. They look less affected by the cold temperature and rain than the rest of us, likely a gift of all the time they spend outside taking care of the vast piece of land.

I quickly learn that several of them live in small houses scattered around the property. Two of the men there live in the big, white mansion at the top of the peak that overlooks the entire area, descendants of the original owners of the land and the ones who started the orchard. None of them is acting suspiciously or seems uneasy in any way beyond the simple discomfort that comes from being in close proximity to a horrific crime and then standing in miserable weather while that all unfolds around them. I notice a few seem more bothered by the mere fact that they are missing the time they need to be working than they are answering questions about the dead woman.

None knows who she could be, and when they’re shown a carefully taken picture of her face, they aren’t able to identify her. They don’t report hearing or seeing anything strange or unsettling the night before or this morning, and none saw anyone out of place on the property. They didn’t know Daria and Leon were on the property until they heard screaming.

I’m not surprised to hear there aren’t any surveillance cameras around, but I do find it somewhat strange there aren’t dogs around to alert to potential dangers. With the warning that I might come back to talk to them again, and specific instructions not to touch anything around the gazebo or any of the areas roped off with the crime scene tape, I get back in my car and head off the mountain.

Once I’ve reached the foot, I head to the nearest stop, a little town that looks like it was taken right out of a Norman Rockwell painting. It’s late January, so the Christmas decorations are gone, but I would have loved to have seen this quaint old Main Street dolled up with garlands and strands of lights.

I find the little restaurant I can always depend on in a town like this and shuffle in, eager to be somewhere warm and get something to eat. Breakfast was a long time ago, and I’ve more than shivered off those calories in the orchard. I hunker down in a booth far from the window and the chill of the front door opening and closing. Then I put my notepad and pen in front of me and smile at the waitress who comes my way.

“It’s a nasty one out there today, isn’t it?” she asks.

“Sure is,” I tell her. “I’m glad to be inside.”

“I don’t blame you. Looks like you’ve had your fair share of the opposite already today.”

I realize my clothes are soaked and some of my hair has escaped from my ponytail and slipped out of my hood, leaving it hanging wet around my face as well.

“Yes, I have,” I say with a chuckle.

“Well, you settle in. The rush is over, so you take as much time as you want. My name’s Beth. Can I get you some coffee?” she asks.

“Absolutely. Thank you.”

She sets a menu down in front of me. “I’ll go get that for you.”

I look over the menu, and by the time she’s back, I’m ready to order. I’ve just finished and handed the menu back to her when my phone rings.

“Somebody meeting you here?” she asks. “I can get out another mug.”

“No,” I tell her. “But thanks. It’s just work.”

The number on the screen doesn’t come up with a name, but the number looks familiar. I’m sure it’s Detective Manuel, and answering confirms it.

“We got a name for the victim,” he says.

“That was fast,” I tell him.

“A missing persons report was issued for her a couple of weeks ago. It’s from a couple of towns over so my department wasn’t handling it, and I didn’t recognize her. Her name’s Grace Turner. I’m going to send you the report,” he says.

“Thanks.”

The call ends, and seconds later I get the alert for a new email. The first thing I see when I open it is a flyer with a large color picture of the woman from the gazebo, smiling at the camera with what looks like a Christmas tree behind her. Her eyes were closed when I saw her face from behind the veil, and now I’m surprised by their intense violet color. I read through the information included on the flyer and the sparse details included in another document.

Early thirties. A schoolteacher. Living in Bright Valley about fifteen miles away. She was reported missing nearly three weeks ago after she failed to return home after work. Her neighbors were the first to notice something might be wrong, telling police they always looked for her to turn her living room light on when she got home from school. It was their way of knowing she had gotten back safely, which could have been quite late given that she worked late most days. They worried about her as a woman living alone, especially with a shocking spree of break-ins over the last couple of months that rocked the usually sleeping community.

Beth comes back to the table with my plates of food and tops off my coffee.

“Anything else I can get for you?” she asks.

I look over everything and shake my head. “No, this looks great. Thank you.”

Her eyes fall on the picture on my phone screen. She makes a sad sound.

“It’s just too bad about that girl,” she says.

“This girl?” I ask, showing her the screen more clearly.

Leaning against the side of the booth with one hand planted on her ample hip, Beth nods.

“She’s been showing up on the news the last couple of weeks. Disappeared just like that.” She snaps her fingers. “She had a perfectly normal day at work, walked out, and that was it. Gone. They haven’t found a single trace of her. Scary, isn’t it?”

She shudders a little, and I decide not to tell her that more than a trace of her has been found.

“It is,” I confirm. “I’m not from around here, so I haven’t seen her story on the news. Did it say anything else? Any idea of where she might have gone or anything?”

“Nope. They haven’t found her car or her phone either. I’m telling you, it’s for things like this that I never walk outside by myself and I always carry a little bottle of hair spray.”

“Hair spray?” I ask.

She nods. “You have to get a permit for pepper spray these days, but hair spray, you can just walk into the store and buy as much of it as you want. Stings like hell when you get it in your eyes. I should know. I’ve done it enough. By now I’m just about immune to it though. And that’s another reason it’s good for me to carry it. Just in case I ended up spraying myself, it wouldn’t be so bad. That pepper spray, on the other hand, I don’t think I’d enjoy a snootful of that.”

“As someone who is viscerally familiar with pepper spray and its effects, I can confirm that for you. Can I ask you one more thing?” I ask.

“Go for it. Everybody’s mugs are full,” she says.

“Do you know the name Gavin Miller?” I ask.

“Sure. He owns the jewelry store down the way. Gorgeous pieces. He took over the shop from his grandpa. It’s been there for decades. My grandma got her bridal set there,” she says. “Sweet guy.”

“Thank you. I appreciate your help.”

“Mm-hm,” she says. “You just holler if you need anything else.”

She walks away, and I take a few bites of extra crispy bacon before wiping off my fingertips and calling the number at the bottom of Grace’s flyer. I introduce myself to the woman who answers and find myself funneled through a few steps before getting to Detective Amy Boscoe. I notify her of Grace’s death and tell her about Sharon Bates.

“I didn’t hear anything on the news about Grace Turner being missing,” I tell her.

“I’m not surprised it didn’t make it to Sherwood. A teacher who goes missing at the end of the school day isn’t as intriguing as a bride disappearing from a bridal convention,” she says.

“Well, it looks like someone found both of them compelling since they are both dead, and I believe the same person or people did it. What can you tell me about the investigation into her disappearance?” I ask.

“Not much. There really wasn’t anything to go on. Schools these days are like Fort Knox, so there’s plenty of footage of her going about her day, getting her things together in the afternoon when she’s finished up teaching and doing her follow-up work, then leaving the building. She walked across the parking lot to her car, got in, and drove away. There are cameras to follow her progress all the way along the road beside the school until she gets to the traffic light, then the coverage stops,” she says.

“And there’s nothing after that?” I ask.

“Not that we’ve been able to track down. Phone records show she made a couple of calls and sent some texts after she left, but nothing interesting. Just her boyfriend and her sister. We were able to read the messages, and there’s nothing in them that shows any kind of distress or like she was planning on leaving. In fact, she was asking her boyfriend what he wanted her to pick him up for dinner because he was sick that night and she wanted to bring him something that would make him feel better. He told her not to come because he didn’t want to make her sick. The doctors had confirmed he was contagious, and he didn’t want her to miss work or give what he had to any of the kids. She offered to send him some food, and he finally agreed,” Detective Boscoe says.

“And did she?” I ask.

“Yes. We got the receipt for the order and the picture that the delivery driver took of it on the porch. After that, there’s a large cash withdrawal from the bank,” she says.

“That sounds a bit off,” I point out.

“That’s what I thought too. But we looked into it. The footage from the bank shows her arriving. There’s no one else in her car. She goes in perfectly calmly, chats with the clerk. There’s nothing about her body language or her behavior that shows any kind of anxiety or nervousness. There’s absolutely nothing about how she is acting, how she asks for the money, or anything that suggests she’s being coerced or something bad is happening. She just chatted away.”

“Hm.”

“We followed up with the woman later on. Grace told her she was taking out cash to pay for a piece of jewelry she was having made. She sounded really excited about it. So… that makes sense,” Detective Boscoe says.

I think of the name written on the card Grace was holding.

“Yes, it does. Is that withdrawal the last sign of life?”

“Yes. There aren’t any more pings on her phone or any activity on her bank account. Since the light never went on in her house and her car wasn’t seen there, it’s probably safe to assume she didn’t make it home. Which means something happened to her at some point after leaving the bank.”

“All right. Thank you for the information,” I say.

“Sure. If I hear anything else, I’ll let you know,” she says.

Ending the call, I eat my lunch as I scroll on my phone searching for Gavin Miller. It turns out that Beth was not exaggerating when she said the jewelry shop is right up the way. It’s only five buildings down from where I’m sitting right now. The pieces shown on his website are spectacular. They certainly look like they would be very expensive pieces, which makes Grace needing that much money make sense. Why she would take it out in cash, though, is still a question.

I finish eating and thank Beth before heading out. The rain has stopped, which is at least a nice change as I head down the sidewalk toward the jewelry store. The little town is certainly quaint and picturesque, but it is far from one of the poor valley towns lost in time. The shops and boutiques along the street speak to the exacting tastes of an elevated clientele. The buildings are old, and some of the businesses, like the jewelry store, were established generations ago. A few have taken up the luxury slant of the newer businesses while others, like the little restaurant, have stayed true to their roots. The result is that very specific juxtaposition of simple and extravagant that happens when the wealthy set starts buying up property near little places like this.

The surrounding mountains have become a haven for those looking to splash out their considerable resources on homes away from the hustle and bustle of the city. They build massive homes where they can enjoy the beautiful landscapes and quieter life, and business owners flock to offer the types of venues they’re accustomed to. Fortunately, others hold out, giving a mix that stops these places from being ruined while still benefiting from the extra attention.

The little bells ringing over my head when I walk through the door of the jewelry shop make me smile. A lot of places have replaced their bells with electronic ones, and I miss the jangly sound when I walk through those doors, especially at this time of year when the sound immediately makes me think of jingle bells.

I remember going shopping in Sherwood with my grandmother when I was a little girl and always getting excited when I heard those sounds. They made me think of the reindeer that would soon be landing on the roof. There was no fireplace at my grandparents’ house, but that never concerned me. There was always a golden key hanging by the front door on Christmas Eve, and my father explained that Santa could just make his way right inside without the door even having to open because of that magic key.

Of course, I believed him. If Daddy said it, then it had to be true. That sentiment would cause more problems in my life than I ever could have fathomed when my eyes were still full of sparkles and my heart hadn’t yet been broken.

A man looks up from where he’s working on something behind the counter. He offers me a smile, but it doesn’t go all the way to his eyes.

“Hello,” he says. “Let me know if I can help you.”

“Actually, I’m looking for Gavin Miller,” I say.

The smile wanes, and a confused, slightly worried look comes across his face.

“I’m Gavin,” he says.

I walk up to the counter and show him my badge. “I’m Agent Emma Griffin. I’m with the FBI.”

“Oh my god. This is about Grace.”
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Most of the time, someone immediately jumping to the reason why I was coming to talk to them would seem really suspicious. But in this situation, I’m not surprised that someone would think of her when they heard “FBI.” She has been missing for nearly two weeks. I am a little taken aback, however, by the jeweler reacting so strongly.

“Why do you say that?” I ask.

“It is, isn’t it? That’s why you’re here? I can’t think of any other reason the FBI would come talk to me,” he says. “What happened?”

“Why don’t you tell me about Grace?” I say. “It sounds like you know her well.”

He nods. “I’ve known Grace for a long time. Since we were kids, really.”

“From what I understand, she went missing fifteen miles from here,” I say.

It’s not really a question, but it’s meant to nudge him to tell me more, to explain how he would have such a close relationship with a woman with a life established in a different town.

“Yes. That’s where she’s been living for years now. But she grew up around here, just like I did. We’ve stayed close, even after she moved,” he explains. His eyes narrow slightly. “Why did you come here to talk to me if you didn’t know that?”

I briefly debate how much I should tell him. By now her family should have been notified, which means they will be on my list to speak with next. I decide if this man is more to Grace than just someone from whom she was buying jewelry. If so, it could be far more beneficial to tell him the truth and let him help me in any way he can than to try to keep things quiet.

“Could you lock up for a little bit so we can talk?” I ask.

Gavin’s gaze flickers over to the door like he expects a flow of customers to come in at any second. When no one does, he lets out a breath and nods.

“Sure.”

I wait while he locks the door and activates the alarm system. Then he leads me into the back of the building and a small room set up almost like a living room.

“I tend to spend most of my time here at the shop,” he explains. “I live above it, just like my grandparents did, but sometimes I need a short break, and I like to be able to relax in here rather than having to just sit in my office.”

“That makes sense,” I say.

He gestures at the collection of furniture, and I settle onto an overstuffed corduroy love seat. It feels both lived-in vintage and freshly contemporary at the same time.

“I’m going to make some tea. Can I get you some?” he asks.

“That would be great. Thank you.”

The smell of the peppermint tea bags he pulls from a tin on the counter at one end of the room reminds me of Xavier. A single-cup coffee maker, which appears to be the very advanced and fancy big brother to my little coffee maker at home, burbles to life and streams hot water into two cups where Gavin deposits tea bags. He brings them to the seating area and sets them on the coffee table, then walks back to the counter for a jar of honey. I can imagine it probably came from one of the specialty food stores I saw along the street.

He stirs a generous spoonful of the honey into his tea and sets it down to steep. His eyes stay focused on the cup for a few seconds before he looks at me again.

“I’m not going to see Grace again, am I?” he asks.

In contrast to how he has sounded when I first started talking to him, his voice now sounds steady and calm. He has resigned himself to this fact and only wants confirmation so he can start the process of moving forward in this new reality. I can only respect him by being straightforward.

“No. Her body was found this morning,” I say.

He draws in another breath, this one sharp and hard as if everything within him had disappeared into a vacuum. I wait for an outpouring of emotion. Instead, he goes back to staring at the table for a few long moments. When he looks at me again, his expression is even. The emotion will come. Later when he’s alone and not in the company of not only a complete stranger but a federal officer, he’ll put down the defensive walls he’s put up and let himself experience the true impact of this loss. For now he’s going to accept the news and do what he can to help.

“Where?” he asks.

“Opal Mountain Orchard,” I tell him and wait for some kind of recognition to cross his face.

There’s no reaction. Obviously, this location didn’t have any kind of real significance to Grace, or at least not enough significance for a self-proclaimed close friend of hers to think of. I make a mental note of that. A lack of significance might seem unhelpful or even like it could make the investigation harder, but that isn’t always the case. Her being found in that gazebo at the orchard was not random. Just like she was dressed in that bridal gown, her makeup done, the flowers strewn around her, and the music were all for a reason, the location chosen to pose her was also intentional. If there was no particular reason that location would mean anything to Grace, that means it likely has significance to the killer.

“I’m investigating her case because everything points to it being linked to another extremely similar case. Have you heard of the disappearance of Sharon Bates?” I ask.

“Yes,” he says. His eyes widen. “She was found.”

“Yes. The circumstances of both women are very close. I can’t give you the full details. There are things that are being kept confidential for the purposes of the investigation. But I can tell you that your name was found in Grace’s possession,” I say.

“Like in her phone?” he asks.

“No. It was written down on a paper we found at the scene. Your full name,” I say.

He looks bewildered. “I don’t understand.”

“I don’t know the purpose behind it yet either. But that’s what brought me here. The day she disappeared, did she make it here?” I ask.

The confusion on Gavin’s face only gets more pronounced.

“Here? What do you mean did she make it here?” he asks.

“She was planning on coming here after work that day, wasn’t she?” I ask.

“No. The shop was closed that day. I wasn’t even in town. I was at my cousin’s wedding in Tennessee. Why do you think she was planning on coming here?” he asks.

“The police never came to speak to you?” I ask.

“They did because, like I said, we were very close friends, but they didn’t say anything about her coming to see me the day she disappeared. What’s going on?” he asks, starting to sound worked up again.

“During the initial investigation after Grace went missing, the police examined her phone and bank records. It’s a routine step in investigating a missing person meant to hopefully show their movements and what they were doing beyond the last time they were physically seen by someone. Grace’s records show a conversation with her boyfriend as well as a stop at the bank to withdraw a fairly considerable amount of cash. She apparently told the bank teller she was using it to pay for a piece of jewelry she ordered,” I say.

Gavin sits back, shaking his head. “Well, she didn’t order anything from me. Not recently, anyway. And I certainly didn’t get any cash from her. Like I said, I wasn’t even in town. I wasn’t planning on getting back for several days, but I came back early when I found out she was missing.”

“Have you made jewelry for her before?” I ask.

“Of course.” He reaches into his pocket and takes out his phone. Scrolling through it for a second, he holds it out to me so I can see an image he’s pulled up on the screen. “You see her necklace?”

The pendant around Grace’s neck in the picture is the same one she was wearing in the gazebo.

“Yes. It’s beautiful.”

“I made that for her. It was designed specifically for her. Just like the ring the diamond came from,” he says.

I tilt my head curiously, and he puts the phone back into his pocket.

“I designed the engagement ring her first husband gave her when they got engaged. He came to me when he decided to ask her and said he couldn’t imagine Grace wearing a ring made by anyone else. I thought it was really sweet. At the time I didn’t know the kind of person he was. He’d been great to Grace all throughout when they were dating, and I knew she was going to be so happy when he proposed.

“I designed a ring that perfectly complemented her and found the most beautiful diamond I could to put in it. When she left him late last year, he asked for the ring back. He said it was only the right thing to do to give it back to him because he bought it. Of course, she refused. As she should have. He might have bought that ring, but it was a gift for her. He gave it to her, and that made it hers. He didn’t get to go back on that. Besides, I designed it for her and her only. She deserved to have it.

“Well, he made an absolute ass out of himself demanding the ring over and over. It made her so angry, and she came to me with the idea of wanting to turn the ring into something she would love. Also, it would just keep her ex from having it. Grace always had a little bit of a petty streak in her. Love that about her.” He stops and takes a moment like he’s suddenly been hit with the intensity of the situation.

After a second, he regains control and continues, “But it wasn’t just pettiness. She really did love that ring, but it represented something she didn’t have or want anymore. She wasn’t going to go around wearing her engagement ring after the marriage ended.

“She wanted to take it and transform it into something new, just like she was with everything else. Breaking that ring down into the gold and the diamond and creating something gorgeous and new out of it. It was a celebration for her. It was a way for her to mark the start of the new life she was planning on her own terms.”
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“That’s a really beautiful way to look at it,” I tell Gavin. “I know she loved that pendant.”

“She did. I only wish she’d gotten to see the ring I just finished for her,” he says.

I give the jeweler a quizzical look. “I thought you just said Grace hadn’t ordered anything from you recently.”

“I did. She didn’t order the ring. Her boyfriend did—well, fiancé,” he says.

“Grace was engaged?” I ask.

“It was really recent. She hadn’t even made the big announcement yet. He had been planning on asking her for a long time but wanted to do something elaborate and special for her. Of course, he wanted me to make her ring for her. Then he couldn’t wait, and the proposal happened sort of spontaneously. They both decided they were going to wait until they had her ring to make a whole announcement to everyone. She was so happy.” His head drops, and I see his shoulders shake as the emotion he’s been holding in breaks through. “I knew he was going to do it. I knew it. I told her.”

“Wait, you knew her boyfriend was going to do something to her?” I ask, startled by the assertion.

“No,” he says, shaking his head as he sits up and looks at me. “Not Todd. He’s an angel. I’m talking about her ex-husband, Dylan. He seemed really great when they were dating and engaged, and even when they were first married. But then things started going downhill. Things got very rocky between them, and at times he was truly mentally abusive to her. She tried to keep it together and did everything she could to make their relationship work. She offered counseling. She tried to make him happy in every way she possibly could. But things never got better.”

“Did he ever get physical with her?”

He nods slowly. “It was just one time, but that was enough for her to decide there wasn’t anything worth saving in that marriage, and she was ready to leave him. I was so proud of her. Truth be told, if she hadn’t made the decision to leave him after that, I would have just gone to the house and taken her out of it myself. It was hard enough tolerating her telling me all the ways he had neglected her or disrespected her or taken advantage of her and then saying how much she wanted to make it work. I wasn’t going to let him hit her and get away with it.”

“As you shouldn’t,” I say. “It’s hard for people to see the reality of what’s happening in their relationships sometimes, even when it gets that bad. I’ve seen far too many people fall into the sunk cost fallacy in relationships like that. They’ve put so much of themselves into the other person, so much time, energy, effort, everything, into trying to fix the other person and make the relationship work that they can’t cope with the idea of just throwing it all away. Walking away from the relationship makes them feel like they wasted all that and failed—rather than accepting that they did everything they could possibly do, far more than they should have, and the other person’s behavior is completely on them. When that happens, sometimes it takes an outside voice to help them see what’s really going on. But I’m glad to hear that Grace was able to see the danger and how unacceptable his treatment of her was so she could get out on her own terms.”

“So was I,” Gavin says. “I was really happy for her. Even though it was obviously hard. And she was upset because she was always the type of person who dreamed of getting married and having the perfect family. She used to say she would get married once in her life. She was only going to marry somebody when she was really sure, and she was going to do what it took to keep the marriage together.”

“It broke her heart when she had to come to terms with the idea that her life wasn’t going to be that way. When they were going through the worst of the rough patches before the end, she felt like she was failing. Like there was something wrong with her because she wasn’t able to make him happy and get him to treat her the way she deserved to be treated. But as soon as he hit her, that was all over. She snapped into reality real fast. There wasn’t even a second thought.”

“I take it her ex didn’t respond well,” I say.

“He did not. As soon as she decided to leave him, he tried to act like he was a completely different person. He started showering her with gifts. He begged her for her forgiveness, telling her that he was going through some sort of mental crisis and that wasn’t him. That he would seek help and would never do anything like that ever again. He was begging. On his knees pleading. Honestly, it was a full-on bad, dime-store nineties-romance-novel-level groveling.”

“How long did that go on for?” I ask.

“He was absolutely relentless for a few weeks while she moving out. As soon as the incident happened and she decided to leave him, she moved into her own apartment. But it obviously took a little while to do things like pack up all her stuff and get it to her new place, disentangle their finances, draw up new legal documents like wills, and all those things. It was pretty overwhelming. I remember her saying it was so easy to get married. They just had to sign their license. But getting divorced was so complicated and difficult. It should be the other way around. People should have to jump through far more hoops to make that commitment. I think, anyway.”

“I think so too,” I say. “What about after she got out completely?”

“Well, that’s when things went really bad. She filed for divorce and made it really clear that nothing was going to change her mind. She wasn’t going to let him weasel his way back into her life. He freaked out. He started stalking her. He was harassing her every day. Following her. Showing up at her new place. Even hanging around the school grounds. He was calling her so often she had to change her number three times. She shut down all her social media accounts. She was really afraid of him,” Gavin tells me. “And when she started dating Todd, it got even worse. He started threatening both of them. He tried to attack Todd outside of a restaurant one time. He was unhinged. And now…”

I don’t need to finish his sentence.

He gives me a determined look. “I know he did this.”

“There was another victim,” I remind him. “Grace is the second body to be found with the same killer signatures.”

“It doesn’t matter. Dylan Cooper did this. He is the only person who would have anything against Grace. He promised her he would kill her before he ever let her be someone else’s wife.” He hangs his head and sighs. “I guess he made good on that promise.”
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Todd Clement is understandably devastated when I arrive at his house. Gavin has contacted him for me to ease the introduction and make it more comfortable for me to go speak with him. Because I am officially handling the investigation into the murders, the police department handled the death notification, but they haven’t given him any further details or talked to him much about what happened.

On one hand, this could have been a relief to him. That kind of news is earth-shattering no matter how it’s received, but when it comes from a stranger, it’s even more difficult to bear. Many people would rather that person leave them alone so they are able to grieve openly rather than withhold the pain to avoid discomfort for the other person. But on the other hand, not having any details about what happened makes the situation even more bewildering and painful. He knows the woman he has planned to spend the rest of his life with is dead and that she’s been murdered. But he doesn’t have any other context, any other scaffolding on which to build his understanding of the situation and how he’s going to move forward.

Because of the call from Gavin, Todd at least knows to expect me. That lets him avoid that awkwardness and shock.

He opens the door with red eyes and messy hair.

“Agent Griffin?”

“Yes.”

He takes a step back and gestures weakly for me to come into the house. I step into the warmth of a space that shows Grace’s presence immediately. A pair of women’s running shoes sit next to a men’s pair on a shoe rack off to the side. A pink jacket hangs on the row of hooks above. A large framed picture of the two from what looks like a romantic vacation hangs on the wall in the hallway directly in front of me. She didn’t live here with her fiancé, but she is everywhere.

Todd brings me into the living room, and we sit down. He doesn’t look at me. His eyes stay focused on the carpet a few feet in front of him as his fingers pluck nervously at the arm of the couch. I want to give him time to ease into the conversation, but he doesn’t seem like he’s going to speak.

“I am so sorry for your loss. I know that sounds cliché and you’re going to hear it a thousand more times, but I really am sorry you’re going through this,” I say.

“Thank you,” Todd says. “I don’t think it’s really settled in yet. I’m sure it’s going to hit me harder soon. For right now, I think I’ve convinced myself that it isn’t true and any second now we’re going to get a phone call to say that it’s been a mistake, then Grace is going to come walking through that door all worried about me because she wouldn’t want me to be upset. That was Grace. She thought about other people before she thought about herself, always.”

“How did you meet?” I ask.

He lets out a soft, nostalgic chuckle. “Speaking of clichés. It sounds like the beginning of a romcom, but we met while walking through the park. Well, she was walking. I was running to try to catch a disc my brother had just thrown at me. He got too enthusiastic, and it went right past me. I decided it would be a good idea to run backwards to try to catch it and ended up running right into her.

“She had just gotten an ice cream cone. When I ran into her, it splattered all over both of us, and she dropped it. It was humiliating. Anybody else would have yelled at me and probably said all sorts of horrible things. But not Grace. She asked if I was okay and even picked up the disc for me. Then she went and got napkins to try to clean me up. My brother came and got the disc and said some of his buddies were playing basketball and he was going to join up with them. He asked if I wanted to come along, but he knew I wasn’t going to. Basketball is not my game.

“Instead, I offered to get Grace a new ice cream cone. I got one too, and we ended up just walking around the park and talking. I said I felt so bad for knocking her ice cream out of her hand, but she said I shouldn’t worry about it because some squirrels came and got the cone and then she saw a dog eat the ice cream. All in all, it worked out for the best. We were inseparable after that day. I went home that afternoon and already missed her.”

“That’s one hell of a meet-cute,” I say.

He chuckles softly as the memories play out on his face. “I had never experienced anything like that before. I didn’t know what it was like to click like that with somebody so immediately. It felt like I had known her for years. That we were already integral parts of each other’s lives. I wanted to see her again right then. We got together the next day and the next. We’ve barely been apart after that. I fell in love with her that day. But I just kept falling deeper and deeper. I couldn’t wait to see everything we were going to get to experience in life. She knew we were going to get married. That wasn’t even a question. But I wanted to make the proposal a surprise. At least I have that memory of her. I don’t know what I’m going to do without her.”

“I know. It’s hard to see anything ahead of you right now. I know that. But I can promise you, it does get easier to live with it. I’m not going to say it gets better or you will get over it. That’s not something anyone should ever say to another person, and it shouldn’t be something you expect. But I can tell you that you learn to have it be a part of you, and you accept that part more and more as time goes by,” I say.

“You sound like you have experienced losing people close to you,” he says.

“I do. It’s why I’m here right now. And I can promise you, I am going to put everything I can into finding out who did this. It’s not going to bring Grace back, but it will ensure that they are held accountable,” I tell him.

“Thank you.”

“Tell me about your engagement. I know Gavin said you hadn’t made much of an announcement yet,” I say.

“We hadn’t. I was planning a much bigger proposal and wanted to get her family and some friends involved, but then we were here just curled up on the couch watching a movie, and I couldn’t wait anymore. It was one of my favorite Christmas movies, and I found out she had never seen it before, so we planned the whole movie night to watch it and a couple of others. We popped popcorn, and she made some Christmas-themed treats. She was very big on attention to detail. If you gave her a theme, she was going to figure out a way to fulfill that theme to its absolute fullest. This meant showing up with not only the treats but matching Christmas pajamas and a new Christmas blanket to cuddle up under together.”

I smile. “I know the type. One of my best friends is the same way.”

Over the years, I’ve learned that keeping grieving loved ones talking—even if they just want to tell stories—can help. It provides details they may not even realize they’re telling me. And it helps put them in a calmer, clearer state of mind so that when the conversation does turn to more serious matters, they’re not so overwhelmed with the immediacy of grief that they can’t even speak.

“She was so excited for everything. That was one of the things I loved about her the most—just how good she could make anything. She didn’t need big, elaborate gestures. We didn’t have to go on expensive dates or constantly be traveling. Something as simple as cuddling up for a movie was wonderful to her. We were in our pajamas curled up on the couch watching the movie, and she was just laughing and having the best time. Not the polite laughter that people do when they know you love something and want to share it with you. Real, bottom-of-the-belly laughs that I just couldn’t get enough of. I found myself watching her more than I was watching the movie.

“Then it just hit me all of a sudden. That was what I wanted for the rest of my life. I already knew it before then. But that moment really sealed it for me. It was such a real experience. This was something I could see us doing every Christmas season. And eventually, there would be little ones in their own matching pajamas. We’d watch all the classic Christmas movies with them, then tuck them into bed and watch our own. That moment, more than any other I had ever experienced, felt like life. Like I was living in my future. I don’t know if that makes sense,” he says, sniffling and wiping his eyes.

“It does. I know exactly what you mean,” I say.

And I do. It reminds me of the moment when I really decided I was moving to Sherwood and starting my life with Sam. I can still remember looking at him and feeling everything from when we were younger rushing back to me, but there was a difference. I looked at him at that moment, and he wasn’t just the boy I had loved as a teenager. He was what I wanted to look at every day for the rest of my life. I wanted to look into those eyes during every experience, every emotion, every mundane grocery store trip, and every breathtaking new adventure.

And I felt that again just before I asked him to marry me. There was a part of me that didn’t know if I would live to get his answer, but I had to ask at that moment.

“So I asked her to marry me. Right then and there. No getting down on one knee. No ring. Nothing. I just asked her. And she was so happy. I had to tell her I was already having Gavin make a ring for her. I’d been secretly planning with him for a long time, and it would be a while longer until it was ready, but I wanted her to know that it was coming. She was really glad I had gone to him. She said she worried I wouldn’t want to because her first husband had her engagement ring made by Gavin, and she thought I might not want to do the same thing as him.

“But I knew how important it would be for her. Besides, I wanted to change that memory for her. I didn’t want her to only think about that engagement ring or that gesture from him. She deserved something beautiful and unique, just like her. And there’s no one else I would trust to make that happen for her but Gavin,” he says.

“I know this is probably awkward and a little offensive, but I have to ask. Did you ever think something might be going on between the two of them? Or that it had at one time?” I ask.

“Between Grace and Gavin?” he asks.

“It sounds like they were extremely close and had been for a long time,” I say.

“They were. And I think that there might have been feelings there when they were younger. Schoolyard crushes. But they never dated. And Gavin was nothing but friendly and welcoming to me, at least after he got to know me a bit and made it clear he was going to be watching out for any possible sign that I was like Grace’s ex at any point. He was very protective of her and didn’t want there to be any chance she would have to go through anything like that again,” he tells me.

“Gavin told me he believes Grace’s ex-husband could have something to do with her murder,” I say.

“I don’t doubt it for a second,” Todd says, his voice suddenly getting hard and angry. “He put her through hell. He put both of us through hell. But I don’t care what he did to me. The way he treated her… No man ever has an excuse to treat any woman like that, but especially one he says he loves.”

“I know you were told there was another victim. Another woman who was reported missing was found in very similar circumstances as Grace. I believe beyond any hesitation they were killed by the same person or people. I can understand immediately thinking of an abusive ex-husband when a woman dies, but it doesn’t explain the death of Sharon Bates. Both women were killed and posed ritualistically. They were dressed as brides. What connection would Dylan have to the first victim? And why would he choose such a complex approach to killing Grace when he could have chosen something far easier or immediate?” I ask.

“I don’t know. I wish I had an answer to that. But I can’t think of anyone else who would hurt Grace. I don’t know Sharon Bates. I haven’t even heard of her. But there has to be a connection. Dylan is a horrible person, but he’s also smart and creative. Maybe he’s been planning on killing Grace but knew the suspicion would fall on him if she was just found dead or there was some kind of staged accident. So he decided he would try to make it look like somebody else by having another victim who died first,” Todd says.

It’s a diabolical thought that seems too far-flung to be the answer and at the same time is all too possible.

“I need to ask you one more thing,” I say.

“Go ahead.”

“Grace went to the bank the day she disappeared. Her bank records show she withdrew a large sum of cash, and the clerk reportedly said Grace told her she was paying for a piece of jewelry. Do you have any idea what that could have been about?”

Todd looks confused. “No. I don’t know why she would have taken money out of her account, but I can’t imagine she was splashing out a lot of cash on jewelry. We were saving for our wedding. Even though we were waiting until the ring came to make the official announcement, she was already planning, and I know she’d made some deposits on vendors. Maybe it had something to do with one of them.”

I nod and offer him as much of a reassuring smile as I can. “All right. Thank you.”

Leaving my contact information with him so he can get in touch with me if he thinks of anything else or has any questions, I leave Todd’s house and get back into my car.

As I wait for the heater to kick in, I think over everything I’ve learned about Grace Turner today. I feel like I am further away from understanding her or what could have happened to her now than I was when I first read her profile.

I have to go talk to Grace’s ex-husband.
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“I knew the damn second I heard she’d gone missing this was going to come down on me.”

I’m taken aback by the snarling response Dylan Cooper has to me telling him that his ex-wife has been found murdered. He’s been sitting across from me on one of two green metal chairs with a matching glider on the small front porch of the house where he had me meet him. The tiny house tucked into an alcove on the mountain looks like it’s been hunkered down in this spot for the better part of the last half century if not more. He was already sitting on the porch when I got here. I have not been invited inside.

Now he’s on his feet, pacing angrily back and forth along the covered porch, his jaw tight as he processes the news. I have to be careful in the way I handle this man. It’s obvious he’s not the type to have a calm conversation with me about anything having to do with Grace. I was anticipating some intensity in his emotion considering the way both men I’ve spoken to about her today have described him. But I wasn’t expecting this kind of explosive reaction right off the bat.

I decide to stay at a distance, working around the conversation cautiously so I can get as much out of him as I can without creating more of a situation than it already is.

“What do you mean?” I ask.

He throws a disgusted look in my direction. “Don’t act like you don’t know. You came here to tell me my wife has been murdered. She’s dead. At least you could show me the respect of not acting like I’m stupid.”

“I’m not intending to act like you’re stupid, Mr. Cooper. But I am here to find out as much as I can about what could have happened to your ex-wife.” I carefully emphasize the “ex” part.

“I know what you think. But you know what? Everybody’s got it wrong. Everybody acted like Grace was so sweet and innocent. That I ruined her life. Do you see this?” He gestures aggressively at the house behind him. “This was my grandparents’ house when they first got married. It’s been in my family since the generation before that. I had to move here because Grace cost me so much money. Between how much she liked to go shopping while we were married, to that damned divorce, to all those asinine times she had me dragged in by the police for supposedly ‘stalking’ her,”—he says the word “stalking” with a bitterly sarcastic voice and air quotes—“I lost just about everything. I got fired. My bank accounts got down to next to nothing. I had to move out of my house and into this thing. Now she goes and gets herself killed before I can get any of it back from her. How do you think that makes me feel?” he asks.

“Get any of it back from her?” I ask. “What do you mean by that?”

My thoughts immediately go to the cash she withdrew from the bank the day she disappeared.

“I’ve been talking to some new lawyers. They think I didn’t get adequate counsel during the divorce or when she accused me of stalking and harassing her. They think I should have gotten a lot more, including that engagement ring. And they’re saying all these accusations she’s thrown around about me are slander. She can’t just spout off about me harassing her just because we end up at the grocery store at the same time or I happened to drive down the street where she lives. I have a life too. I can go wherever I damn well please. It doesn’t have anything to do with her.

“But with all her talk, nobody wants to hire me for anything other than handyman jobs and temporary stuff here and there. Everybody knows Grace here and in the valley. She has everybody in the world behind her, and I’m the one thrown to the wolves,” he says.

“And yet she’s the one who is dead,” I point out.

“And there it is again. Don’t think I can’t hear the way you’re talking to me. Just like everybody else. You look at me and blame me for everything. All while nobody looks at how Grace was out prancing around flaunting this new life of hers. She likes to tell people how hard she worked in our marriage and act like the long-suffering wife. Like she sacrificed so much to try to keep our marriage together. But notice as soon as she decided that things were too tough and she wasn’t getting pampered the way she wanted to, she tossed me aside like yesterday’s garbage.

“She went out and had some sort of makeover so she could look like a totally different person. Like that would make it so the promises she’d made didn’t mean anything anymore. Then she had the nerve to turn her engagement ring into a necklace so she could constantly show off the shambles she left my life in. Like she’s proud of herself for ruining everything.

“And then she decided to marry some boring guy with a nice, fat wallet. Didn’t she think for a second how much of a fool she was making of herself? Everybody knows she already stood at that altar and made vows to me. Did she seriously think they were going to mean anything when she said them to somebody else? She was never going to really be married to him. I was the one she promised to be loyal to until death did us part.”

The words are chilling. He’s ranting about his ex-wife and trying to paint her in as negative and derogatory a light as he possibly can, but all I can see is his self-centered offense and fury. From the first second I stepped up to the house, there was an unpleasant feeling radiating off him. He seems angry and short-tempered at best—and imbalanced and potentially dangerous at worst.

“When was the last time you had contact with Grace?” I ask. I purposely avoid referring to her as his ex-wife again. I don’t want to offer him any more sense of possession of her than he already has.

“I haven’t spoken to her in almost six months,” he says.

“Then how did you know she was engaged to Todd?” I ask. “She didn’t announce it publicly yet.”

He chuckles in a snide kind of way that makes my skin crawl and my hands tighten into fists.

“She wasn’t that subtle. There are plenty of ways to find out things like that. Anybody who was really paying attention would know she was planning her wedding. She had already gone in for a cake tasting at three different bakeries. Which seems completely ridiculous to me. It’s a cake. How important of a decision is that? She was also looking into a caterer and had put down a deposit at the banquet hall. Now, you tell me. Don’t you think it’s a little bit ridiculous for somebody to go through that much of their wedding planning without even telling people that she’s engaged?” he asks.

“Maybe she just wanted the chance to enjoy her engagement and getting ready for her wedding before other people started getting themselves involved,” I say.

“I doubt it. She loved attention. Why else would she go to those absurd bridal shows? I can’t even imagine something more frivolous and sickening than an entire convention center full of women thinking they’re the most important thing who ever walked the planet because somebody decided to marry them. Did you know that people go to those things without even being engaged because they are still so stuck in being little girls that they want to wander around and look at the vendors? It’s disturbing,” he says.

“And how did you know she went to those shows?” I ask. “She didn’t have social media accounts because you tormented her so much she closed them down.”

I’m losing my cool demeanor and letting myself get possibly too close to her accusations against him. I know I’m risking riling him up into violence again, but at this point, I don’t care. He’s the kind of man I want nothing more than to put in his place, and the things he’s saying right now are just him hinting around that he’s been stalking her even more than Grace or Todd probably knew.

“Like I said, she wasn’t subtle. And I have my ways of knowing things,” he says. “They say that marrying somebody is combining your souls into one. That it’s a connection beyond anything else and it lasts for eternity. Do you believe that, Agent Griffin?”

When I don’t answer, a grotesque smile starts to curl on his lips.

“I believe it. I know Grace like no one else has ever known her or will ever know her. She couldn’t hide anything from me.”

“No one will ever know her again,” I say. “And I’m going to make sure whoever is responsible for that pays dearly.”
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Dylan’s words are still with me as I get back in my car and head down the mountain. A thought occurs to me, and I pull off at a small gas station so I can flip through everything given to me about Grace Turner’s disappearance. There’s one picture of her from a couple of years ago, and it shows a different-looking woman from the one in the missing persons poster and whom I saw in the gazebo this morning. Dylan said something about her undergoing a makeover after they got divorced. It’s not unusual for women to revamp their appearance after getting out of a marriage, and Grace definitely embraced the idea.

I can recognize her in the older picture, but she looks quieter, meeker, almost washed out. While I wouldn’t go so far as to say that her newer appearance was particularly attention-catching, there was more of a spark in her in the recent photos. She cut and dyed her hair. She wore more makeup and clothes that were a little more stylish. There’s more sense of confidence and a full individual in her in those images than in the old one.

This makes me think about Sharon Bates again. I look through the pictures and for the first time realize a resemblance between the two women. It isn’t stark. They wouldn’t be confused for each other or suspected to be related in any way. But there is a certain similarity between the way the two women look. With Dylan’s disturbing continued attachment and possessiveness over Grace and his obvious distaste at her planning a life without him, the thought of him possibly being involved in Sharon Bates’s murder as well as Grace’s takes on a different chill.

While there have been plenty of killers devious enough to kill random people before or after their intended victim in order to confuse the situation, that might not be what’s happening here. Is it possible he killed Sharon because of her resemblance to Grace? Or perhaps his obsession with Grace had reached such an intense fever pitch after he’d learned about her upcoming wedding that something in his mind broke, and he, in effect, saw Grace in all the brides and simply chose the one that was most convenient to be his first kill. It’s nowhere near enough to have him arrested or even formally questioned, but I make notes to guide my investigation and continue.

It isn’t until I get all the way back home, cold to the bone and exhausted, that I realize I never heard back from Bellamy.
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“I’ve tried calling her five times,” I tell Eric after I finally resorted to getting in touch with him when I couldn’t reach Bellamy. “She hasn’t answered.”

“She decided to do some work until she had heard from you,” he says.

“But I called her,” I say. “I got in touch with her this morning before I even went to the apple orchard. I told her we were going to have to delay getting together but asked her to call me back. And she never did. She hasn’t been home?”

“She hasn’t come home yet, no. But I wasn’t expecting her to. She got a hotel room for the night closer to where the case she’s consulting on is based. This is a seriously complicated case, and I know it’s been really taking up a lot of her energy and thoughts. I get alerts on my phone anytime the bank cards are used. I know where she is and what she’s doing. So I know she rented a hotel room, and she’ll probably call to say good night to the baby pretty soon,” he says. “I’m not worried.”

I’m having a hard time wrapping my head around him not being worried that he hasn’t talked to his wife all day and, other than getting an alert to her renting a hotel room, doesn’t know where she is or what she’s doing. Still, I try not to compare the seeming lack of communication between Eric and Bellamy to my relationship with Sam. They’ve always had a different dynamic. The two of them have always lived far more separate lives than my husband and I do.

It isn’t that they don’t love each other or aren’t fully committed to each other. They just have a far more independent style, which means it isn’t all that unusual for either of them to work all day without checking in with each other. Their daughter, Bebe, is safe with Eric. There really isn’t any reason to be concerned. After all, I’ve gotten so wrapped up in this new case that I didn’t even think about not hearing from her until I got home. If the case she’s consulting on is the same level of time-consuming, then it makes sense that she would only be thinking about that. We agree to wait it out a little while longer.

But by the time Sam is making coffee the next morning, I’m done waiting.

“I still haven’t heard from her,” I tell Eric. “Not a text. Not an email. Not a phone call. Nothing.”

“Neither have I,” he says. “That’s not like her. She always calls to say good night. Even if it’s just for a minute. I’ve been trying to call her too, and it’s going straight to voicemail.”

“We need to figure out what the hell is going on. Have you called the hotel?” I ask.

“I called the front desk, but they won’t give me any information because I’m not on the reservation. So I don’t know her room number or anything. And they won’t connect me to the room,” he says.

“Get in touch with the police. You need to report her missing so it’s on the official record. I’m going to get dressed and throw some things in a bag. Send me the address of the hotel where she checked in, and I’ll meet you there,” I tell him.

“What’s going on?” Sam asks when I end the call and toss my phone onto the table.

I grab a shaker bottle out of the cabinet to mix up a protein shake in lieu of a solid breakfast, and he follows suit, getting my freshly cleaned travel tumbler to fill with coffee.

“No one has heard from Bellamy since yesterday morning,” I tell him. “I called her when I was heading out to the apple orchard and then didn’t get a call back from her all day. Eric said she checked into a hotel yesterday so she could be closer to this case she’s consulting on, but she didn’t call to say good night to him or the baby. There’s something seriously wrong. I’ve got to go see if I can find her.”

“Go get ready,” he tells me. “I’ll do all this.”

“Thank you.”

I run upstairs and throw on jeans and a thick sweater. I always have a basic bag packed in the trunk of my car, but I throw a few extra things into another bag just in case I don’t make my way home tonight. Adding my phone charger and all my papers from the case on top, I go back downstairs. Sam is already in the living room with my protein shake, coffee, and a neoprene lunch bag full of snacks.

“I’ll miss you. Be careful, and let me know what’s going on,” he says.

“I’ll miss you too. I will. I love you,” I say.

“I love you.”

He kisses me, and I grab my keys before running to the car.
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The drive to the hotel feels like forever. Eric calls me to let me know he has made the official report and called the hotel again, but they still won’t budge in not giving out Bellamy’s information. He’s starting to sound anxious, but he’s trying to keep it together because Bebe is in the car with him. The little girl is old enough now to understand what we’re talking about and know when her father is upset, so he’s doing his best to sound like everything is fine. He tells me he’s dropping her off with the babysitter for a day of fun and maybe a slumber party, and then he’ll see me. I agree and push my speed as fast as I think I can get away with.

I get to the hotel first and don’t bother to wait in the parking lot for Eric. I shoot him a quick text to let him know I’m there and head inside, dropping my FBI badge over my neck as I go. The woman behind the counter has a phone pinned between her ear and shoulder as she types something into the computer in front of her. She makes eye contact with me and smiles, holding up a finger to indicate she needs just a second.

I hold up my badge in response. Her face drops, and she quickly ends the call with a promise to call the person on the other end back as soon as she can.

“Thank you,” I say. “Agent Griffin. FBI.”

“Yes, Agent. What can I do for you?” she asks.

“I need some information about a guest who checked into the hotel yesterday,” I say. “I understand you are not supposed to share this information, but I can assure you, the circumstances are more urgent than the need to maintain privacy standards.”

She stammers for a moment, like she’s trying to buy herself some time while she figures out how to respond, but she finally realizes it’s likely in her best interest to not argue with the federal agent standing across the counter from her. I am fully aware using my badge this way may be meandering into a gray area of ethics, but I haven’t lied to the clerk or told her that I’m investigating a case. I’ve simply stated that I am an FBI agent and it is important that she gives me the information I need.

Those things are true. She can extrapolate as she wishes. I honestly don’t care what she thinks as long as I’m able to find out what happened to Bellamy.

“Of course,” she says. “What information do you need?”

By the time Eric jogs into the lobby, I have Bellamy’s room number and the confirmation that she checked in online and got a virtual key so she didn’t have to stop by the front desk when she arrived.

“So you didn’t actually see her?” Eric asks. “Nobody saw her or if she was with anybody or anything?”

“I’m sorry, sir. A lot of guests prefer the convenience of virtual keys so they can just use their phones to open their doors rather than having to come to the desk and get cards. It makes for a faster, smoother arrival,” the clerk, whose name tag says Kayla, responds.

She sounds like she’s reciting the information from the hotel website, which she very likely is. During long stretches of time without anyone checking in or out and a likely ban on personal phone use during business hours to maintain professionalism, she’s limited in her reading material.

“Is there a record of when the room is accessed?” I ask.

“Yes,” Kayla says. She types a few commands into the computer. “This shows that the virtual key was used to enter the room one time approximately fifteen minutes after the room was reserved online.”

“Does that mean she’s still there?” Eric asks.

“Not necessarily,” Kayla says. “Unfortunately, the system does not record people leaving the room. It only activates when the key card is used to unlock the door. There is a note on the room account that housekeeping visited the room this morning as usual and no one was inside.”

“So that means she went in yesterday and left, but nobody knows how long she was in there, when she left, or what she did after she went into the room,” Eric says. “Or even if she was alone when she went into the room.”

“How about surveillance equipment?” I ask. “How much of the hotel is covered by security cameras?”

“Most of it,” Kayla says. “Let me call the head of security. He should be able to show you the footage from around the time when she checked in.”

“Thank you,” I say. “I appreciate it.”

I turn to Eric as Kayla dials the desk phone.

“Where is she?” he asks. “What happened to her? She went into that room and now has just, what, disappeared?”

“She didn’t disappear,” I say. “There is an explanation, and we’re going to find it. You just need to try to stay calm. Keep it together, and we’re going to handle this one step at a time.”

“Darius should be down here in just a second,” Kayla says as she hangs up the phone. “Can I get you anything while you wait? A soda, anything?”

“That would be great, thanks,” I tell her.

She walks out of the room, and Eric glares at me.

“I don’t want a soda,” he says.

“You need to get in touch with the cyber team or use your old bag of tricks and get access to the guest log from the last couple of days,” I say. “We want to know every single person who was staying in this hotel, when they checked in, when they checked out, what they got out of the vending machine… everything,” I say.

He nods as Kayla comes back into the room carrying two condensation-covered cans of cola. We each get a couple of sips down before a large man in a crisp suit comes down the hallway into the lobby. He’s wearing a lanyard with identification that shows he is not employed by the hotel itself but rather by the security firm the hotel hired. He introduces himself to us and invites us to come back to his office with him.

He already has the footage queued up on a large computer screen when we walk into another room. He closes the door behind us and points to one of the several segments that make up the whole screen.

“I pulled up the areas where she is most likely to have been during the time frame Kayla mentioned.” He presses Play and points to the screen as a figure comes through the front door. “Is that her?”

“Yes,” I say with an exhale. “That’s Bellamy.”

At least we definitively know that she made it here. Part of my mind was racing with the possibility that someone else may have used her phone or entered her room. But we can place her at this hotel, which is a start.

“Perfect. All right, if you watch these different screens, you can see her movements through the hotel,” Darius says.

We watch the surveillance footage of Bellamy walking through the lobby without glancing at the front desk. She goes to the elevator, waits a few seconds for the doors to open, and goes inside. We shift our attention to the screen that shows the footage from the camera inside the elevator. She looks calm and unaffected as the elevator rises up to her floor. The doors open, and she steps out into the hallway. The next set of footage shows her walking down the hallway, pausing in front of her room, and pulling up the virtual key on her phone. She holds the phone up to the reader on the door, then turns the handle and goes inside.

Darius scrolls forward through the footage to lessen the time, and it shows that half an hour after entering the room, Bellamy comes back out. She’s looking down at the phone in her hand as she closes the door behind her.

“She changed clothes,” I point out. “She was dressed in her work clothes when she walked into the hotel, but when she comes out of the room, she’s in leggings and a sweatshirt.”

“So she wasn’t planning on continuing work for the day. At least with other people,” Eric says.

On the screen, Bellamy walks down the hallway, leaving the hotel through a side entrance. We wait for a few seconds, but the door doesn’t open again. He scrolls through the footage all the way up until earlier today, and there is no sign of Bellamy coming back inside.

“Thank you so much for that,” I tell him. “It was really helpful.”

“No problem,” he says. “Let me know if there’s anything else I can do.”

Eric and I walk out of the office.

“She was obviously reading or sending a message on her phone when she came out of that room,” I say. “Whatever is in that message could tell us what was going on when she left the room. Which could tell us where she went or to whom she went to talk.”

“I have the passwords for all her social media accounts,” Eric says. “I can access everything. Give me a second, and I’ll check to see who she was communicating with.”

He pulls out a tablet and goes through all her accounts and her emails, then lets out an exasperated sound. “Nothing. There aren’t any messages from even close to that time.”

I’m frustrated at the dead end, then a thought pops into my mind. “Wait. Let me check something.”

I take out my phone and look at my own text messages.

“It was me. I sent her a text right around that time. I completely forgot that I had even done that. She was most likely reading the text from me when she walked out of the room. It even looks like she was starting to reply, but something stopped her. She didn’t leave the room because of what was on her phone. Something else made her leave the room and go somewhere.”

“Something we don’t know,” Eric says.

It’s a very frightening possibility. It isn’t lost on me that the first two women in what is increasingly looking like a serial killing are brides, and evidence suggests that they’d been held for quite some time before they were found dead. Being unable to find Bellamy, I find thoughts of the worst possibilities start to filter into my mind.
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I take a breath and force myself to take a step back from the impulse of thinking this is all related to the killer I’m investigating. I have to consider it could be something else. I can’t jump to conclusions immediately, or it could close me off from the real reason Bellamy has fallen out of touch.

There is the possibility that she could just be heavily invested in her own case and is still out working. If she was out late into the night and didn’t think that she could get back to the hotel, she could have pulled off onto the side of the road to get some sleep. Or she could be staying with someone else who was involved with the case. There’s also the chance that someone else could have paid for a room for her at another hotel closer to where she ended up after leaving the room yesterday. Even as I’m thinking these things, though, I know none of them are true.

Bellamy is not a field agent. She is a consultant. And while she is extremely committed to her job, there would be no reason for her to be out working so late into the night that she wouldn’t be able to make it back to the hotel. And I know she wouldn’t stay at somebody else’s house or have them pay for a hotel room for her then just not get in touch with Eric. Even if any of those were true, by now she would have been up and gotten in touch with one of us or made it back to the hotel.

This is just not like her in any way. The fact that she hasn’t called Eric or checked in on her daughter is the most disturbing part of this to me. It would be extremely unusual for her to not call me back after this much time, but it is completely inconceivable that she would just not have anything to do with her partner or daughter. She is an extremely devoted mother and would simply not forget to call and talk to Bebe. And if something did keep her away from being able to call before the baby went to bed, she would call and talk to Eric.

Something is very wrong. There is no arguing that now. And it opens up the possibility that she could have encountered foul play in one form or another related to the case she is currently working on. Kayla agrees to let us into the room, and we walk in with the hope that something inside will give us a hint. Anything that might point us in the right direction.

Bellamy was in the room for such a short amount of time that there is little indication of anything happening in there. The bed is made, and the towels are still neatly folded on the counter. The amenities look untouched. But the housekeeper did say that she entered the room this morning, which means there could have been a wet towel or a partially used bar of soap. Even if there was though, that doesn’t tell us anything. The only thing that looks out of place is her work clothes in a laundry bag hanging in the closet area of the room.

We find Bellamy’s overnight bag and go through it. It has clothes and toiletries along with her phone charger. She clearly didn’t intend on being out of the room for this long, or she would have brought these things with her. On the table in front of the window, the files from the case she’s working, along with all her notes and research, are spread out as if she was just settling in to do some work when whatever happened to lure her out of the room stopped her.

“Look,” Eric says, indicating a menu sitting on the table beside the bed. “It looks like she was checking to see if anywhere around here delivers. She was probably planning on ordering some food for while she was working,” he says.

“It was pretty early in the day when she checked in here,” I say. “And this isn’t too far away from my place. Why would she get a hotel in the middle of the day rather than going home or at least coming and staying with me? She must have been planning on meeting with somebody.”

“Maybe this morning,” Eric says.

“You said you get notifications anytime she uses her bank card?” I ask.

“Yeah,” he says. “We both do. Anytime either one of us uses the debit cards, notifications come up on our phone.”

“Pull up the transactions, and see if we can put together a timeline of her movement up until she checked into the hotel. Maybe we’ll be able to find places that she stopped at or people she spoke with.”

While he does that, I go through the papers on the table. She’s told me a little about the case but never gone into detail. I read through the file and check over her notes, finding names of people she has spoken with and a schedule of other steps in the investigation. Bellamy’s role in the Bureau is very different from mine, so I can’t follow along with what she’s been doing in the same way I’d be able to if she were investigating the case in the field. Thus it is more difficult to identify potential suspects or motivations behind taking her.

When Eric has all the transactions and we can piece together the day, we’re able to see where she has interacted with several people on her list. But it only takes a couple of calls to find out that none of them had further meetings planned with her yesterday, and none even knew what hotel she was staying in. It’s obviously possible they could be lying about that, but again, she isn’t investigating the criminals. She doesn’t have direct contact with them. There would be little to no reason for any of these people to want to do Bellamy any harm.

One agent confirms they are supposed to meet later today and is surprised to hear no one knows where she is. She didn’t cancel their meeting and hadn’t gotten any word from anyone else that something was wrong.

“Obviously, she was planning on spending the rest of the day here,” I say. “She’d settled in. She changed out of her work clothes into an outfit she would never have been seen in by anyone involved in the case. She was looking at a menu thinking about food. Her files and papers are spread out on the table. She was just going to sit in here and work all night. She was probably planning on calling you after eating. But something got her out of the room.”

“It had to have been a text message or a phone call,” Eric says. “I can look at her emails, and I can look at her social media, but without her phone, I can’t see her call logs or text message conversations. I could get in touch with the phone company to have them send the records over to me, but you know as well as I do that they’re going to take forever to release them. I’m just hoping we aren’t going to need to use them.”

“Eric, you need to put in a request for a warrant,” I say.

“Why?” he asks. “I might be able to convince the company…”

“We don’t have time, Eric. You need a warrant, and you need to get those records as fast as you possibly can,” I say.

“What’s going on?” he asks.

“Bellamy’s disappearance doesn’t have anything to do with the case she’s consulting on. This is about my case. Whoever took those other two brides took Bellamy too.”
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The case was already intense, but this gives a new sense of urgency. With the hotel room sealed off to keep anything from being moved until Bellamy is found, I get back to Sherwood and dive into the case, desperate to understand the clues left with the bodies. Right now they are all we have to try to figure out why these women were chosen and who has done this to them.

A callback from the rideshare driver finally confirms that Sharon Bates’s ride was canceled simply because Sharon never showed up to get into the car. It sounds like a simple explanation, but it still leaves the unsettling question of where she went between requesting that ride and ending up in the shallow grave.

With nothing else to go on for Sharon’s disappearance, I keep my attention focused on Grace Turner. She is the more recent of the two murders, which could mean a fresher trail to follow. My suspicions are still strong with Dylan Cooper. With his behavior being so off-putting and intense, he seems an immediate and obvious threat to Grace.

I get in touch with Grace’s parents, and they invite me to come speak with them.
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Sitting in a white-and-pastel living room decorated with florals that make me feel like I am inside one of the delicate teacups each of us holds, they sit close together and tell me about their only daughter. When they’ve described the miracle of having her and the amount of pride they had in her, I carefully steer the conversation in the direction of her ex-husband.

Just as I was expecting, Craig and Marian Turner are not happy to hear the name Dylan Cooper. Their posture changes, both of them sitting up higher and their shoulders tensing as their expressions go dark.

“I never liked him,” Craig says. “Not from the first time I met him.”

“Grace thought he was wonderful,” Marian says. “I remember her coming home right after they met and telling me that she had just been swept off her feet by the gentleman she had been waiting for. I was happy for her. She was still really young, but all Grace ever wanted was to find the love of her life and settle down. She wanted to be a wife and a mother. It felt like all that was finally happening for her, and we were excited. But I couldn’t see what she did.”

“Don’t get me wrong,” Craig says. “He wasn’t horrible to her in front of us. I would never have stood for someone abusing my daughter. If I had known that he was mistreating her in that way, it never would have gotten as far as them getting engaged, much less than getting married. I just never felt right around him. And I know even Gavin said he seemed really nice. I thought maybe I was just being overprotective because she was my only little girl. I tried to trust her and Gavin. But there were just so many things that stood out to me.”

“Like what?” I ask.

“He was unpredictable. He was controlling and seemed to want to dictate everything about their lives. And there were times when even though he didn’t raise a hand to her, he was violent. I even remember him getting arrested while they were dating for getting into a bar fight. She wasn’t there, but she had to go bail him out of jail because he had attacked another man. He could be loud and aggressive. Sometimes he would be extremely rude and demanding when we were out to eat or doing something together. He would always cover it up by saying he wanted to take care of Grace and make sure she got everything she deserved. I wanted to believe that so much,” Craig says. “I really did. And Grace just kept telling us how sweet and amazing he was. She insisted we didn’t get to see the real him because he was always trying to impress us, or he was just nervous around us because he knew she was our only child and we would have expectations. Then they got married, and things started getting worse. We tried to intervene. We sat her down a couple of times and told her what we were seeing and the concerns we had.”

“But we also had to acknowledge that Grace was an adult. She could make any decision she wanted, whether we liked it or not,” her mother continues. “It always worried us that if we pushed too hard, it would just alienate her from us. The last thing we wanted was to risk pushing her out of our lives. She just kept telling us that we didn’t know him and didn’t see him as he was when they were alone. Even after he had been around for years, there was still so much distance, and she kept asking us to give him a chance to keep trying.

“So we did. We tried to be supportive and welcoming. We did everything we could to show her how much we loved her and wanted the best for her, while also trying not to make Dylan angry or feel like we were questioning him. We didn’t want him to isolate her.”

“Did she tell you right away why she was filing for divorce?” I ask.

“No,” Marian says. “I think she was embarrassed. But she was also aware we would want to take action. So she kept it to herself while she prepared for the divorce. She got her own apartment and started making preparations to really settle in before she even mentioned to us that they were separating. When she finally told us the truth, we pushed her to file charges against him. She resisted. I guess that’s not unusual.”

“Unfortunately, it’s not,” I say. “Especially when it’s the first time somebody shows violence and the other partner is already getting out of the relationship. There’s pretty often a sense that they are getting their freedom and cutting that person off, so they just want to put them behind them and not have to deal with it anymore. Not holding them legally accountable for what they did is a price the victim is willing to pay just to get out and move forward.”

“That’s pretty much what she told us,” Craig says. “That she just wanted to put the whole marriage behind her and try to move forward. It broke her heart so much that it was ending and that she had let herself stay for so long. But she didn’t for a second to think about going back to him. I was proud of her for that.”

“I’m sure you were,” I say. “Did she tell you much about how he’s been since the divorce?”

“I don’t think she’s told us as much as there is to tell,” Marian says. “After going through what she did, she didn’t want to worry us. We already knew Todd and how absolutely amazing he is. He is everything she ever described and everything she ever said Dylan was, but far better. She told us a couple of times that Dylan had been threatening her and following her. He’s been arrested for it a couple of times, and it caused even more trouble, so it wasn’t like she could completely keep it from us.”

“But as far as we know, that had quieted down recently. She has been really happy for the last few months, and we were really feeling like everything was finally going to work out for her,” Craig adds.

“We thought maybe soon we would be grandparents,” Marian says.

That is enough to break her resolve. She collapses against her husband in tears, and he holds her close, obviously fighting his own emotions.

“I know this is so hard for you,” I say. “I’m sorry to have to bring all this up and have you talk about it.”

“Don’t be sorry,” Craig says. “We want you to find out what happened to our little girl. We will tell you anything you need to know and do anything we need to do in order to make that happen.”

“Thank you,” I say. “Do you know of any reason why she would have a connection to the apple orchard? Is that somewhere your family used to go or a place she and Todd frequented?”

As I was talking to the couple, I realize I haven’t asked Todd about the apple orchard and any significance it may have held for Grace or for them as a couple. It’s obvious the location of the body was very intentional. That was not something that was just spontaneously chosen. But right now, there’s no way to tell whether it was chosen because of Grace being the victim or due to some significance to the killer. If I can narrow down why each of the victims was found where they were, it could help to identify specific motives or even guide me closer to Bellamy.

Unfortunately, both of Grace’s parents shake their heads.

“No,” Marian says. “I think we might have gone apple picking with her once when she was younger, but it wasn’t something that we did frequently. I know she went with Todd maybe once or twice, but it wasn’t a big tradition for them or anything especially significant as far as I know. It was just one of the many things that they did together.”

“One more question. Grace withdrew a considerable amount of money from her bank account the day she disappeared.”

“Yes,” Craig says. “The police did tell us that.”

“Do you have any idea what it was for?” I ask.

“They said something about her telling the clerk it was for a piece of jewelry,” Marian says. “But that didn’t sound right to me. I didn’t ask Gavin about it because I didn’t want to upset him, but I just didn’t feel that was the real reason she got that money.”

“But you don’t know why she did?” I ask.

“No. Again, she was an adult. There were parts of her life we didn’t know anything about. I suppose that was one of them,” Craig says.

“I really appreciate you taking the time to talk to me,” I say, standing.

“I wish we could have been more helpful,” Marian says.

“You were very helpful,” I tell her. “And if you think of anything else, please call me.”

I leave the house and notice my gas is running low. I ask my GPS to lead me to the nearest station and follow the instructions. As I’m checking the route, my eyes catch a car in my rearview mirror. With as many times as I have found myself embroiled in car chases, seeing a vehicle close behind me always makes me go on alert. I check the car in my rearview mirror several more times as I drive toward the gas station. They aren’t coming at me too fast, getting close to my bumper, or acting aggressively. But they are certainly coming right behind me.

Of course, there is the chance they just need gas too, but it seems strange that they would have jumped into line behind me just after I left Grace’s parents’ house. I continue to pay attention to the car as I make my way to the gas station. They are still behind me as I approach, and I’m able to catch a glimpse of the driver. It is Dylan Cooper.

I’m fuming as I park my car and get out, slamming my door. He rolls the window of his car door and looks out at me.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I ask.

He looks around with false innocence. “I’m just getting some gas, Agent Griffin. Isn’t that what people are supposed to do in places like this?”

“You’ve been following me,” I say. “You need to back off.”

His eyes go dark, and the fake smile falls from his face. “You’re the one who needs to back off, Agent Griffin. My boss said you called him and started asking all kinds of questions. It’s the first steady job I’ve been able to get in the last year, and you’re trying to mess it up for me.”

“I’m not trying to mess anything up for you. If you’re dealing with problems, it’s your own fault. I am investigating two murders, Mr. Cooper. That’s my job. And you are right smack in the middle of it. I can call and talk to whomever I want to, and you’re not going to tell me otherwise,” I say.

I turn away to go into the store and pay for my gas, but his voice stops me.

“She wanted me back, you know.”

I look back at him. “She left you. You treated you like dirt, and she dropped you on your ass. She was getting ready to marry a good man who she loved and who actually loved her. Why would you possibly think she wanted you back?”

“Because she felt bad for everything she did. She was even trying to make amends with me. I should check my mail more often. I had to get a PO box when I moved because the mail doesn’t come up that way on the mountain. I don’t get around to checking it much since it’s not like I get anything of interest. But I should have looked. When I went to check for it today, I found this,” he says.

He holds something out of the window. I hesitate. This is one of those scenarios that people specifically warn children and young women about. “Don’t approach a vehicle, especially when a man is holding something out of the window at you. It’s far too easy to grab hold of you and force you into the car.”

While that’s very much valid advice, I feel like the chances of Dylan Cooper yanking me through the window of his car while parked at the gas pump of a station with at least ten other cars parked nearby and my gun on my hip are pretty low. I walk up to the window and take the paper from his hand. It’s an envelope with his name and PO box information written across the front in green ink.

“What’s this?” I ask.

“That’s Grace’s handwriting,” he says. “There was three thousand dollars inside.”

“Three thousand dollars?” I ask. “Cash?”

“Cash.” He lets out a sigh. “I guess she realized the error of her ways and wanted to get back in my good ‘graces.’” He chuckles. “Pardon the pun.”

His ability to laugh while talking about his murdered ex-wife makes my stomach turn. I stuff the envelope into my pocket and head for the shop.

“Hey!” he shouts after me. “That’s mine.”

“Not anymore,” I tell him.

I don’t know why Grace sent her ex-husband the cash she got out of the bank the day she disappeared, but I know it’s not that she wanted to get back with him. I’ve heard enough from Gavin and from her parents to be completely sure of that. And with so many questions still surrounding Dylan, I’m not about to hand the envelope back to him and risk having a potentially crucial piece of evidence go missing.
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I know there’s more to Dylan and Grace, but not being able to find out more about him or what he may or may not have to do with these kidnappings and murders, I can’t keep spending time focused only on him. The reality of the two dead women is motivation enough, but with Bellamy missing and my absolute conviction that she is in the same hands that murdered those women, the urgency is at an extreme. I can’t waste another second.

Setting Grace aside for the time being, I turn my attention back to Sharon Bates. I go through her file again, trying to find anything that I might have missed the first time or that might have more meaning to me now that Grace has been discovered. Nothing immediately stands out, so I reach out to her fiancé. He already spoke with the police several times during the time that Sharon was missing, but her death changes things, especially with a second body found in such similar circumstances.

Within twenty minutes of sending him the message, we are on a video call.

Brad Faris has more intensity than Todd, but he talks about Sharon in much the same way as Todd had described his relationship with Grace. He tells me how much he loved her and how much he was looking forward to marrying her. He tells me how excited she was about the upcoming wedding and how much time and attention she was putting into planning every bit of it. She especially loved going to events like the convention.

“It really hurt when the media started calling her a runaway bride,” he says. “I know a lot of people thought it was really funny, but I didn’t. Not a lot of people know it, but Sharon actually did run out on a wedding before. Hearing them say that about her was very cutting. I didn’t believe she would do something like that to me. Especially with how happy she was and how excited about everything she was right up until she disappeared. There wasn’t a single second when she expressed any sort of hesitation. But all I was hearing was that she had just run off.”

He sounds completely convinced. There isn’t a single bit of questioning when he talks about the amount of love that was between them and the future they were looking forward to. I believe him.

But that changes when I follow up my call with Brad with another to Sharon’s sister, Tory.

“She did love Brad,” Tory says. “A lot. I really believe that. And I would never say this to him because I’ve gotten really close to Brad over their relationship, but she really loved her ex-fiancé too.”

“What happened between them?” I ask.

“Honestly, I don’t know,” Tory says. “They seemed so happy together. They had been dating for years when they got engaged, and everybody thought it was going to be a fairy tale. They had a huge engagement party. She had a beautiful bridal shower. They had even just bought a house that they were going to move in together after the wedding. She thought that was so special. She would giggle about how old-fashioned it seemed, but everybody knew she thought it was wonderful.

“If somebody had asked me two weeks before their wedding what I saw for them, I would say they were going to have the most amazing marriage. They would travel the world together. Achieve all their dreams. But most importantly, they would spend their lives loving each other. I would have described them as the happiest couple I knew. But then the night before the wedding, she just was nowhere to be found. She wouldn’t answer her phone. Nobody could figure out where she was. We were actually really scared.

“Then the morning of the wedding, I got a call from her, and she said she just couldn’t do it. No explanation other than that. Just she couldn’t do it. She said to apologize to everybody and especially to Rob. It was one of the worst things I’ve ever had to do, especially because I really didn’t know what I was supposed to say. It was bizarre and completely out of character. We tried to figure out if there was something going on in their relationship that nobody knew about, but there wasn’t. Rob was crushed, and everybody was baffled.

“It turned out she had taken their honeymoon tickets and gone off on a solo vacation. She was gone for two weeks, and when she came back, she refused to talk about any of it. She just wanted to put it all behind her and forget any of it ever happened. I really wish we had pushed her more, but we thought that might cause damage of some kind. So we all just kind of banded together to send back the gifts, write notes to people. One of our cousins is a real estate agent and helped Rob sell the house,” Tory says.

“And Sharon?” I ask.

“She really just went on ahead with her life. She did never want to talk about it. If people brought it up, she would get really defensive and just blow them off. To this day, I have no idea why she did it or what really went on in that couple of weeks. I know how much it bothered Brad to hear people joking about her being a runaway bride when she first disappeared. He never got the full story, but he did know that she left a guy, essentially, at the altar, and it got to him.”

“What did you think?” I ask.

“I didn’t know what to think. Like I said, she loved Brad so much. And she was so excited about the wedding. I think maybe even a little more excited than she was about her first. She wanted to go to every event, every convention. She was talking to vendors like twenty-four hours after he proposed. I know she wanted to marry him. But there were a couple of times when we were talking, and she would say things that kind of concerned me.

“One time, out of nowhere, she just said she was still having trouble imagining being old with Brad. That it was just so weird to think that decades from now, they would still be together. I tried to dismiss that as just her loving youth and not wanting to think about aging. But then another time she said she would never actually go through with cheating on Brad, but that there was a part of her that wished she could figure out a way to have an off week once every couple of years. Just a week when she was allowed to do whatever she wanted with whomever she wanted because she couldn’t fathom Brad being the last man she slept with in her life,” Tory says.

“So maybe she was having a little bit of cold feet,” I say.

“Maybe. But I really want to believe that she wouldn’t have gone through with it.”

My front door opens about fifteen minutes after I end the call with Sharon’s sister. Dean and Xavier walk in with food from my favorite pizza place. They’ve just gotten back into town, and I’m happy to see them, but my mind is so twisted around this case it’s hard to muster up much enthusiasm.

“Sam around?” Dean asks as he walks past me to put the boxes on the dining room table.

“No. He’s doing an event at the community center for the high school. He won’t be back for a few hours.”

“Oh. Well, we got him that salad he likes,” Dean says.

“The one with more meat and cheese than vegetables,” Xavier says, “and, ironically, the pizza with more vegetables than cheese.”

“He likes to balance things out,” I say, forcing myself up off the couch so I can go get plates.

“What’s going on?” Dean asks. “You look like you had a rough day.”

“Get your food. I’ll tell you the whole thing,” I say.

We sit around the table eating through the massive array of salad, pizza, and breadsticks they’ve brought as I explain the case to them. Even Xavier looks concerned when I tell them Bellamy is still unaccounted for.

“You really think she was taken by this killer?” Dean asks.

“Yes. It falls exactly into place. The other two women were engaged. Bellamy is engaged. The other two women went to bridal conventions, so did Bellamy. I know there are a lot of women who are engaged who go to these conventions, but it’s just too many things falling right in line for me not to think that’s what’s going on.”

I explain my conversations with the family members of the victims.

“So here’s the thing. If Sharon Bates was having cold feet in any way, could that have something to do with her falling victim to this killer? Is it possible something happened at the convention that led her to them? Like could she have somehow met them there at the convention and was convinced to go with them somehow? Or maybe while she was there, she was showing her hesitation, and that was what made her fall into their grasp?” I ask. “Do I sound completely unhinged?”

“No,” Dean says.

“A little,” Xavier says.

“Thank you, Xavier,” I say.

“But a door off its hinges is still a door,” he says. “It still works.”

“Are you saying you think I make sense?” I ask.

“Possibly. Planning a wedding is an extremely emotional time, and as we all know, emotion creates vulnerability. Anytime there is heightened emotion, there is heightened susceptibility to influence. This can be good, and this can be bad. Which can also be bad or good. It all depends on the perception. In this instance, it could have gone either way. If she was feeling nervous or encountered something at the convention that made her hesitate about her impending wedding even more, she may have been looking for something to give her an anchor.

“Just because she ran from the first wedding and was feeling hesitant about the second one doesn’t mean she actually wanted to run away from that second one. She could have recognized the impulse but have been looking for something to stop her and keep her on track. Conversely, she also could have not been looking for a positive influence and instead have inadvertently fallen under a negative influence, which would have encouraged her to abandon the prospect of getting married and left her even more vulnerable to being taken.”

I let the words flow through my head for a few seconds until I’m pretty sure I have a hold of what he is saying.

“Assuming a bridal convention isn’t a place where people go to hang out and look for hesitant women they can convince not to get married, it’s possible we are looking for someone who would have a logical presence there and be an influential figure for a bride. A person with the intention of killing an engaged woman may have posed as one of these people in order to access a victim, or actually be one of these people and be using it to their advantage.”

“So who would that be? Who would be able to tap into the hesitation of a bride-to-be and get her to trust them, enabling them to lure her away without it being obvious that she was in danger?” I ask.

“Therapists?” Dean offers. “A lot of people are in therapy just on a regular basis, but I would think that somebody going through the stress of planning a wedding or taking on such a huge life change might also go to therapy.”

“That’s true,” I say. “And there’s premarital counselors. Those can be secular therapists or religious leaders. And life coaches.”

“How about physical trainers? Or something like yoga instructors? People like to get in shape for their wedding, and a lot of times people in these jobs try to help their clients deal with difficult situations, stress, emotions, and all that with exercise. Do you think anyone like that would be at a bridal convention?” he asks.

“I have no idea,” I say. “I wasn’t a bridal-convention bride. My experience with them is limited to the planning I’ve done with Bellamy, and I’m positive what I’ve retained is not exhaustive.”

“Contact the show,” Xavier says. “Get their vendor and exhibitor list. You’ll be able to see who was there and who might have something to do with this.”
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It turns out I don’t even have to contact the bridal show to find out who was there in the vendor hall or the exhibitor room. A check of their website produces a full list of everyone who was involved arranged by date and location of the show. Finding this gives me a boost, making me feel like maybe I’ve taken a step toward progress.

Pushing my food to the side so I can make space for my computer and my notepad, I start compiling a list of everyone that fits with the guidelines of this new theory. As I’m going through it however, I realize there are dozens of businesses and individuals on the lists. As much sense as it makes to think of the types of people who might have influence over a hesitant bride, that doesn’t fit with Grace. And focusing only on that possibility feels like it’s eliminating a huge number of people who might have seen or know something.

I continue making my list, but I am thinking of how I can find out which of these people interacted with the women. For the rest of the evening, I look into the different vendors and businesses from as many angles as I can think of. I run image scans of them to see what social media they pop up on. I look into their reputation and any complaints that have been lodged against them. I try to link them to any other events that the women attended.

As I’m doing this, Sharon’s social media suddenly pops up as a result. I remember the pictures and comments she made throughout her time at the convention chronicling which of the vendors she was most interested in and with whom she had interacted. I send a message to a dance instructor whom she had specifically mentioned, and he replies almost instantly.

The dance instructor says he remembers Sharon and was really disturbed when he heard the news that she was missing. He says their interaction was very brief and they didn’t make any plans for lessons or anything like that. She was going to call him when she convinced her fiancé to go in for instruction. He almost laughs when he says that. I have a feeling it’s something he hears fairly frequently at these shows.

I send a few more messages and get responses on most of them. Some of the people I reach out to remember one of the women or the other. Some claim that they don’t remember either and didn’t interact with them at all. But there’s one who offers me something new to grab on to.

“I don’t remember her specifically. There were thousands of women there that day, and I go to these shows just about every weekend, so it can be really hard to remember one specific person if I didn’t have a long conversation with them or book something right then. But I know I did interact with her because her name shows up on my sign-up list,” a baker named Julie tells me when she calls back in response to my message.

“Your sign-up list?” I ask.

“Yeah. All the vendors had forms at their tables where the brides in attendance could fill out their names and contact information so we could reach out to them later with promotions or offers. Some had little drawings and things for the people who included their information. Sharon’s name is on my list from the show she disappeared from,” she says. “I can look over my other ones from other shows to see if I find the other name you were talking about.”

“That would be amazing. Thank you,” I say.

“Everyone was giving out business cards and other swag too,” she says. “You might have better luck finding the business cards and things they collected and contacting those people.”

I call Todd and leave him a message asking if he could get into Grace’s house and if he could look for something for me if he did. He doesn’t call back until the next morning, and when he does, he sounds emotional.

“What’s going on?” I ask. “Did something happen?”

“I’m at Grace’s house,” he tells me. “I figured I would just come over here before I call you so you can tell me what you want me to look for and I can do it while I’m on the phone with you. It might make it easier to find. When I got here, there was a ton of mail in the box and on the porch. I guess nobody thought to contact the post office and stop delivery. It’s just not something that even crossed my mind.

“You know, when you think about what happens after someone dies, there are things that just automatically come to mind. Funeral home stuff. Getting a plot. Planning the memorial. All those things just make sense. You go through them. Checking off the list. But then there are things that no one ever tells you that you’re going to have to deal with.

“Ending utilities and paying off the last bill. What you do with things like her refrigerator magnets or the meatloaf she had in her refrigerator with my name on the aluminum foil with a heart. Emptying all the change out of the holders in the car. Stopping the delivery of the damn mail so you don’t end up sitting on the floor holding a package she ordered and was probably really looking forward to getting.”

“I’m so sorry,” I tell him. “It’s hard. There’s nothing that really prepares you for going through something like this.”

“It’s one of those ridiculous things. Because I want to open it. I know it’s something that she ordered and was excited about. But I also don’t want to open it because it’s the last thing anyone’s ever going to pack up and send to her. There’s never going to be another package taped up with a label put on it and sent off to get to her. If I open it, that’s it. It can never happen again,” Todd says. “But she would also want it to be opened. She loved opening packages when they got to the house. It’s like those unboxing videos people do online. Except she never recorded it or posted it. She was just that enthusiastic every time anything came in the mail. Which was not infrequent.”

“She got a lot of packages in the mail?” I ask, feeling like I missed something I should have picked up on.

“Grace loved shopping online. Especially on auction sites or those neighborhood marketplace lists. She really liked feeling like she discovered a treasure or was giving something a second life. I guess there’s something a bit poetic in that. But I also just think she loved the hunt. I remember so many phone calls when she was pulling up to somebody’s house to run up and snatch something they left on the porch. But that wasn’t nearly as bad as when she would meet people in person to buy something. That didn’t happen very often, but when it did, I always insisted on going with her,” he says.

This gets my brain churning a bit.

“Do you have the passwords to her laptop? Would you be able to access the sites where she liked to buy things?” I ask.

“I have the password to her laptop, but not to the websites. But it’s possible she never logged out of them so they would come up automatically,” he says. “Why?”

“I need you to find her computer and see if you can get onto those sites. Look through all of them and find out the last time she bought anything,” I tell him. “If you find something, video call me so I can see it.”

My tension as I wait causes me to roll this batch of cinnamon rolls too thin, so I’m begrudgingly putting the dough back together for a second roll that would leave them thicker but nearly as fluffy when my phone tells me I’m getting a video call.

I answer, and Todd’s face shows up on the screen. He’s crying, and it’s hard for him to breathe as he turns the focus of the camera so I can see the screen of Grace’s computer.

“This is one of the neighborhood marketplaces she bought things from pretty often,” he says, fighting to make his voice as controlled as he can. “In her messages it shows that she bought something from someone the day before she disappeared.”

“What did she buy?” I ask.

He chokes up more and then lets out a long breath to settle himself so he can keep speaking.

“A vintage pocket watch. It looks exactly like the one that my grandfather got from his father to wear on his wedding day. That one was stolen when I was really little, and it was something he always talked about as wishing he could pass it along to me like it had gone through all the men in the family for generations. I told her that story, and she must have started looking for the same kind of watch. “The messages say she was getting it for me as a wedding gift. The seller wanted cash for it, and they were planning on meeting in person to make the exchange. That must be what she got the cash for from the bank.”

My heart is beating faster in my chest. “Who is the seller? Can you see their name?”

“No. They deleted their account. I can see the messages they sent to Grace, but that’s it. Their username and everything is gone,” he tells me.

That’s a blow, but it isn’t a complete brick wall. There are ways to try to track down that user, and I immediately get in touch with Eric to get that started. This makes far more sense. With as thoughtful and loving as Todd and her parents described her, it seems perfectly in line with her character for Grace to make such a grand and thoughtful gesture to her future husband. But if the cash she got out of the bank that night was intended for the pocket watch, where is the watch? And why would Dylan Cooper say she sent that cash through the mail to him?

I try to call him, but he doesn’t answer, which doesn’t surprise me. I’m going to have to take another trip up the mountain to talk to him if I want any kind of answers.

But there’s plenty to do right here before I make that trek. I have the invitations and pictures of the brides out on the table when Dean and Xavier come back later. They’ve been over at my grandparents’ house (the one I’ve lived in until very recently and that they now own), doing some painting and rearranging as they make the space theirs. It’s the same thing Sam and I have been doing here at the house where he grew up and that we’ve taken over as our new home.

“These are the invitations that were with the brides?” Dean asks, looking at the papers.

I nod, nudging one of them closer to the picture of the bride. “Yep. And these are the actual crime scenes. You can see how similar they are. I’m trying to make sense out of the messages on these invitations. They were found in the women’s hands. They have to mean something. These are two of the most ritualistic murders I’ve dealt with. Everything is so detailed and exacting. Both women were dressed as brides, right down to their makeup, their manicures, and even the garters they were wearing. Clearly, that’s intentional.

“And then there’s these. This is card stock. Really high quality. Another very obvious connection to weddings. Whoever wrote the messages on them is familiar with calligraphy, but that’s not a completely unheard-of skill. It didn’t used to be so common, but it’s become trendy over the last several years.”

“It has?” Dean asks.

“Definitely,” Xavier says with a strange amount of authority.

“There are people who think of it as their version of art. Some use it to write out Bible verses. There are a lot of online boutiques of people who letter movie quotes or special poems for couples and sell them. You don’t see as much of the old English kind of calligraphy that’s traditionally used on wedding invitations, but formal lettering is experiencing a bit of a renaissance,” I say. “Which I don’t think has anything to do with the messages themselves. The calligraphy is there to carry on the wedding invitation idea.

“It’s what’s written on them that really matters. But there’s so little. The second one, ‘Gavin Miller,’ that’s the name of the jeweler who was Grace Turner’s very close friend. He made the pendant she was wearing and was designing her engagement ring. I still don’t understand why his name is what’s on the invitation, but at least I know that. For the first one, this number looks like it has to be a year. Right? ‘1955.’ But I can’t make sense of it. What about 1955? It’s obviously not the year she was born or the year they met. What else could it be talking about?” I ask.

“What do you know about their dresses?” Xavier asks.

“This one,” I say, pointing to Grace, “I know nothing about. And no one else around her seems to know anything about it either. She hadn’t even gone dress shopping yet, and according to her parents, her best friend, and her fiancé, this is far from the style she would choose for herself. It fits her physically, but it’s not something she would ever wear.”

I point to Sharon. “This one though is her actual wedding dress. I talked to her sister again, and she told me one of the reasons she wanted to go to the convention so badly was that one of the vendors was the vintage shop where she’d bought the dress. They were offering tailoring services at the convention, and so if she was able to go, they could bring her dress with them rather than her going and picking it up at the shop, and they would do a fitting for her there. There isn’t any footage of her leaving the convention, so I don’t know if she picked it from them and had it with her or what. But that is actually her dress.”

“And that’s this invitation?” Xavier asks, pointing to the written “1955.”

“Yes.” Realization dawns on me. “1955. That’s vintage. Hold on.”

I run a search on my computer, and while I’m not able to find an exact picture of that dress, I find images of very similar styles.

“I think that’s the year this dress was made.” I pull the invitation closer to me. “1955.”

“Almost seventy years,” Dean says.

I nod. “Old.”

I pull the other invitation toward me and look at Gavin’s name.

“He made jewelry for Grace out of her engagement ring and then designed her second engagement ring. He made her new pieces.”

My breath feels heavy in my lungs as I tap my fingertips on the invitations.

“Something old. Something new.”

Dean meets my eyes. “Something borrowed. Something blue.”
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“That’s it,” I say. “That’s the message. It’s the old wedding adage. As of right now, we have the something old and the something new.”

“Which means there are two pieces of it left,” Dean says.

“But what could any of this have to do with Bellamy? She hasn’t done a ton of wedding planning. Especially in terms of making decisions or hiring vendors. She’s looked into a lot of stuff, but we were supposed to be doing those things over the last couple of days. She didn’t even go to any of those big bridal conventions. We went to a couple of really small events, but nothing like the scale of those shows, and it was way back when she first got engaged. Both of these women were put into the adage because of plans that were already firmly made for their weddings. Sharon’s dress. Grace’s engagement ring. Bellamy hasn’t made any of those decisions. She’s looked around and come up with some lists and vision boards and things, but no firm decisions.” I stop. “Her mother. I have to call her mother.”

I scramble to make the call, not bothering to check the time or wonder how it would impact Violet to be asked about her missing daughter. Right now I can’t think about that. I need to get this information as fast as possible.

“Emma,” she says, my name coming out like a gush of breath and tears. “It’s so good to hear your voice. Please tell me you’ve heard something about Bellamy.”

“Not yet. But I’m trying. I need you to tell me something. Have you done any planning for the wedding for her? She told me she went over to your house the other day and you had a meeting set up with a wedding planner. Is there anything else that you’ve done to try to help her with the wedding plans?” I ask.

“I have done a few things,” she says. “I’ve called a few people. I’ve asked around my friends whose children have gotten married. I’ve gone to one of those bridal shows.”

“You went to a bridal show?” I ask. “When?”

“Weeks ago,” she says. “That’s actually where I met the wedding planner I wanted Bellamy to work with.”

“Did she go with you?” I asked. “To the bridal show? She didn’t mention it to me.”

“No,” Violet says. “Bellamy didn’t come with me. I went on my own after deciding she was taking too damn long to make decisions about everything. I thought maybe I could find out about the vendors and everything and present the information to her and Eric so they didn’t have to find it for themselves. I thought maybe that would jump-start their planning so they could actually get something underway and finally get married. You know the two of them. They’re so wrapped up in their jobs they barely remember to put their heads in the right direction in the morning.”

“Definitely.”

“I thought that was what was holding everything up. It was just so much to think about and so much to do that they just weren’t doing it. And I could help them with that. I could narrow down the options and kind of push them in the right direction so that they could finally just be married. While I was doing that, I met this amazing wedding planner who I clicked with immediately. I just felt like Bellamy would get along with her so well and it would be the most perfect match. I knew as soon as they met, it would change everything for Bellamy. It would take the stress off, and she would be able to just be excited.”

“Didn’t she mention to you that she had already hired a wedding coordinator?” I ask.

“She did,” Violet says dismissively. “But I just didn’t get a good feeling from that woman. It felt like she was far too disconnected and hands-off.”

“But that’s what she wants. She just wants someone who can help with the major arrangements, phone calls, payments, keeping everybody on schedule on the day—the kinds of things she doesn’t think sound fun for her to be doing when she’s getting married. She doesn’t want someone who is going to try to micromanage every aspect of the entire event or who thinks of themselves as a designer. She wants to make her own choices and just have someone there to help her make sure it happens,” I say.

I’m getting angry and defensive. I can hear my voice rising as I rush to defend Bellamy in a desperate bid to hold her close and speak about her in the present tense as many times as I possibly can.

“She told me all of that. I know. I know that’s what she says she wants, but I just don’t understand why. That’s not a wedding planner. That’s an assistant. And that’s fine. That’s fine if that’s the whole point. But the reason I wanted Bellamy to meet this other planner is to give her a different perspective so she could decide what she really wants,” Violet says.

Something clicks.

“You just wanted her to be able to make the comparison,” I say.

“Yes.”

“You didn’t tell Bellamy to fire the other planner, and you didn’t get in touch with her and fire her yourself,” I say.

“Goodness, Emma. Of course I didn’t. This isn’t my wedding. I wouldn’t do something like that. All I did was set up a meeting. I just thought she could visit with the planner I chose for a short time and maybe do a couple things with her to move further along in her planning, then she could go right back to her other planner,” Violet says.

I end the call and set the phone down, my hands covering my mouth as I draw in a deep breath to try to settle the shaking that has started in the pit of my stomach.

“Bellamy was borrowed,” I finally say. “Her mother picked out a new wedding planner for her to try with full knowledge she already had one. That planner borrowed her.”

I already knew something was seriously wrong and Bellamy was in danger, but now I’ve confirmed the link. She fits the third piece of the saying and has gone missing the same way as the first two. The amount of time between going missing and the body being found shortened considerably between Sharon Bates and Grace Turner. Time is already ticking for Bellamy, but she’s not the only one at risk.

“There’s still a fourth segment of the saying,” I tell Dean and Xavier. “Which means if we don’t act fast, we could lose Bellamy and there will be a fourth victim.”
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I spread large pieces of white paper across the wall in the dining room and tape them in place.

“Your first wall brain map in this house,” Xavier says with a touch of nostalgia. “I think that makes this officially your home.”

“I think it does,” I tell him.

“What’s first?” Dean asks.

“We need to figure out why the killer chose these specific victims. I don’t think the women were chosen randomly. Clearly, this whole thing revolves around weddings, but that is a huge category. There are a lot of brides around all the time. It seems like a major stretch to think this killer just picked two from the convention and went after them at different times when he figured out that they happened to fit with the old wedding adage. And besides, Bellamy didn’t go to a convention at all, so he would have had to have chosen the first two from two different conventions and then her from something else entirely.”

“That doesn’t seem particularly likely,” Dean says.

“Exactly,” I say. “This has to be more intentional than that.”

“You think he chose each of these women specifically,” Dean says.

“Yes. I think it makes far more sense to believe the killer knew each of these women and the bits of the saying they would fit into rather than forming this abstract plan and then looking for people to fit it. The victims came first, then the ritual,” I say.

“That’s an important distinction,” Xavier says. “It means that while this is a ritualistic pattern and intended serial killing, it is not just about the message being conveyed through the wedding imagery. It’s about the people. Mural versus postage stamp.”

Dean and I look at him blankly. Xavier opens his arms out wide to his sides.

“Mural versus…”—he drops his arms, then he holds his thumb and finger about an inch apart—“postage stamp.”

“The scope,” Dean says. “This isn’t about the wedding industry as a whole. It’s not the big picture. It’s smaller. It’s about the people themselves and their individual significance.”

That does streamline the case. If this person is trying to go after weddings themselves—brides, wedding vendors, or even marriage as an idea—it would mean they had structured their idea of the killings around that concept, making the connections much more difficult to find. This way the victims are isolated. They fit in with the old saying, but the killer has selected them each for a particular reason.

“The victims were chosen first, then the structure of the ritual was designed around them,” I say. “I definitely believe it has to do with the fact that they are all brides planning weddings. I think that’s obvious. But there has to be a personal link as well. Something has to tie all of them together beyond just the fact that they were getting married. So… that’s where we are. We have to find those links.”

“What does this mean for Dylan Cooper?” Dean asks as I take the cap off my marker and step up to the first piece of paper.

“I can’t find anything that connects him to Grace Turner, and he certainly doesn’t have any link to Bellamy. The first two women somewhat resemble each other, but they look nothing like Bellamy, so that’s not it. Right now I think he gets put to the side,” I tell him. “What we do have is that Sharon Bates and Grace Turner went to some of the same planning events and interacted with some of the same vendors. This includes some of the ones I identified as possibly being in a position to manipulate or control them.

“But there isn’t anything that suggests the two of them ever actually met. And Grace didn’t have any reason to be hesitant about her wedding or feel like she needed guidance about it. If anything, she would be very on guard and aware of anyone trying to control or manipulate her in any way because of what she just went through with her ex-husband not too long ago. And again, Bellamy didn’t go to the conventions or speak to any of the vendors. Her mother did, but that doesn’t seem like a strong enough link. There has to be something else.”

I look at the notes I’ve made on the paper and the vast emptiness of the blank paper around it.

“I’m going to need to speak with their families again.”
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“I know Tory told me that everyone really banded together to try to kind of erase the fact that the first wedding ever existed,” I say to the family all sitting together on a small couch on my computer screen. “It sounds like you were trying as hard as you could to make the best out of a pretty terrible situation.”

“None of us knew what we were supposed to do,” Marc Bates, Sharon’s father, says. “The whole thing hit us like a freight truck. It was so unexpected, and we didn’t know what the best way to go about dealing with it was. It isn’t like this is something people prepare you for when you’re raising children. So we defaulted to what we always did as parents. We tried to protect and take care of our daughter. We didn’t know what she was going through or what might have happened, so we tried to do what we could to help her through it in the way she told us she needed.”

“I guess we all kind of figured she would eventually come around and tell us the full story,” adds his wife, Priya. “I thought after she let everything settle down and there was some time and space, she would be able to open up. That just never happened.”

“When she first started getting serious with Brad and talking about getting married, were you worried?” I ask. “Did you feel like she might do something like that again?”

“It wasn’t something I wanted to think about,” Priya says. “I just wanted her to be happy. That was the only thing that mattered to me. It didn’t matter with whom or how. I just wanted her to find what was going to bring her her best life. Because I didn’t understand what happened, I had to trust that there was a good reason for her to choose not to marry Rob and that she was going to make the right decisions for herself.”

“We have a reason to believe her dress may have had something to do with why she was targeted,” I say.

“Her dress?” Mark asks.

“Yes. But we aren’t sure of the connection yet. Can you tell me anything about it? I know Tory shared with me that she really loved that particular dress and that the vintage shop she bought it from offered to bring it to the convention to do the fitting rather than having her come into the shop and do it. But do you know anything else about it? Did she always lean toward more vintage styles of clothing? Did it look like a dress that somebody in your family wore?” I ask.

“She just picked the dress on her own,” Priya says. “It wasn’t intentional. She didn’t go out dress shopping without us or anything. She was just out shopping one afternoon, and it caught her eye in the vintage shop. She said as soon as she saw it, she was drawn to it, and then she talked to the owner of the shop about it and decided that was the dress she had to have. There was just something about it that spoke to her. She absolutely loved it. Because it was so old, she didn’t feel comfortable with bringing it to a conventional tailor for alterations. It didn’t need much, but she wanted it to be perfect and to make sure the dress itself was protected.

“The owner of the shop told her they do some limited tailoring and alterations, but they already had a very full slate so she would need to leave the dress with them and they would let her know when she could come in for everything. She took pictures of the dress and brought them to us to show us. It was absolutely beautiful. I probably wouldn’t have chosen that particular style for her, but as soon as I saw the pictures of her in it, I knew it was perfect. That was absolutely the dress she should be wearing on her wedding day.”

Her head drops down to rest on her husband’s shoulder, and he leans his comfortingly against hers. Tear-filled eyes meet mine.

“Now we don’t know what to do with it,” he says. “We want to bury her in it because she loved it so much and was so beautiful in it. But at the same time, he buried her in it. He took her from us and dressed her up like a doll and put her in the ground in that dress. I don’t know if I can bear thinking of her spending eternity in the same thing he dressed her up in for his own sick fun.”

“Right now it is still being held as evidence,” Tory says.

“Yes,” I say. “It likely will be throughout the investigation. Once the case is over, you can make a request to have her belongings returned to you. But until then, it will be held for processing in case there’s any evidence or will be used in the trial itself.”

It’s the gentlest way I can think of to let the family know that they shouldn’t be planning on burying their daughter in the dress. Her body still hasn’t been released to them yet, but it will be soon, and they will have to make those brutal decisions. But at least, in a way, knowing the wedding dress isn’t an option takes some of that pressure away.
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My next conversation is with Grace’s parents again. The backdrop of the video call is the same parlor where we sat when I was at their house. It strikes me that the vintage feel of that room would make it seem Sharon’s dress would be far more of an appropriate choice for Grace. That is, if she shared the same kinds of tastes as her parents. Without going into detail about the invitation found with their daughter’s body, I steer the conversation directly to Gavin.

“They had a very strong friendship, didn’t they?” I ask.

“Yes,” Marian says. “They’ve been friends for so many years. It hasn’t always been as close as it was over the last several years. They were friends when they were younger and then somewhat drifted apart the way people sometimes do. But they were never completely out of communication, and there weren’t any problems between them. They just didn’t talk as often and didn’t spend as much time together. But then they ran into each other one day and just clicked. He was like having a son.”

“Todd told me he thinks they might have had feelings for each other at one point when they were younger. Do you think that’s true?” I ask.

“We wouldn’t know about that,” Craig says. “Grace didn’t like to talk to us about her relationships until they got serious. That was why Dylan was as big of a deal as he was. She had never been as serious about anybody as she was about him. We had only ever met one other man, and that had ended quite a while before she met Dylan.”

“So you don’t think there was a chance that something was going on between the two of them that might have been causing any kind of hesitation or second thoughts? Or even just hurt feelings or anger on Gavin’s part?” I ask.

“Definitely not,” Marian says. “He was even happier for her when she and Todd really started getting more serious than we were. I think she confided in him a lot during her marriage, and he could see how much she was hurting, so he was thrilled for her when she found somebody who made her so happy. She had been there for him during the end of his last relationship, so he was just returning the favor.”

“Did Gavin’s last relationship end badly?” I ask.

“It was not an easy experience for him. He appreciated the friendship and support Grace was able to give him during that time,” Marian says. “I think that was also one of the reasons Gavin and Todd got along so well together. They were all coming from a place of heartbreak and relationship trauma—Grace going through her divorce, Gavin getting over his girlfriend’s infidelity, and Todd learning to trust again after his own bad breakup not too long before Grace and Dylan divorced. It was like they all came together in this negative way and yet were able to make something really good out of it. I hope that Gavin and Todd continue to lean on each other through this.”

Her saying that brings my thoughts immediately to Xavier and Andrew. When I met Xavier, he was serving a prison sentence after being framed for Andrew’s murder. All I knew about the man he had been accused of killing was that Andrew helped him navigate the world and deal with things that were challenging for Xavier. As brilliant and resourceful as Xavier is, he finds nothing short of daunting the common things about life that other people take for granted. Making a phone call. Walking into a store and talking to an associate. Driving. Navigating directions. They’re all things that he faces extreme difficulties with alongside sensory challenges, anxiety we can’t fully understand, and a heart condition that exacerbates all of it.

Andrew was the one who helped him through his daily life, much like Dean does now. Only, Dean and Xavier share a much closer relationship. I didn’t understand that until Xavier finally explained how he came to know Andrew. I’d always just assumed they met through school or work, among the many ways people come together regularly. Only recently did I find out that Andrew had been engaged to Xavier’s sister, Mirabel. After Mirabel’s murder, Andrew and Xavier simply latched on to each other. It was a bond forged out of desperation and requirement rather than any true compatibility. I believe now that he appreciated Andrew and did think of him kindly, but most of the pain he feels when he thinks about his death is actually pain for his sister.

It’s something that Gavin and Todd are going to have to navigate through as well. My heart aches for them.
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I’m driving when I get a call from Eric the next morning. I answer on speakerphone.

“What are you doing?” he asks.

“I am currently driving back up this mountain to go talk to Dylan Cooper again. He refuses to answer or return any of my calls, so I am going to go stand out in front of his shack again and find out why he lied to me about that money. Please tell me you found out who had that account on the marketplace,” I say.

“No,” he says.

I let out an exasperated sigh, my head falling back for a second. “Whoever had that listing up and was meeting Grace to get the cash from her has something to do with this,” I say. “And it very well could have been Dylan. We need to prove who that was and figure out where they were supposed to meet so we can try to find witnesses or surveillance footage of what happened.”

“I know,” he says. “The team is working on it. The message that had where they were meeting was deleted, but we are working with the company to restore the messages and try to track the user. But for right now, I might have something else. I had a team scouring the internet for absolutely anything they could possibly find from the bridal convention or anybody who was there. I think they found a piece of footage of Sharon Bates from after she requested the rideshare.”

“After?” I ask. “Where was she?”

“In the convention hall,” he says. “It’s just a bit of cell phone video, and she’s just in the background, but I think it’s her. I’m going to send you the footage. Take a look at it and tell me what you think.”

“Hold on. There’s a gas station coming up. Give me a second to pull off,” I tell him.

I get to the gas station and park so I can open the email with the video attached. It is just a part of a candid video somebody took while walking around. But it was obviously taken on an expensive phone because the quality is very high, allowing me to pick up details in the background. Several seconds into the video, I catch sight of Sharon walking past.

“How do you know this is after she made the rideshare request?” I ask.

“If you look off to the side, there is a stage. The show that’s happening on the stage during that video didn’t start until five minutes before she made the rideshare request. At that point, she was out near those big letters, which were on the opposite side of the building. She would not have had the time to be standing in that spot with that show going on, get all the way to the ‘I Do’ sign, take the picture, then make the ride request in that short amount of time. Which means she took that picture, made the rideshare request, then turned around and went back to the convention floor for something,” he says.

“Her dress,” I say. “She wasn’t holding her dress when she took that picture. It wasn’t anywhere around her. She went back for it.”

“Have you spoken with the owners of the vintage shop?” he asks.

“No. That was actually what I was going to do after talking to Dylan. Apparently, the shop leans into its vintage theme when it comes to accessibility and communication as well. They don’t have a website beyond a landing page that has the address of the shop and an invitation to stop by. No phone number. No email address. They are the only vendor that didn’t have contact information available on the site for the bridal show. I was going to stop in this morning and see what I can find out from them. I’ll ask about her going back in and talking to them after leaving the convention. That would explain how she had the dress on after having left without it,” I say.

“Have you found anything else?” he asks, the hint of desperation in his voice cutting deep into my heart.

“No. Not yet. But I’m going to. We’re going to find her, Eric. And we’re going to go to every wedding planning thing she wants to do, and the two of you are going to get married. Okay?”

“Okay,” he finally agrees.

“Just hang in there. She needs us,” I say.
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This time Dylan isn’t sitting out on the porch of the tiny house, so I take the opportunity to walk up to the front door and position myself with my foot already up on the threshold. When he opens the door and sees me, his face goes dark, but I don’t hesitate.

“What are you doing here?” he asks.

I am already in motion, pushing past him into the house. “Nice to see you too, Mr. Cooper. Thanks for inviting me in.”

“I didn’t,” he says.

“You didn’t?” I ask, feigning the same type of false innocence he did after following me to the gas station. “Oh well, I’m already here. I guess we should have a chat.”

“I don’t have anything to say to you,” he says.

“See, but that’s the thing. I don’t care. I have plenty to say to you,” I say. “Including telling you I know you lied about Grace sending you that money. I know exactly why she got that money out of the bank the day that she disappeared. So… I’m going to give you the opportunity to tell me the truth.”

“What are you talking about?” he asks. “I got that money in my PO box the day you stole that envelope from me. I’d like that back by the way.”

“Tough luck. I don’t have it with me. But again, I know she didn’t mail that money to you. First, if you look at the postmark on the envelope, it’s from two days after she’d gone missing. Second, I know why she got the money out of the bank. Again. So… one more chance. Why are you lying about her mailing that money to you? What good do you think it’s going to do to pretend that she was sending you thousands of dollars in cash, with no note or any other explanation by the way?” I say.

“I didn’t need a note or an explanation,” he says. “I already told you, she cost me so much money it ruined my life. Obviously, she saw what she had done and was trying to make amends. She wanted to get back with me, and that was how she was starting it.”

“Absolutely not. And since you are not going to give me a reasonable explanation, it only leaves me with the conclusion that you’re the one who met up with her that night, took the money from her, and then killed her after keeping her for two weeks. Lord only knows what you did to her during that time, but I bet if I look hard enough, I can find out,” I say.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I didn’t meet up with her that night or any other night in the last six months.”

“Then how is it that you know how much money she took out of the bank? That isn’t something that was shared in the news. And I highly doubt that anybody in her family is talking to you about the details of her case. Frankly, they would much rather you be in her position than her. Or anyone else for that matter. The only way you would know how much money she had was if you were the one who posed as a seller on the marketplace and met up with her that night,” I say.

“I know how much money she got out of the bank because she sent it to me,” he says. “I got it in that envelope on the day I saw you at the gas station. It was in my PO box. It had been sitting there for a couple of weeks because I hadn’t bothered to go check the mail. I don’t know what you’re talking about with this marketplace, but I didn’t meet up with her. I didn’t contact her in any way. And she didn’t hand me that cash. Look at the envelope. That is her handwriting. It’s addressed to me. I don’t know what to tell you about the postmark. Maybe she ran off that night and was staying somewhere else so she didn’t have to deal with that bore of a fiancé. I don’t know what happened to her after that,” Dylan insists. “And didn’t you say there’s another victim? I didn’t even know that woman, so why would I kill her and then go after Grace?”

“I don’t have an answer to that,” I say.” But I don’t stop until I get the answers I’m looking for. Don’t go too far. You’re going to have some other visitors soon.”

Getting back in my car, I make a call to the officer handling the warrants I’ve requested. He assures me officers are already on the way to Dylan Cooper’s house to search it for any evidence of his involvement in the murders as well as to seize his computer and other devices so they can be forensically investigated. If there’s any evidence of his communication with Grace or Sharon Bates, they’ll find it. He wouldn’t have time to fully delete everything on the devices if there is anything, but even if he does try to wipe them, the digital forensics team will be able to piece it back together.

I head back down to the row of specialty shops and boutiques on Main Street and park close to Gavin’s jewelry shop. I peek in through the window to see how he’s doing and catch his eye. He waves, and I wave back before continuing on to the vintage shop a few doors down.

Stepping inside the vintage store is like entering the most magical attic in existence. I feel like I’ve stepped into some whimsical world that would be the setting of a time travel movie. All around me, old mannequins display clothing from bygone eras. Nearby shelves and travel trunks offer accessories, shoes, and jewelry. There are even cases of books, toys, sewing supplies, and kitchenware. Someone could come in here and completely outfit themselves to live a life of another time.

A woman with silver curls that stretch down to her waist and light green eyes that remind me of the decorative glass bottles my grandfather used to have in his study smiles at me. She’s perched on a step stool arranging elaborate feathered hats on an old coat rack set atop a stack of weathered suitcases. When she sees me, she puts down the final hat in her hands and comes down off the stool to walk toward me.

“Hello,” she says. “Can I help you?”

“Hi,” I say. “My name is Agent Emma Griffin. I’m with the FBI. Do you have a couple of minutes to talk to me?”

She looks wholly unsurprised by my introduction and gestures with one graceful hand to an arrangement of living room furniture that looks plucked out of Gatsby. We sit down, and she offers the same hand out to me.

“I’m Brianna. This is my shop,” she says. “Since you are a special agent, can I assume that you’re here to talk about Sharon Bates?”

“Yes,” I say. “Actually, I am. She bought a dress from you, didn’t she?”

“She did,” Brianna says. “I will never forget that dress or her. Unfortunately, due to the circumstances. But also just because I can only remember a very few brides in my entire life who have looked as happy and fulfilled when putting on a wedding dress as she did with that one. It’s really a special story, one I’m privileged to have been a part of. The dress had been in the store for years. I didn’t want to part with it. I had it on display for a long time. People would ask me about it, but I just couldn’t sell it. I loved looking at it and using it in different displays.

“I remember a couple of brides coming in and really liking it. Asking if they could try it on and wanting to buy it, offering me large sums of money, but I just couldn’t. There was something that held me back from ever selling it. I even remember this one particular bride who came in four different times to try to convince me to sell her the gown. She showed me pictures of her wedding plans. Told me about her future husband. She was doing everything she could to convince me, but it just didn’t feel right. This was a really special dress. As a matter of fact, it was the inspiration for a line of dresses by a contemporary designer. I guided that particularly persistent bride to one of those dresses.”

“So what happened? How did Sharon Bates end up with it?” I ask.

“One day I came into the shop and saw it set up in a display I’d put together a couple of months before. I can’t really explain it, but something just told me I needed to bring it down from the display and move it into the window. I hadn’t had any plans for a wedding theme for the window display or anything like that, but I just felt like I needed to do it. So I brought it down and put it on display along with a few other pieces. It was just a couple of hours later that Sharon came through the door. She said she had been shopping and came in because she felt drawn to that dress.

“She asked me to tell her about it. That really touched me. She was the first person among everybody who had come in asking about the dress to want to know its history. She wasn’t just saying it was beautiful or that she thought she was going to look good in it. Or that it fit in with her theme for her wedding or anything like that. She wanted to know about the life that the dress had lived. That’s why I opened the shop so many years ago. I see things from generations ago, and I don’t see just old pieces of junk that need to be replaced with new versions. I see people. I see stories. I see everything that those items contributed to. All the memories they were a part of.

“That particular dress was especially meaningful. I got it from a friend of mine who had found it in the attic of a house she was clearing out. She handles estates when people die and their families are too overwhelmed to know what to do with all their belongings. She goes through and gathers everything up, helps them sort through things, and arranges for the sale of any valuable items that the family doesn’t want to keep. While she was cleaning out this particular attic, she found this dress. It turns out the mother of the family wore it on her wedding day after getting it from a close family friend.

“They were able to tell the stories of the three previous owners of the dress and some details about each of the couples and their marriages. Each of those three couples had a long, happy marriage. I told Sharon that story, and it really touched her. For the first time, I felt like I needed to allow a bride to try the dress on. As soon as it was on her, she was glowing. There were only a couple of little things that needed to be fixed in order to make it a perfect fit. And it looked absolutely incredible on her. But what really enthralled her were the stories.

“She told me she could feel the energy attached to that dress, almost like wearing it would give her the same blessing for a happy marriage that was given to the rest of the brides who had worn it. At that moment, I knew why I’d been holding on to the dress for so long. It wasn’t that I couldn’t stand the thought of selling it. It was just that I couldn’t sell it to anybody until Sharon. She was meant to wear that dress.”

It’s a beautiful story, and I can feel that Brianna believes every word of what she has said with all her being, but I don’t know what it could mean for the case.

“I heard that you contacted Sharon and told her you could bring the dress to the convention,” I say.

“Yes,” Brianna says. “I go to bridal shows frequently. I bring along some of the dresses I have in stock, ot accessories and special jewelry. Sometimes I rent out individual pieces for people who want to have unique photoshoots for their engagement pictures or to have something unique for their wedding but aren’t interested in having it in their permanent collection. For this show, I wanted to do something different and decided to offer on-the-spot repairs and minor tailoring specifically for vintage pieces, which I’ve found is something I’m seeing more and more of lately

“A lot of brides are looking for ways to make their day uniquely theirs while also speaking to history and honoring sustainability. Wearing a gorgeous vintage piece ensures the craftsmanship and legacy of that piece is able to live on and eliminates the need for yet another piece of clothing to be manufactured and likely eventually end up in a landfill somewhere. Not to say all contemporary pieces are disposable or of lower quality, but there is a lot to be said about older garments and how they were made. I want to encourage that as much as possible and also help people take care of them properly.

“Sharon had left the dress with me after purchasing it so I could work on the repairs that were needed, and she was supposed to come in for another fitting soon after. But I thought it would be nice for her to be able to get it at the convention and show off a little bit to the other brides. She loved the idea, and when she came to the convention, we spent quite a bit of time together making sure everything was perfect and talking to other brides about the dress and what else I had on offer.”

“When did she come back to get it from you?” I ask.

“It was toward the end of the day. I was so busy during the show I wasn’t able to do everything I thought I was going to be able to do, so I asked her if it would be all right for me to finish and then bring it to her since I’d promised she’d be able to have it that day rather than coming out here. She said that was fine, but then there was a lull, and I was able to finish up the last bits I needed to do. I sent her a message and happened to just catch her. She was already on her way out of the convention center, but she came back and had one last fitting, then left with her dress,” Brianna says.

“And you didn’t hear from her again after that?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “No.”

“Did you see anyone else with her at any point? Did anyone come and talk to her or spend a particularly significant amount of time there while you were working with her?” I ask.

“I honestly didn’t have the chance to notice. There were a lot of brides there, and many of them were drawn to my booth and the pieces I brought. A few did ask about the dress, wondering if it was one of the ones I was renting, but I told them it was already spoken for,” she says. “Sharon didn’t have anyone with her when she came or as she was leaving.”

I thank Brianna for her time and ask her to call me if she thinks of anything else. I drop by the jewelry shop to talk to Gavin for a second after leaving, letting him know that I’d gone to talk to Dylan again and was trying to figure out what was happening with the cash Grace had withdrawn.

“I remember her talking about Todd telling her about that watch,” he says. “It was obviously something that meant so much to him, and she felt like it was really important. I can’t believe she found one. I just really wish she hadn’t gone to meet with that person by herself. That wasn’t something she ever did. She knew how dangerous it could be to meet with a stranger, especially at night.”

“We haven’t been able to decipher where they were supposed to meet. If she was always cautious about meeting up with people who she was buying things from, do you think it would be safe to say if she was going to meet alone, it would be in a public place?”

“Absolutely. The only time she ever went to somebody’s house was if they were going to do a porch pickup. She never went inside. She never met anywhere that was isolated. If she was going to be willing to meet somebody on her own, it had to be somebody she inherently trusted. And she would find a place that was public, well lit, and where she would feel secure,” he says. “Obviously, no one saw her that night though, or they would have said something. Everybody knew she was missing. There were posters of her all around town. She ended up on the news. If somebody had seen her that night, they would have come forward.”

“Maybe,” I say. “Unless it was such a nonevent to them that I didn’t even sink in. Or they just don’t want to get involved. Unfortunately, even people who witness things they know are crimes don’t always alert the police. Especially if they feel that if they were noticed, they could be in danger and just don’t want to get themselves wrapped up any more than they are. I don’t necessarily think that’s the case here. In a town like this, it’s much more likely that if anybody noticed her meeting with somebody, it just didn’t strike them as unusual. They didn’t notice anything strange going on, and it just didn’t sink in.

“They might feel like it would be too confusing to police if they let them know. Remember, the media isn’t releasing all the details of the case. You have been given access to information that has been kept confidential from news sources because the family trusts you, and I believe you are a good source of information about Grace and what was going on in her life. That’s the drawback of not revealing everything about a case. Sometimes people do see things, but they don’t know what they’re seeing. I have to balance protecting the case and risking missing some witnesses.”

“I honestly can’t imagine that,” Gavin says. “I could never do what you do.”

“You could if you had to,” I say. “I’ll keep you updated.”

He thinks for a minute. “I’ll get in touch with as many of the jewelers and collectors as I can and see if anyone has a lead on who might have had one of those watches. They aren’t very common, and I don’t think anyone who actually knew what they had would have just made a deal over the internet. I wish Grace had asked me about it. I could have told her that didn’t seem real.”

“Thank you,” I say. “Let me know if you hear anything.”

Gavin obviously has the same thought as I do about Grace arranging to purchase the expensive pocket watch on the marketplace. Things like that don’t generally find their way onto sites like that. If someone knows enough about the watch to know how expensive it is—which this person clearly did because of the amount they asked for it—they would know to bring it to a jewelry shop or an auction house. It would be a far safer transaction for everyone involved, and they would be more likely to get what it’s worth for it. Most people looking to purchase something like that would never traipse around on unregulated e-commerce sites in hopes of finding one.

This was intentional. Someone knew Grace would be looking for that type of pocket watch and planted the sales page so that she would be able to find it. That means whoever this is knows a lot about Grace and her lifestyle. Enough that she was specifically targeted in a way that would appeal to her individually and put her in a potentially vulnerable position, making it easier to take advantage of her and very possibly put her in the grasp of a killer.

I stop on the sidewalk and look back through the window at Gavin. He is staring down into one of the glass display cases, his hands tight on the edge. He looks up, and his eyes lock on mine, his expression not shifting from the tightened, angry stare. At this moment, I wonder who I can really trust.
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As I’m getting back into the car, my phone rings. I turn the heater on to knock the chill out as I answer.

“Agent Griffin,” I say.

“Hello. This is Mila Rae, the wedding planner. You left me a message,” she says.

“Yes. Thank you so much for getting back to me. As I mentioned in my message, your name has come up in a case I’m investigating. I need to ask you some questions. Is this a good time for you?” I ask.

“It is,” she says. “I have my assistant managing the funds, and I don’t have any more appointments until later this afternoon.”

“Perfect,” I say.

I talk to her about Bellamy and what Violet told me. She confirms meeting Violet at one of the conventions and speaking to her about Bellamy’s upcoming wedding. They chatted about Violet’s visions for her daughter’s special day and then what Bellamy had been planning. She tells me about her brief meeting with Bellamy. It doesn’t sound like they’d made many decisions. But she says Bellamy was predictably friendly and receptive, just as I would’ve expected her to be. It isn’t Mila’s fault that Violet decided to step in and try to direct the wedding planning even without Bellamy asking her to. Bellamy wouldn’t take it out on her.

“How about Sharon Bates and Grace Turner?” I ask.

“The two murdered women?” she asks, sounding startled by me bringing up their names.

The media has only just confirmed the women’s deaths, greatly emphasizing the few details they have been authorized to reveal. The idea of two women being found dressed elaborately as brides and brutally murdered is sensational to say the least. I feel like now that the news has broken, I am chasing time even more. As soon as people start talking about crimes, things have a tendency to get leaked or twisted, and killers can start feeling the pressure. This can result in further murders or steps being taken to completely obliterate any trail that might be followed.

“Yes,” I say. “Did you have meetings with either one of them?”

“No,” she says. “I believe they gave me their contact information at the conventions. And they would have gotten my information because I included business cards and brochures in all the goodie bags that anyone could just take. But I didn’t have any personal contact with either one of them. And neither of them have called or emailed to request an appointment.”

Just the fact that they had her information and she likely had theirs isn’t a strong enough link. Just the fact that they were present at the same places and made surface contact with the same vendors doesn’t mean much.

“Have there been any clients you’ve worked with or met recently who seemed strange? Anybody who has struck you as unusual or problematic in any way?” I ask.

She thinks for a minute. “Well, I’ve certainly encountered my fair share of overzealous or hypercritical brides over the years. It’s gotten to the point where I can pretty much tell from my first meeting with somebody if they are going to be a problem for me or not. Fortunately, I am also in a position professionally where I have the luxury of selecting whom I work with. I haven’t encountered anyone recently whom I would have any hesitation to work with.”

“When you say ‘overzealous or hypercritical,’” I say, “what kinds of things do they do?”

“It runs the gamut really. You would think that people who are getting ready to get married would be happy and filled with optimism. Instead, it seems like planning a wedding could bring out the absolute worst in people. Suddenly, everything is stressful and overdramatic, or they see themselves as the absolute most important person who has ever stepped foot on the planet and they need to be pampered and showered with all the attention. You would be stunned at how many women walk through the door of my office acting as if they were the first person to have ever been engaged.

“I have had brides have complete meltdowns over a difference in the shade of pink that they wanted that was so slight no one else would be able to tell which shade they wanted and which the wrong one was. I have had women call me in hysterics in the middle of the night because they realized that they couldn’t guarantee the azalea bushes at the outdoor venue they’d chosen would bloom with the right blend of colors in the correct density to properly highlight her dress.”

I can’t help but laugh a little. “What does that even mean?”

“I still don’t know. But those are just some of the negative ones. People who want to control everybody’s actions and thoughts and feelings and what they look like on the day of their wedding. People who have asked me to contact their family members and demand they cover their tattoos, change the color of their hair, or not look pregnant when they come to the wedding. Others who want to know the appropriate way to require their guests to purchase tickets for their wedding ceremony, with the price varying based on where they sit in the venue. Spoilers, there is no appropriate way to do that.

“Those are the kind of brides that can make planning a wedding take three times as long as it should because they are so exacting about what they want. They have to have everything down to the most minuscule detail, and sometimes it’s just not possible, but the same thing has to be done over and over again to try to get their approval. I have stepped away from working with several women like that.

“Fortunately—if you can say it that way—there are other brides who are a problem but not in a negative way. These are the ones who are obsessively invested in every single detail of the wedding. They are so excited and so happy and just so full of enthusiasm for every aspect of their wedding day they can’t help but let it bubble over. They are constantly calling, wanting to chat about everything. They want to check in about every venue. They want to taste every cake in existence. These ones are very time-consuming, but at least they are pleasant,” she says.

“Have you had anyone like that in the last few months?” I ask.

“No one who stands out in my mind,” she says.

The conversation didn’t give me much to go on. I toss my phone onto the seat beside me and am about to pull out of the parking spot when something Mila said clicks into place in my mind. I turn off the engine.

Gavin looks surprised to see me walk back through the door. He’s standing with a customer looking over a display of bracelets he has placed on top of the glass display case.

“Hi, again,” he says.

“Hi. I don’t mean to interrupt. This will only take a second,” I say.

He nods and looks back at the customer. “Can you give me just a second? I’ll be right back.”

The man agrees, and Gavin walks down the display to where I’m standing.

“I was just talking to a wedding planner that Bellamy had been talking to, and she said something that got me thinking. You said you were designing Grace’s new engagement ring and that you wished she would have been able to see it before she died,” I say.

“Yeah,” he says. “I just finished it. She would have loved it.”

“I’m sure she would have. My question is, what took you so long to make it?”

Gavin looks at me strangely. “What do you mean?”

“Todd told me he asked Grace to marry him when they were watching a Christmas movie. He had already asked you to start making the ring. I’m sure making a custom ring isn’t a super-fast project, but I can’t imagine it would take months to achieve, especially when it’s for someone as important as your best friend. It made me wonder just how specific Todd was about the design of the ring and how much freedom you had to make it what you thought Grace would want,” I say. “And if she was already engaged to him technically, why didn’t you show her the ring as it was being made so she could have input too?”

“Todd wanted it to be a complete surprise,” Gavin tells me. “He didn’t want her to see it at all until he could put it on her finger. When he first came to me to ask me to make her ring, I thought it was going to be like when Dylan did. He gave me pretty much carte blanche to do what I wanted to do as long as it included the size diamond he wanted and fit in with the budget he gave me.”

“Is that common?” I ask.

“More common than people think. People who want custom jewelry for their loved ones usually come in with ideas and things they know the person wants, but they aren’t experts. They aren’t jewelers who know how to craft pieces that look good and will complement a person’s individuality. That’s why a lot of custom pieces are fully designed by the jeweler with only surface input from the purchaser. They’ll say what kind of stone they want, the color of the precious metal, maybe a general idea of style, but that’s about it. I’ve had friends in the industry who are so good at designing custom pieces they can ask a person three questions and immediately know the type of jewelry they would like.

“So when Dylan came to me and asked for me to design Grace’s engagement ring, that’s exactly what he wanted. He knew how well I know her. I would be able to make something that she would love. So he didn’t interfere. I figured that would be the same with Todd, but it wasn’t. He had very specific ideas of what he wanted and what he didn’t want. He was very careful about each element and had me go through several rounds of sketches and edits before he approved the final design.

“He even outright refused to use certain elements that would have made the ring really special and that I know would have looked great. Things Grace had pointed out to me before that she loved. But Todd would not use them. Period. No flexibility. It’s the only time he and I have had any friction. I just couldn’t understand why he was being so resistant to these details that would have been so beautiful. I even tried to slip one of them in and show him a prototype, and he immediately rejected it, so I had to start again. He was having absolutely none of it.”

“But he liked the final design?” I ask.

“He said it was perfect,” Gavin tells me.

“Did you think that was odd coming from him? Did it make you worry he was more controlling than you thought?” I ask.

“I mean, for a brief time, yes, I might have had some hesitation about the way he was acting, but it wasn’t serious. I could still see how he was treating Grace, and outside of talking about the ring, he was just the same person he always had been. I figured he was just really focused on making sure she got the perfect engagement ring. He knew what she had been through and wanted to give her the fairy tale. I didn’t really have any reason to think anything else. He wouldn’t elaborate on why he wouldn’t use certain things. He just said he wouldn’t use them.

“At the end of the day, it really wasn’t my decision to make. He was the one who was giving her the ring. Him being happy with it was really what mattered. And as long as it looked completely different from the one I already made for her, I would be happy with it..”

I let Gavin get back to his customer and return to my car. Taking out my phone, I call Todd. He sounds cautiously hopeful when he answers the phone, as if he thinks I’m calling to give him an update. That always makes my heart sink a little. Every time I’m working on a case that closely involves the family members of the victims, I have these moments. They think that anytime the phone rings, it’s going to be that conversation they’ve been waiting for, the words that are going to change everything.

I don’t have that for him right now. But I’m not going to stop until I do.

“Do you have some time right now?” I ask.

“Sure,” he says.

“Have you had lunch? Do you want to meet up and grab something to eat? I’ve been running nonstop since this morning and could really use a break,” I tell him.

He agrees, and we make plans to meet at a restaurant on the other end of town. I get there before him and scan over the menu. Everything looks good, and I’m no closer to zeroing in on my decision when Todd comes in.

“I recommend the hot turkey,” he says as if he can see the indecision on my face.

That’s all the endorsement I need, and we both put in orders for the same thing. When the waitress has walked away from the table, Todd looks across at me, raising his eyebrows slightly as he takes a sip of his drink.

“As much of a pleasure as it always is to see you, Agent Griffin, I don’t think you brought me out here just to have a lunch companion,” he says. “Has something happened with the case?”

“I just wanted to ask you about something. I believe Grace may have been targeted specifically because of her jewelry. Particularly the engagement ring Gavin was designing for you to give her. I talked to him about it, and he said it took him so long to design and make the ring because you had very specific ideas about what you wanted for the ring and what elements you wouldn’t allow to be part of the design,” I say.

“It was the single most important piece of jewelry I thought I would ever buy,” he says. “I believed I would be putting it on the hand of the woman I would spend the rest of my life with. I wanted to make sure it expressed everything I ever wanted to say to her without words. And that every time she looked down at her hand and saw it, she felt how much I loved her. The whole point of having it custom designed was so that she was the only woman in the world who had anything like it.”

“And that makes complete sense. But he emphasized that there were things you wanted, but also there were actually more things that you specified you would not allow to be part of the design. Even things he thought were really beautiful and that he knew Grace would love. I’m just curious about that,” I say.

The waitress comes back with two large plates mounded with fluffy mashed potatoes, sliced turkey breast, and a river of rich gravy. She puts one down in front of each of us, checks in to make sure we have everything we need, and walks away again. Todd takes a polite bite of the food before reaching for a saltshaker and adding a sprinkle.

“Yeah, I probably was a bit of a pain when it came to designing her ring. I’ll admit that. And honestly, it really was because I wanted Grace to have the perfect engagement ring. I wanted it to fulfill all her dreams. But I was really particular about a few things because they brought up some memories I would really rather not have to think about.”

“Did they have to do with the person you were in a relationship with before Grace?” I ask.

He gives me a slightly surprised look.

“I had a talk with her parents and her sister, Tory. They were telling me that they thought one of the reasons your relationship with Grace was so close so quickly, and why you got along so well with Gavin, is that you were all kind of dealing with the fallout from the end of your relationships around the same time period. Obviously, Grace was still grappling with the effects of her divorce from Dylan, Gavin had just gotten out of a relationship, and apparently, you had just gone through a bad breakup as well.”

“That’s true,” Todd says. “And as petty as it sounds coming out of my mouth, yeah, that’s the reason I avoided certain design elements in the engagement ring. I was in a long-term relationship before I met Grace. It had been a couple of years by the time I met Grace, and I had had a couple of casual relationships in between, but nothing serious. I didn’t want anything serious after the relationship that I had just dealt with. Suffice it to say, it did not end well. I hadn’t had any contact with my ex in probably a year before I decided that I wanted to ask Grace to marry me.

“I felt like I was so over Claire that I didn’t even really think about her or the end of our relationship when I was making those plans. But as soon as Gavin and I started talking about Grace’s engagement ring, it all just kind of flooded back. I got squeamish about certain elements of the engagement ring because Claire had been extremely outspoken about what she wanted for her ring, and I just didn’t want to even skirt near that. I didn’t want anything that would even remind me of her, much less resemble the kind of ring she wanted.”

“You said long-term relationship,” I point out. “Were you engaged?”

“No,” he says. “I was most assuredly not engaged to Claire. I know it probably sounds completely unreasonable for me to react that way. And if somebody else told me they felt like that, I would probably tell them they were being ridiculous. But that was my reaction. I just wanted to separate the two as much as was humanly possible.”

It does sound a little unreasonable, but I’m not going to judge him. I have experienced a broken engagement before, and while I was not particularly upset about the end of the relationship, I still wouldn’t want to dwell on it or anything that would make me think of that relationship or its end, especially associated with my marriage.

“What was Claire’s last name?” I ask.

“Guinness,” he says.

Something about that name strikes me. I tumble it around in my brain, trying to figure out why it sounds familiar—aside from the beer, that is. Nothing comes up. I reach into my bag and pull out the envelope I took from Dylan.

“I meant to show you this,” I say, putting the envelope down and sliding it across the table toward him.

Todd wipes his fingertips on his napkin before picking up the envelope as he swallows a bite of turkey. He flips the envelope back and forth like he’s making sure he sees everything written on it.

“What’s this?” he asks.

“I got that from Dylan Cooper. That’s his address on the front. His PO box,” I say.

“I don’t understand,” Todd says. “What was in this? Why would Grace have sent anything to him?”

“So that is Grace’s handwriting?” I say.

He nods. “Yes. I mean, it looks like it. I just don’t understand what’s going on. She said she wasn’t in contact with him at all.”

“That’s what I’m trying to understand too,” I say. “Remember we found out that she had taken the money out of her bank account so that she could meet up with that seller from the marketplace and buy the pocket watch?”

“Yes,” he says.

“Before I found out about that, I was at Grace’s parents’ house talking to them, and when I left, Dylan Cooper followed me until I got to a gas station. He didn’t try to run me off the road or anything, but it was definitely a threatening feeling. And when I got out to confront him, he told me he had been to the post office that day for the first time in a while, and this envelope was in his PO box. He said there was three thousand dollars in cash in the envelope,” I say.

“What?” Todd asks, sounding appalled at just the thought. “Why would Grace be sending him money?”

“That’s the thing. We both know she got that money out of the bank account to buy a pocket watch. Whether or not that listing was authentic and what happened to the seller is still a question, but she didn’t take that money out of the bank account in order to send it to her ex-husband. And according to her banking records, there weren’t any other large withdrawals, or even moderate-sized cash withdrawals, anytime in the last several months.

“All the transactions on her records are pretty predictable. Gas, groceries, housing payments, some shopping. Nothing out of the ordinary. Right up until she took that money out at the same time she said she was going to meet the person selling the watch. Now, why would she tell somebody she was going to purchase a watch from them in cash, but then turn around and put that cash in an envelope and mail it to her ex-husband without any explanation? And if you notice, the postmark on the envelope says that it was sent a couple of days after the last time she was seen,” I say.

“He took the money from her and then mailed it to himself a couple of days later with an envelope he forced her to fill out with his PO box address?” Todd asks, sounding bewildered. “What would be the point of that?”

“He insists that she wanted to get back with him, and that’s why she sent the money. Which doesn’t make any sense if he is the one who killed her,” I say.

“Why?” Todd asks. “Wouldn’t he want to create some sort of cover-up for what he did?”

“And why wouldn’t he have done something like that for Sharon Bates or for Bellamy?” I ask. “And if he was just going to take her with the full intention of killing her, why go through the hassle of having her fill out the envelope and then mail him the money without also having her write a note saying she loved him, she was sorry, she wanted him back, something? If the whole point was that he was going to claim she decided she wanted him back and that she was sending him the money as a step toward repaying the money he’d spent on legal fees and that he had lost when he lost his job, why would he only have the envelope? It doesn’t fit together.

“And from what you, her parents, and Gavin have told me, I don’t think that she would have reacted well if she got to the designated meetup place and saw Dylan there. She definitely wouldn’t have just gotten in his car and gone with him. The whole point of her insisting on meeting in public places was so that she would be safe, right? Which means if she got there and saw him sitting there waiting for her, all she would have to do was approach one of the other people there. Or scream. There wouldn’t have been an opportunity for him to take her, take the money, and go through all that performance. Someone else posted that pocket watch and lured her to meet them.”

Todd frowns. “Again, though… and then they took the money and sent it to Dylan? I don’t understand why they would do that.”

“Neither do I,” I say.

He looks at the envelope again, his eyes narrowing slightly.

“What?”

He shakes his head, dropping the envelope back down to the table. “Nothing. I was just noticing the green ink. I’ve never known Grace to carry around a green pen.”

“Hm.”

I pick the envelope back up and look at it again before tucking it back into my bag.
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On my drive home after lunch, I call Eric again to check if there have been any developments.

“Nothing significant,” he tells me. “I’ve been able to piece together a bit more about her movements before she left the hotel based on some surveillance, but it isn’t much, and there isn’t anything after she left. She didn’t use her debit card again after leaving, and I haven’t been able to find any security cameras anywhere in the area that show her movements. I checked with every store and restaurant in the area. None of them was able to recognize her, and they didn’t have any footage of someone matching her description. There still haven’t been any sightings of her car, but there are alerts out everywhere,” he says.

“What about her phone records? What did the phone company say?” I ask.

“Exactly what I thought they would. We’re still battling with them because she and I aren’t married. It means I’m not her next of kin, and she is the primary person on the account, so I can’t just go in and ask for the records for her number. I had Violet call, but that didn’t do any good either. Even though she is technically Bellamy’s next of kin, their excuse for her is that Bellamy is an adult and is allowed to not answer the phone if she doesn’t want to. She is also entitled to privacy, and until there is something more significant, they have to go through legal channels in order to release the records.

“I got the warrant and had it submitted. The phone company said they’re reviewing it and will get back to me. No time frame. It’s like they aren’t even paying attention. I get that she is an adult and allowed to do what she wants, but how long does somebody have to not have been seen or show any digital sign of life before they can be considered missing and potentially at risk?” he asks.

“You know, that’s a question we’ve asked ourselves a thousand times before,” I say. “And one people have asked us just as many times.”

“It’s different, Emma. This is Bellamy.”

“I know.”

Dealing with the red tape and policies is infuriating and heartbreaking. I understand the importance of protecting people’s right to privacy and allowing adults to be able to move through life without feeling like they are constantly being monitored or that other people can easily find them. There are definitely times when people need to be able to sink into obscurity or simply move on without having to answer to others. Finding out more about the work my mother did rescuing women and children in terrifying situations only solidified my belief in the urgency of protecting privacy and defending people’s ability to make their own decisions without continuous exposure.

But when it is so clear that a person hasn’t just made a decision, that there is something wrong, having to wade through all the policies and procedures, proving the risk, is frustrating and enraging. Every single second is critical when it comes to someone who has been abducted. Having access to the information about Bellamy’s phone, being able to read her text messages and see who she was communicating with, could be vital to finding her while she is still alive.
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“Now that I know she went back to get her dress from the convention floor, it makes sense that she wasn’t there to get her ride,” I tell the guys later. “She might have thought she would be able to hurry back there, grab the dress, and get back in time for the car to get to her. But for whatever reason, they got there too fast and weren’t patient enough to wait, or she took longer to get out there. Whatever happened, the driver canceled the ride because she wasn’t there.

“That makes sense now, but it still leaves the question of how she left the convention center. We know for sure Sharon Bates did not drive to the convention. We know she tried to get a ride through a rideshare app to leave. And then after that ride was canceled, there’s no other record of her requesting another ride. She had to have left somehow.”

“Could she have taken a taxi?” Sam asks.

“The police already checked in with the taxi companies as part of the initial investigation. None of them have any record of any of their drivers picking up a fare that matches Sharon’s description. They were able to match up all the fares from that area for the entire day,” I say.

“It could have been an independent taxi driver,” Dean offers. “There are people who buy their own taxis and head out on their own rather than working for a company.”

“The police put out a call to all the private owners. It’s possible whoever picked her up wouldn’t report it, but we have to hope someone figures out it was them and comes forward,” I say.

I look over the list of names in front of me again, running my fingertip under each of them.

“What’s that?” Dean asks.

“It’s a list of all of Sharon Bates’s social media contacts.” I look at Xavier. “Claire Guinness.” He blinks at me. “No? Nothing?”

“Who is that?” Dean asks.

“I don’t know,” Xavier says.

“She is Todd’s ex-girlfriend,” I say.

“Todd, like Grace Turner’s fiancé?” Sam asks.

“Yes. I was talking to him earlier about when he was designing Grace’s engagement ring because Gavin said he was really specific about it and had some elements that he wouldn’t allow in the design. Anyway, he said it was because he had this really intense ex, and the relationship ended badly. He didn’t want anything that would remind him of her in the engagement ring that he was designing for Grace. He told me her name, and it just stuck with me.”

“I feel like I’ve heard it. Or I’ve seen it. I know that name for some reason. I figured if I had said it before, Xavier would remember.”

“I do not,” he says.

“That’s all right,” I say, letting out a sigh as I comb my fingers back through my hair. “It might just be the beer brand. But I just can’t stop thinking about it. I even went through the lists that I’d gotten from all the vendors. They had sign-up sheets where the attendees could give them their contact information. I went through all of them to see if her name showed up, and it didn’t. I don’t know why it sounds so familiar.”

“How about the registrations for the convention?” Xavier asks. “Usually for events like that, when people buy their tickets, they have to register with their name.”

“That’s true,” Dean says. “Just because they were in attendance doesn’t mean that they gave their contact information to any of the vendors. Sometimes people go to those things without any intention of hiring anybody. They’re just there to enjoy the atmosphere or get ideas. Maybe you did hear somebody say her name when they were talking about people who were at the convention.”

“Xavier, you always come through for me,” I say. “I might not know it until weeks or months down the line, but you do.”

I contact the organizer of the convention, and she confirms that everyone who attended the bridal shows is listed on her registration records. That includes everyone who bought tickets as well as guests of the vendors who were given comped tickets. I ask for the registration lists for her shows, and within the hour, my inbox has the names of everyone who has attended the bridal shows in the area for the last five years.

“If you give me a few minutes, I can get all that into a program to cross-reference the lists,” Dean says. “And I’ll show you which people attended more than one of the events. Somebody who is coming to shows to stalk people or scope out potential victims might have gone to more than one.”

“Wouldn’t that mean the killer chose the idea of murders associated with weddings first rather than knowing the individual victims they wanted to target?” Sam asks.

“It could,” I say. “But it could also show them following the individual victims to the different events. Go for it. Babe, how far are these locations apart?” I show Sam the names of the different towns the woman included. “Do you think any of them are too far to be reasonably included?”

Sam looks over them. “Giles is the outlier. It’s about three hours away from any of the other ones.”

“So not likely that any of the women would have traveled that far just to go to a bridal show. Especially if they were planning their weddings close to their location,” I say. “Dean, go ahead and eliminate Giles. That should narrow the list.”

When he’s finished processing the lists, Dean brings the cross-referenced names to me.

“I searched for the name Claire Guinness as well as any instance of her first and last name,” he says and points out. “Look.”

“Somebody named Claire Guinness bought a ticket to two of the bridal shows almost three years ago. Then she was comped tickets to two other events. Her name also shows up again on the comp list for the show a few weeks ago, the one that Sharon went to,” I say.

“It does,” Dean says. “But if you look at the original list, it was crossed out.”

“Who comped her the tickets?” Sam asks.

“A newspaper,” I say. “Every time. But there is an entire list of media who were given access to the convention. Her name isn’t on there. That’s really interesting. Why would a newspaper comp tickets to somebody who isn’t a reporter?”

I could reach out to Claire Guinness directly, but I decide against it. I don’t know what’s really going on, and I want to preserve the investigation as much as possible. That means limiting the number of people with whom I share details and not making anything more complicated than it needs to be. Todd was very clear that his relationship with Claire didn’t come to an amicable end and he hasn’t been in contact with her. I don’t want to bring her in and cause more difficulty if she doesn’t actually have any valuable information to share.

Instead, I decide to contact the newspaper to find out why Claire Guinness was invited to the show multiple times. According to Todd, they were never engaged. Which leaves me wondering why she would go to one of these shows at all, much less attend multiple times.

My eyes drift over to the list again and lock on Violet’s name. My heart aches, and the sick feeling of panic grows in my belly. Time is ticking by, and I’m getting more and more afraid for Bellamy. It seems all the information we’re finding is coming in little shreds. Nothing that actually points to what might have happened to her or where she is. As the days pass, I am all too aware of the time that elapsed for the women who have been found dead. The time between abduction and death was far shorter for Grace than it was for Sharon. If the pattern continues, Bellamy might not have much time left.
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It takes until the next day for me to find out that it was a special interest editor named Anita Pierce who had invited Claire Guinness to the bridal shows. When she calls me back, she is warm and bubbly, and we make plans to meet at a coffee shop halfway between Sherwood and her office. When she arrives, she looks just like I would have expected her to. Her eyes are bright and shining, bouncing around her like they are taking in everything in her surroundings. Her smile is warm and genuine, offered to whoever might happen to look her way. I half expect her to gather me in a hug when she spots me.

Instead, she offers her hand and shakes mine enthusiastically.

“Anita,” she says. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“Agent Griffin,” I say. “You can call me Emma. Thank you for coming out here to talk to me.”

“Of course,” she says. “I’m happy to help you any way I can. But I have to admit, I’m a little bit confused. I don’t know what I would be able to offer the FBI. I’m not an investigative journalist. I’m not even a reporter. I don’t get involved with things like crime and corruption. I focus on happy things.”

“I can understand that,” I say. “Have you heard about Sharon Bates and Grace Turner?”

“Of course,” she says. “It’s tragic what happened to those women. I don’t understand how anybody could take something as beautiful and wonderful as getting married and turn it into such horror. I didn’t have the opportunity to meet either one of them, but I’ve read a few things online about them, and it seems like they were really lovely people. I’m just not sure why you would want to talk to me about them.”

“I actually wanted to talk to you about a different woman. Do you remember the name Claire Guinness?” I ask.

Her hand flies up to cover her mouth, and her eyes widen. “Has something happened to Claire?”

“No,” I tell her, shaking my head to try to reassure her. “No, that’s not it. I’m just trying to make some connections, that’s all. I’m just clarifying some information I got.”

Anita presses her hand to her chest. “Thank goodness.” She takes a sip of her water. “I do remember Claire. I write a column highlighting unique stories about couples getting married. There’s nothing quite as wonderful as listening to people who are truly in love talk about how they came together and the lives they are building for each other. I find most of my articles at bridal shows. And as soon as I saw Claire, I knew she would be perfect.

“I met her a few years ago, and I was immediately taken by her. She has such a bubbly personality and just seemed so excited. I think the best way to describe her and how she was talking about her upcoming wedding would be ‘starry-eyed.’ Everything about it excited her. Even the tiniest little details made her well up with emotion. I couldn’t wait to talk to her more about her love story and the wedding.”

“Was her fiancé there with her?” I ask.

“No. She was there alone. A lot of brides are in my experience, grooms don’t often attend these events. It’s usually either the women by themselves or with their bridal party. Occasionally you see the grooms there as well, which is always fun. But it didn’t deter me that Claire was there by herself. She was just so obviously in love and filled with enthusiasm and excitement. Most of the time when I meet a bride who I think would make an interesting article, I talk to her a little bit, and then we exchange contact information so that we can continue later. But with Claire, I just got so swept up in her. It was like her enthusiasm was infectious. We ended up talking for almost an hour about her and her boyfriend.”

“Boyfriend?” I ask. “She described him as her boyfriend?”

Anita’s eyes narrow slightly like she’s remembering the bewilderment she felt during that initial conversation.

“She did. That stood out to me as well. When you speak to any brides as I do, you quickly realize just how eager most of them are to use the word fiancé as many times as they possibly can. They try to slip it into every conversation. It’s the shiny new thing they get to put on display they love it. But depending on how early they are in their engagement, sometimes they default to saying boyfriend. So I figured that maybe Claire had just misspoken.

“But then she told me she had already attended one of these events. And I realized she wasn’t a newbie bride. The last event had been a couple of months before that one, so if she had gotten engaged before that one, she should have been comfortable talking about him as her fiancé. It interested me, so I asked her about it, and Claire admitted she wasn’t even officially engaged. At least, not in the traditional sense,” Anita says.

“‘Not in the traditional sense’?” I ask. “What exactly does that mean? I mean, I had a little bit there when there was some ambiguity around whether I was engaged to my now-husband or not, but that was more because I didn’t know if he had answered when I asked. Not because I wasn’t sure what entails being engaged.”

She gives me a mischievous little smile. “You asked your husband to marry you?”

“I did,” I say. “We actually asked each other. But I technically asked first. But I had just been shot and I fell unconscious before I heard his answer, so there is a little bit of an ongoing debate between us as to whether that counts or if it was just shock and delirium.”

I can see the gears in the woman’s mind turning, and I hurry to keep the conversation on track.

“What did she mean by being ‘not engaged in the traditional sense’?”

“Claire told me she felt in her heart she was meant to be with her boyfriend and that they were going to have their happily ever after. She said it was love at first sight and she knew from that first day that they were going to get married someday,” she says. “He hadn’t asked her yet, but she wanted to be prepared.”

“That’s not just ‘not engaged in the traditional sense,’ that’s not engaged at all,” I point out. “Why would she be going to multiple bridal shows? How would that prepare her for her boyfriend proposing if he was ever going to?”

“She explained that her boyfriend dealt with a lot of stress and always wanted things to be perfect. He would overthink things and delay getting started with things because he would want to do them exactly right and didn’t feel like he had the time. Claire felt like that was what was standing in the way of their future together. As much as she wanted to have the fairy tale of the romantic proposal, she also didn’t want to have to worry that what was supposed to be the happiest time of her life so far would be stressful and difficult. She wanted to take control of that.

“So she did. As soon as they started talking about what their future together would be like and she was confident she was ready to get married, she started making plans. She started making it very clear to him what kind of ring she would want so he could take that step himself. The rest, she took on for herself. She decided she would go ahead and start the planning and get as much as possible in place so that when he did propose, she could surprise him with a wedding that was already pretty much planned so he didn’t have to stress about it. He would be able to just enjoy the engagement,” Anita says.

“I’ve heard of little girls thinking about their weddings and even people starting to put some ideas together when they are in a serious relationship, but that seems to be taking it to another level,” I say.

“I know. It was the first I’d ever heard of something like that, but I loved it. I thought it was so much fun and that it so vividly and accurately reflected modern couples. Some people still have this idea that proposals are big surprises and women are just swept off their feet when it happens. Of course, there are still times when that does happen, but it’s not nearly as common as it used to be. The idea of the surprise proposal being the first time couples ever talk about marriage isn’t really realistic anymore. Couples are together a lot longer now before they make the commitment, and they talk about it a lot before getting engaged.

“Most of the time, couples are well aware of their intent to marry long before a proposal ever happens. Sometimes they plan the proposal together. It isn’t so much an actual proposal as it is just a formal start of the process of getting married. It’s a much more mutual experience now than it ever has been before, and a lot of that is a reflection of how busier and more stressful our lives are now than they ever have been before. When I heard Claire talking about this plan of taking control of her dream wedding and getting it in place on her terms, it seemed so appropriate. This was a smart, organized, driven woman handling her wedding the way she would handle her life and getting planning underway in advance so her engagement didn’t have to be as long or difficult when it happened,” she says.

Anita hasn’t mentioned his name, but her talking about the engagement ring was enough to convince me this is Todd’s ex-girlfriend, and I am listening to the story of what happened before the demise of their relationship.

“That is a really good spin on it,” I tell her. “I’m sure people would like to read something like that.”

“I thought so too! In fact, I was so taken by Claire and her story I decided I wanted to do more than just my usual column about her. I wanted to follow her progress as she planned the wedding and then write a feature on her engagement and wedding. I wouldn’t publish anything about her yet because I didn’t want her boyfriend to read about it and have Claire’s surprise ruined, so everything would be kept just between us for the time. I invited her to the next show on a guest ticket. She had such a wonderful time, and I enjoyed speaking with her so much that I invited her to the next as well,” she says.

“And the last show?” I ask. “I got your information because I saw that she had been invited to come to the show, but then her name was crossed off the list.”

Anita looks down at her cup and shifts uncomfortably in her seat for a second. “Yes, that was an accident. I didn’t actually intend to reach out to her for this show. It was very awkward for me when I realized the mistake had been made because I broke off communication with her after the disaster with her wedding.”
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Her mention of Claire’s wedding surprises me. Todd specifically said they were not engaged. He talked about his relationship with her like he was just dating her, albeit for an extended time, and then they broke up. Badly. But it was just the end of a relationship. There had never been any mention of him proposing to her, her proposing to him, there being a wedding. Nothing.

“The wedding? So he did propose eventually?” I ask.

“Not exactly,” Anita says. “This is where things get awkward. It’s why I decided to fully break off communication with Claire. I felt like I contributed in a way to what happened, and I just had to separate myself from it. Maybe that wasn’t the most professional course of action to take, but it was the only thing I could think of to do at the time.”

“I don’t understand,” I say. “What happened? How could you possibly have had anything to do with there being a disaster of a wedding? And how could there have been a wedding if they were never engaged?”

“I told you Claire was very enthusiastic and extremely excited the whole spiel. She had so much fun at the bridal events and swept me up into it as well. She loved the idea of me writing about them. She already thought they were such a unique and inspirational couple, but she wanted to take it a step further. If they were going to be in the newspaper, she wanted to, as they say, give people something to talk about. And she certainly did. She came up with a scheme to really stand out. Now, if it had worked out the way she envisioned it, it would have been amazing. Unfortunately, it didn’t.

“Claire decided she wasn’t going to wait any longer for her boyfriend to propose. It had already been far longer than she thought it would be, and she was getting really impatient. She worried he was so obsessed with the idea of making the proposal perfect or worrying about all the little details like creating a budget and making announcements that he would never actually do it. She didn’t want to wait anymore, and so she decided to take all of it on herself. Rather than waiting for him to propose and then telling him she had already done the bulk of the wedding planning and they just needed to plug in a few little things like dates and fine details, she took the reins for the entire wedding. She decided she was going to take control and do the whole thing… right down to the proposing. But that wasn’t enough for her. She couldn’t just ask. She didn’t want to propose the way you did.”

“Again, I had just been shot. Probably not something anyone should aspire to,” I say.

“Well, you still asked. And then you had an engagement, right?” Anita asks.

“Yes,” I tell her. “We were engaged for a year.”

“That would have been far too much for Claire. She came up with the idea of truncating it all. Rather than there being a short engagement, there wasn’t going to be an engagement at all. At least, not one any longer than it took to get dressed and walk down an aisle. She planned the entire wedding. She made all the arrangements and finalized all the details. She even managed to leverage the fact that this whole thing was going to be in the newspaper in order to get some local businesses to be a part of it at a drastically discounted rate.

“I didn’t know she was doing that, but when I found out, I understood. Again, this was a driven and forward-thinking bride. Remember, all this time, I have never met her boyfriend. All I had to go on was what she told me about their relationship. So I had this very clear image of a loving and deeply committed couple who were looking forward to their future together, even if they hadn’t made any specific plans together yet. I admit I was just as dreamy about the idea as Claire was. All I could imagine was that it was going to be an incredible feature for the newspaper and something this couple would be able to cherish and talk to their children and grandchildren about years into the future.

“I was really excited the day of the wedding. Claire had gotten everything set up. There were decorations and food. Guests. Everything. She hadn’t told the guests they were coming to their wedding. It was supposed to be just a gathering. But then when everyone was there and her boyfriend arrived, she came out of the back in a wedding gown and surprised him with the whole thing.”

“I take it he wasn’t as thrilled with the prospect as she thought he was going to be,” I say.

“That is a massive understatement. He was absolutely mortified. He left her right then and there, in front of everyone. He didn’t even take her to the side and talk to her. He completely melted down and ended their entire relationship while she was standing there in a wedding gown in front of everybody. I witnessed it all. It was mortifying. I could see how humiliated Claire was. But also, how crushed and disillusioned she was. She had built up an entire fantasy of what their relationship was and how their future was going to play out, and then she was smashed into little bits very publicly.

“After that, I just couldn’t bring myself to stay in communication with her. I didn’t think it was the right thing to do to talk to her still or, obviously, invite her to any other bridal events. I’m not sure exactly how it happened, but when the list of comped guest tickets was being compiled, my assistant accidentally put Claire’s name on it. As soon as she mentioned it to me, I pointed out her mistake, and we canceled the ticket.”
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I’ve missed two calls from Eric by the time I get back in the car. I call him back as I’m driving toward Todd’s house.

“The team cleared everything from Dylan Cooper’s house,” he tells me. “They checked his computer, his tablet, and his phone. There’s nothing on there about the online marketplace or any kind of communication about the pocket watch. The company that runs the marketplace also got back to me, and the IP addresses don’t match. Now, that doesn’t always mean anything. He could be using a VPN. He could be going to a local library making all the communications.”

“No,” I say. “That doesn’t fit in with the other crimes. He’s not the one who was pretending to sell the watch. Someone else had her meet them, got the money from her, then for one reason or another, sent it to Dylan.”

“He’s working with someone.”

“I don’t think so. Again, there would be no reason to fake her sending him that money. He’s arrogant, but I don’t think he’s so in his own head that he thinks we wouldn’t eventually find out about the pocket watch if he knew about it. Him telling me about the cash, knowing exactly how much she got out of the bank, would just be flaunting that he did it. Not totally unheard of. There have been plenty of killers before who have gone out of their way to stay involved in the investigation and even showed off parts of how they did it just to mess with investigators, but I really don’t see Dylan Cooper doing that.

“He’s a pissed-off guy who really hates that the wife he thought he could control forever took back her life and held him accountable for the way he treated her. And even more than that, he hates that he wasn’t able to convince her to take him back and that she was moving on. That’s every narcissistic jackass who abuses his wife and she finally gets away.

“I’m not saying I don’t think he had it in him to kill Grace. I absolutely believe that if she had gone back to him or even if he had just been able to get her under his control for a short time, he would have eventually murdered her. But I don’t think he would make it into a production. He wouldn’t toy with people like this. Frankly, it wouldn’t be worth it to him. Killing Grace would have been about the ultimate control. He isn’t disconnected from reality. I don’t think he had anything to do with this. Whoever sent him that money is making him a part of it. I just don’t know why.”

“Where are you going now?” Eric asks.

“To talk to Todd again. I just had a very interesting conversation with the newspaper editor, and I want to hear his side of what she told me about his ex. If it’s anything like what she said, Claire might be the perfect fit for the next victim.”

“What do you mean?”

I grimace. “Something blue.”
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Todd visibly recoils when he hears me mention Anita’s name. It’s obvious from that first second that he knows exactly who I’m talking about when I say I’ve just met with her.

“Why would you meet with her?” he asks. “Is she planning on doing an article comparing the two worst times of my life?”

“I contacted her,” I say. “But before I get into any of that, I need you to be honest with me. I’m going to say that right off the bat so that I know we’re on the same page. I need you to tell me the truth and not try to hide anything or keep anything back, all right?”

“I haven’t been trying to hide anything,” he says. “I don’t have any reason to.”

“You told me that you had a long-term relationship with Claire and it ended badly,” I say.

“And that’s exactly what happened,” he says. “We were together for about two years, and it ended fairly spectacularly, but I have a feeling you already know that. I’m not trying to keep anything back. I just didn’t go into all the details about it because I didn’t think it was relevant. It happened a long time ago, and she isn’t a part of my life anymore. I thought talking about her and our relationship could make Grace’s investigation more complicated.”

“Well, that’s the thing. It might have already. That’s why I need to know everything. I got one perspective of this story from Anita, but she admits she never spoke to you. She didn’t know you during the time that she was interacting with Claire, and so she didn’t actually know what was going on. Only you can tell me that right now,” I say.

“Let me grab a drink, and I’ll tell you everything,” he says.

He walks out of the room and comes back a few moments later with a platter of cheese, crackers, meat, and nuts along with a couple of bottled beers. It looks like he’s settling in for something somewhere in between a football party and the pre-dinner hours on Thanksgiving. He sees me eyeing the beer when he sits down and cringes a bit.

“Oh. You probably can’t drink while you’re working. Sorry. Can I get you water or tea or something?”

“Just water is fine.”

Him going straight for the beer before delving into the story seems significant to me. Hearing what happened from Anita was bad enough, and she was only telling me the happy side of Claire’s perspective. It seems Todd’s side of it is bad enough to require some liquid courage to revisit.

“I really hate to admit this because it sounds ridiculous, but I met Claire in the same park where I met Grace. That actually might be part of why I was so resistant to anything reminding me of her when my relationship with Grace actually started getting serious. I didn’t ever want her to feel like she was my redo. Like I had just chosen her because she was there and was trying to replace all the memories with her.

“Anyway, I met Claire at the park. She was friendly and bubbly. More outgoing than most of the people I know, but that might have been part of what attracted me to her. She was something different. So we started dating, and it seemed like we were having a good time together. Honestly, I’ve never been the type to just kind of casually date. I’ve never gone to bars and picked women up and had one-night stands with them or anything like that. I don’t go on a couple of dates and then jump to the next woman. My brother likes to call me the serial monogamist. I just like focusing on one person and seeing if there’s a future.

“Even though that’s how I approach relationships though, I was young. I wasn’t at a place where I was thinking about jumping straight into marriage or anything. I was very comfortable just being together and seeing where things went. Claire was intense, pretty much from the beginning. I don’t think we had been together for more than a couple of weeks when she first told me she loved me. I was able to kind of laugh it off, and she backed up a bit, but there was always that rush in her. After a while, I actually had to sit down with her and talk about this feeling that she was putting pressure on us that I didn’t think needed to be there. Things were good, and I thought we should just relax and live in the moment.”

“How did she take that?” I ask.

“Surprisingly, pretty well. Things got more comfortable, and I thought everything was going to be good for a little while. But I was really noticing the type of person Claire was. It wasn’t my first impression of her. She’s bubbly and outgoing. But also clingy and really desperate for attention. Everything always had to be about her. If I was doing anything, I was expected to include her. If I didn’t, even if it was just something I was doing with my brother, she would get upset and pout.

“I hate even using that word to describe a fully grown woman, but it’s the only one that accurately describes her behavior. She was pouting. There were a lot of times when she really embarrassed me in front of other people. She’d always try to get the focus on her. Or she’d pretend to be sick or hurt so that people would want to pay attention to her and I would need to be there with her. I’d talk to her and call her out for it, and things would get better for a bit, but it would always go right back to the same behavior. Then came the super intensity and rushing to commitment again.

“All of a sudden, everything was about our future. Everything was about what our house was going to look like. How many children we were going to have. What we were going to name our dogs. Where we should travel. The businesses we should open so that we could have the freedom to have our lives just be about us. It was just… so much. Things were really getting bad for us in the last several months. I had no idea she was going to those bridal shows. No matter what Claire told Anita, things were not good between us and hadn’t been for a while.

“We were not in a great place, and I was less and less interested in staying with her. More often than not, it felt like we were primarily together simply by merit of having been together for so long. I’d gotten used to the relationship and probably didn’t want to face the hassle of ending it. That makes me sound like such a jerk. I know it. It’s such a weak excuse to say I was too lazy to confront reality and end the relationship. But I had never ended a long-term relationship before,” he says.

“You said you were together about two years by the time it ended,” I say. “That’s really not that long.”

“It’s the longest I’d ever been with someone. I might have been a serial monogamist, but that doesn’t mean I was a good one. I didn’t date in high school and barely did in college. My relationships up until that point were six months, tops. This seemed like a real adult kind of relationship, and it was hard to think about just throwing that away,” Todd says.

“That makes sense,” I say. “And just to put it out there— I understand the feeling of being with someone because you’re used to the relationship and you find yourself not really knowing how to change it. That doesn’t make you a jerk. It makes you human. If anything, you didn’t want to hurt her.”

I don’t need to get into the story of Greg and our ill-fated relationship. It didn’t really end in the way that he’s talking about ending a relationship. He broke up with me very suddenly and without fanfare, and then he was simply gone. I didn’t know at the time how much pressure and manipulation he was facing and that he thought ending our relationship was what he needed to do to protect me. All I knew was that as worried as I was about him during the time he was missing, I was also relieved that I didn’t have to play the game of pretending that life was what I wanted.

“Thank you,” he says. “I appreciate you saying that.”

“Keep going. What happened in the last few months of your relationship?” I ask.

“It was really obvious Claire was super focused on marriage. She was set on us having a future together from the beginning, but it just got more and more intense as time went on. I was clear with her—at least I thought I was—that even though we had been together for as long as we had, I wasn’t ready to settle down. I wasn’t even thinking about something like that yet. I hadn’t been out of college long and was still really finding my footing in the world.

“One day she asked me point-blank if I saw a future for us. And I told her that I didn’t want to think of it that way and instead wanted to think of it in terms of not seeing our relationship ending imminently. I thought that was a gentler way of saying that I was undecided about having a future with her, but also that I wasn’t totally sure I wanted us to break up right at that moment. In retrospect, that was not the way to handle that moment,” he says.

“No,” I say. “That was not a great thing to say to her.”

“I didn’t realize that at the time. I thought I was being diplomatic and respectful. Looking back on it now, I can see that was kind of the breaking point of our relationship. That was really when I realized that she was on a very different path and at a place in her life when she was a hundred-percent ready to latch herself to a partner and dive headfirst into marriage and children. I wasn’t there and didn’t know when I ever would be. After that, every time Claire hinted at our future together, I did my best to divert the conversation. I was really still trying to preserve the relationship because there were a lot of times when we were really compatible and had a lot of fun together.

“Essentially, there were a lot of rough patches, but when things were good between us, they were really good. I wanted to hold on to that. I thought that maybe there was a chance I could convince myself to get out of the funk I was feeling and push through until I felt more of a commitment to her. Unfortunately, it didn’t work out that way. I realized she was becoming more and more obsessed. I was trying to come up with the gentlest and least damaging way to break off the relationship when she asked me to come meet her and a couple of friends for a birthday celebration.”

“The secret wedding.”

He nods and takes a big swig of his beer. “It wasn’t too far away from the birthday of one of our friends, so it didn’t seem completely outlandish. It was a little odd because I had never known her to throw a birthday party for somebody else, especially somebody we weren’t especially close to, but I still went. And that was when she sprang an entire fully realized wedding on me. She walked out in this full-on wedding gown, holding a microphone, and made a giant production out of welcoming me to my wedding. She really thought I would be so impressed by her organization and blown away by how much effort and energy she put into the whole thing that it would convince me I had wanted to marry her all along. She figured I would be swept off my feet, essentially.

“As I stood there looking at her in her dress, just about everybody I knew other than my family—whom she had conveniently not invited—surrounding me, it sank in that she actually thought this was a good idea. She was so detached from our actual relationship and what was going on between us that she thought it was realistic to expect that I would be thrilled at the prospect of not having to think about anything other than putting on the outfit she chose for me and saying my vows.

“Needless to say, that was not how I felt about it. That moment was the absolute nail in the coffin of the relationship for me. Every bit of hesitation and uncertainty I’d ever had about her and our future together came crashing down, and I knew there was absolutely nothing that would ever make me want to be with her again. I refused to marry her, broke up with her right then, and walked away. I know I could have handled it with more tact. I could have asked her to come speak to me privately. I could have asked everybody who was there to leave. But I was in too much shock and too embarrassed to think clearly.

“I feel bad for hurting and embarrassing her, but I couldn’t let her think for a single second longer that we were going to get married. I needed her to understand, once and for all, that our relationship was over and we weren’t going to have any kind of future together. Saying it right then in front of everyone was my slash-and-burn approach. I needed her to hear it and for there to be witnesses so she couldn’t twist what happened or try to interpret it in another way. I couldn’t let it drag out any longer,” he says.

“When was the last time you communicated with her?” I ask.

“Like I said, about a year before I got engaged to Grace. Claire has tried to get in touch with me a few times, as recently as about six or seven months ago, but I wouldn’t talk to her. I blocked her and won’t interact with her at all. I’ve asked my family not to speak with her either. I don’t want to encourage her at all,” he says.

“Do you know if she has been in a relationship with anyone else?” I ask.

“I don’t keep tabs on her, so I don’t know for sure, but I ran into someone who used to be a mutual friend of ours, and they told me she’d seen Claire a couple of weeks before and that she was engaged. According to them, she seemed really happy and was looking forward to the wedding in a few months,” he says.

“When was this?” I ask.

“December,” he says. “Maybe late November.”

“Did you tell Grace when she tried to get in touch with you?” I ask.

“Yes. I didn’t have any secrets from Grace. She knew the whole story. The moment I told her about talking to our friend about Claire actually sticks with me more than actually hearing about Claire. When I told Grace about Claire being engaged, Grace said she was so glad. Now Claire could truly be happy, the way we were.”

The words burst behind my eyes like fireworks.

“She was happy,” I whisper.

“What?” Todd asks.

“Claire. She was happy to be engaged. She was sad when you left her, but she wasn’t anymore. She was happy.”

I’m no longer worried Todd’s ex might be the fourth victim.
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“Hey, I’m sending you a picture. I need you to start going through every bit of footage you can find from the show Sharon Bates went missing from. Every video, social media post, picture, everything. See if you can find the woman in the picture,” I say.

“All right. What’s going on? Who’s the picture?” Dean asks.

“Claire Guinness. It turns out right around the time she went to that show, she started telling people she was engaged,” I say.

“So she could be the fourth victim,” Dean says.

“I thought that. I told Eric that’s what I thought was happening. Because she was sad. But it didn’t occur to me that that didn’t make sense. All I could think about was blue. People kept talking about her being sad and the end of the relationship being bad, and that’s where I went. Blue. But that doesn’t make any sense. She would only be the fourth victim if she was engaged and planning a wedding,” I say.

“Which you just said she is,” Dean points out.

“And she’s happy about it,” I say. “I was too wrapped up in it, too worried about Bellamy to think it all the way through. But it just occurred to me. Now I need you to prove she managed to get her way into that convention. I know her ticket was canceled, but this woman is manipulative and gets her way. She could have walked up to the doors and told the people checking the tickets that she had a guest ticket and that it had to be some sort of mistake that it was crossed off the list.

“Honestly, you think that people managing that big of a crowd would want to take the time and deal with the hassle to go look for Anita to get confirmation that she was supposed to be there? Maybe some people would, but I would think that most of them would just wave her on through. I need proof that she was there and who she was near.”

“I’ll find it,” Dean says. “I’ll call you back when I have something.”

I hang up and look back to Todd. “Is there any chance you still have any of the wedding plans that Claire made? Any pictures of the wedding? Anything?”

“No,” he says. “I never saw any of the plans. She had things written down and pages of magazines and stuff tucked everywhere, but I got rid of all that as soon as we broke up. That wedding isn’t something I have wanted to think about since the second I walked away from it. And I certainly didn’t think it was something that deserved to be commemorated.”

“I get that. I just really wish I had more information about the plans she made… the vendors she used, anything,” I say.

“Why?” he asks. “What is going on?”

“When Claire first started going to the bridal shows, she went to them alone. She was telling everybody that she was really looking forward to her upcoming wedding and that she was engaged, at least in a way, but she didn’t have her fiancé—you—to be there with her. And if I don’t miss my guess, when Dean finds proof that she was at the show a couple of months ago, she’s not going to have anybody with her there either. And I think the chances are, she is no more engaged now than she was then,” I say.

“I don’t think I’m following you,” Todd says. “Why does it matter if she’s engaged or not? Or if she was at that show? Or what she planned for our wedding?”

“Because what’s in those plans could be what keeps two people, including my best friend, alive,” I tell him.

A sudden idea has me grabbing my phone again and dialing Anita. She sounds happy to hear from me when she answers.

“I was just thinking about you, Emma,” she says. “I would love to talk to you more about how you fell in love with your husband.”

“Maybe another time, Anita, but right now this is urgent. Do you have anything left over from the article you were planning about Claire Guinness? Any of the notes that you made, anything?” I ask.

“Actually, I do. I still have a mock-up of the original article I was going to write about them. I had been compiling information about them for a couple of months leading up to the failed wedding, I knew it was going to be a huge amount of work to actually write the article, so I started putting it together in advance. I wanted to be able to plug in pictures and details about the day, then release it as soon as possible after the wedding,” she says.

“I need you to pull it up for me and check something,” I say.

“Give me just a second.”

I wait, listening to the sounds of what I can only guess are her pulling up the files on her computer.

“All right. Go ahead. What do you want me to look up?

“I know that Claire put together the whole wedding pretty quickly. Did she have anybody helping her? Like a wedding planner?” I ask.

“She did,” Anita says. “It was a vendor she met at one of the bridal shows.”

“What was her name?” I ask.

“Mila Rae,” Anita say.

My heart pounds harder in my chest.

“Can you send me everything you have?” I ask.

“Absolutely.”

I’m on my feet and heading out of the house when my phone alerts me to the email coming through. Todd is close at my heels.

“What the hell is happening?” he demands.

“Claire first started going to the bridal shows because she just wanted to put together the wedding and wait for you to propose to her. Then Anita got her all excited about being in the newspaper and being such a unique and interesting couple because she was taking control of doing all this planning. That’s what pushed her to surprise you with the wedding. But for her to pull that off, she needed to work with a wedding planner. One she met at the bridal show. Mila Rae. That’s the same wedding planner my best friend met with. The wedding planner didn’t borrow Bellamy. Bellamy borrowed the wedding planner from Claire.”

I open the car and toss my bags into the back seat before climbing in.

“I have to go. I’ll get in touch as soon as I can. If you hear absolutely anything from Claire, don’t get near her. Don’t answer the phone. Call me immediately.”
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I burst into Mila Rae’s office and stride past her receptionist. The woman bounces to her feet and calls after me to stop, but I don’t slow down. Mila’s eyes snap to me in surprise when I open the door and walk in.

“Agent Griffin,” she says. “You startled me. Did we have an appointment?”

“No,” I tell her. “But I need to speak with you right now.”

“I have a couple of meetings I need to go to shortly…”

“It’s about Claire Guinness.”

Mila’s lips turn down, and she lets out a breath. She gestures at the receptionist to close the door. I imagine the flipping of her hand is also a nonverbal way for the woman to signal for the meetings to be held.

“I remember Claire,” she says. “You didn’t ask about her the last time we spoke.”

“I know. I didn’t know to ask about her. I’ve only just found out about her. But when you were talking about the overzealous brides, you were talking about her, weren’t you?” I ask.

“She isn’t the only one, but I would definitely rank her in that category,” Mila says.

“Tell me about your experience with her. All of it,” I say.

“She came in already having done some initial planning. I actually met her for the first time at one of the bridal shows. Anita Pierce recommended me to her, and we chatted about her idea to surprise her boyfriend with a wedding. It wasn’t something I had ever done, but I was intrigued by it, so I agreed to meet with her and talk more about it. When she came in, she told me all about her boyfriend, Todd, and how amazing he was. Listening to her, it sounded like they had the most perfect relationship. They were blissfully happy together and had been talking about getting married almost from the very beginning.”

She tells me much the same story Anita did: Claire claimed everything was so perfect and blissful, and the only thing standing in the way was Todd’s anxiety and perfectionism.

“I have to admit, I got swept up in it. I thought it sounded amazing and was really excited by the whole thing. Like I said, I’d never done anything like that and was really looking forward to being a part of such an amazing and unique wedding experience. And I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t a part of me that was thinking about the publicity. I knew Anita was planning a big feature for them. If I was included in that as the wedding planner who made this surprise happen, it could mean huge things for me.”

“So you jumped right in.”

“I did,” she admits. “I even gave her a heavily discounted rate as a thank-you for including me. It was a very fast turnaround, but we managed to make it happen, and I thought it turned out even better than we’d hoped. It was gorgeous, and every detail looked like it had taken much longer to pull together. I was so proud and eager to see how it was going to unfold. It felt magical. Until Todd got there. Then it was horrible.

“He came in and was obviously shocked and surprised, but also visibly upset. Claire swept out in her gown and made a speech that she concluded with asking him to marry her. There wasn’t even a second of him trying to be gentle or let her down easily. He just flat-out rejected her, lambasted her for doing this to him and putting him on the spot, and walked away. It was a complete disaster. It left Claire in tatters, and everyone else there was embarrassed and not sure what to do. None of us had any experience with surprise weddings, which meant we didn’t have any experience with what to do when one imploded right in front of us,” she says.

“So what did you do?” I ask.

“The only thing we could think of to do. We started trying to make it go away. We ushered the guests out and started breaking everything down. I convinced Claire to get changed out of the dress, and we got rid of the DJ and the caterer. While we were all running around trying to clean up, Claire was insisting Todd would come to his senses and regret that he hadn’t gone through with it. She was steadfast that he was just too surprised and didn’t know how to react.

“Months later I happened to run into her just out at a store and asked how she was doing. I very purposely didn’t ask anything about Todd or if she was seeing anyone new. But she just started talking about him and how they were working through things slowly, but she was still just as sure as she always had been that Todd was the man she was going to spend her life with.”
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“Did you find it?” I ask as I storm into my house, kicking my shoes off and tossing my bags inside without caring where they land.

“I think so,” Sam says. “Does this look right?”

He shows me a comparison of the wedding dress that Sharon Bates bought from the vintage shop and one in a contemporary fashion show. They look remarkably alike. I pull up the email from Anita and search through it until I find a picture of the wedding dress Claire chose. She had tried it on to show it off to Anita, and the editor snapped several pictures of her posing in front of flowers and twirling around happily. She’s wearing the contemporary dress.

“The woman who owns the vintage shop where Sharon got her dress told me that she’d had that dress for years and several people had tried to buy it from her. She told me about one particularly persistent bride who kept coming back asking over and over to sell it to her. I’ll need to have Brianna ID her, but I can already tell you, that woman was Claire Guinness. She wanted that dress. But Brianna wouldn’t sell it to her. Even after she tried to persuade and manipulate her the way she did everybody else in her life, Brianna wouldn’t bend.

“She ended up settling for the contemporary version of it. But then she found out that Sharon Bates was able to purchase the actual dress she had wanted. The vintage dress. The something old. I don’t think that her being accidentally invited to that convention had anything to do with Sharon Bates being abducted. It was going to happen anyway. I think if anything, Claire saw that inadvertent invitation as a sign that she was doing the right thing.

“She was still obsessed with Todd. She decided when she met him that they were destined to be together, and even the absolutely disastrous very public humiliation of him walking out of the wedding she’d planned for them didn’t change that. She still believed wholeheartedly they were going to end up together. When she found out about his relationship with Grace, it really got to her. Somehow, she found out that he had asked Gavin to make an engagement ring for her. That pushed her over the edge.

“She couldn’t stand that this man would refuse to marry her, even going so far as to say he didn’t think he was the kind to ever want to settle down, and yet just a couple of years later, he was preparing to marry someone else. It was a total upheaval for Claire, and she decided to go after the people linked to the ill-fated wedding. This isn’t the first time we’ve encountered the old wedding adage. Remember when I was getting married and it kept popping up? What did Xavier say about it?”

“It isn’t just a saying,” Dean says.

“Not a rhyme for rhyme’s sake,” Xavier says, joining us from the kitchen. “It’s a Victorian poem meant to outline the things a bride needs for her wedding day in order to bless the union and ensure a happy marriage.”

“Exactly,” I say. “It was all about how to make a marriage happy. Claire still believes that she can make her relationship with Todd work. I think she believes that by claiming each of these pieces of the adage, she’s securing that future for herself. Sharon Bates got the vintage dress she wanted. That’s her something old. Grace herself was the new love of Todd, but was also getting new jewelry from Gavin, who I’m sure Claire was familiar with considering how much planning she had done.

“Todd told me he met Claire in the same park where he met Grace, which means she was from around here. And Gavin’s jewelry shop is considered the best in the area. It’s been in his family for generations and is widely respected. I don’t think there’s any chance she would not be familiar with it, and she probably went in several times to look at engagement rings. Gavin would have no idea who she was, and there would be no reason for her to know who he was because their significance in each other’s orbit hadn’t happened yet.

“And then there’s Mila Rae, the wedding planner. She told me that after everything went bad at the wedding, Claire was still talking about her future with Todd. They were literally at the venue trying to break down this entire catastrophe, and she was standing there defending him walking away as he was just shocked by the whole thing and that he was going to change his mind and everything was still going to work out. She absolutely believes the two of them are meant to be together and are going to get married and have their happily ever after.

“Which means she probably has it in her mind that Mila is still her wedding planner. As soon as Todd comes around, she will just pick right back up with Mila and get another wedding underway. Any other bride who uses her services is just taking up her time until she is working with Claire again. So that’s the three pieces. Something old, something new, something borrowed. We need to get Claire Guinness in our sights. But until we have proof, we can’t take her in. We need to figure out who the blue victim is going to be,” I say.

“And the sixpence,” Xavier says. “Or penny.”

“What?” Sam asks.

“It doesn’t stop there. A lot of people think it does, but it doesn’t. Something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue, and a sixpence in your shoe. But here it’s a penny,” he says.

“Shit,” I mutter. “There’s two more victims. And considering the time that’s passed, one could have already been taken.”

“One at a time, Emma,” Sam says, taking me by the shoulders and turning me around to face him. “Don’t jump ahead. Sharon Bates was first. Then Grace Turner. Then Bellamy. It’s going in order. Focus on the blue victim first. That’s how you’re going to keep that woman safe and find Bellamy.”

I call Todd again as Dean and Xavier look over everything Mila and Anita sent me about the wedding Claire planned.

“I need you to do something for me,” I tell him.

“Whatever I can do,” he says.

“I know it’s been a long time, and you don’t like thinking about your relationship with Claire, but I need you to think back on it as hard as you can. Come up with a list of all the places you can think of that are associated with her and with your relationship. I need to find her and where she’s keeping Bellamy,” I say.

“Why don’t I call her?” Todd asks. “I can just reach out to her and see if she wants to get together.”

“No,” I say. “Do not contact her. That will only validate her. It will only make her feel like there’s more of a chance. It could be very dangerous for these women and for you. I need you, at least for now, to leave locating her and apprehending her to my team. You can make that easier for us by helping us to understand her. Both of the women who have been found dead were kept for at least two weeks before they were killed, and Bellamy has been missing for several days. She is keeping them somewhere, and I don’t think it’s just in her house. I need places to look,” I say.

He agrees to come up with a list and send it to me, and I go back to where the guys are at the table. Sam has gone to contact the local PD to see if he can use his position as sheriff to get information about Claire or any recent reports of trespassing or anything else unusual that might point us toward her movements.

“Anything? I ask.

“Maybe,” Dean says. “It looks like the venue is one that sets up weddings with the ceremony and the reception in the same room. This is one of the table settings.”

He shows me a picture of flowers in a glass vase. At the base of the vase is a layer of blue filler stones.

“It’s something,” I say. “Is there anything in there about the florist she used?

“There isn’t one mentioned,” Dean says. “We’ve been going over everything from the editor and everything from the wedding planner, and there isn’t a florist named.”

I run the picture of the centerpieces through an internet search and come up with several inspiration boards with similar layouts, but none of them are associated with a specific florist in the area. A search through the website of every florist in a reasonable radius of where the wedding was held doesn’t come up with one that advertises centerpieces like that among their arrangements.

“It could have been a custom order,” Dean says. “She could have shown them one of these pictures, and they could’ve made it for her.”

“Yeah, but then they would have been mentioned in the article. Remember, she went to the vendors talking about how the wedding was going to be in the newspaper and it would be such great exposure for them. That’s how she got Mila Rae’s services at such a low rate. She got discounts on the cake and catering too.”

“Maybe the florist didn’t offer her a discount, and so she didn’t mention them,” Dean says.

“She wouldn’t have used them,” Xavier says. “There are plenty of other florists. She had gone through all this to plan a wedding to a man who hadn’t proposed to her. If the one she approached didn’t give her the kind of price she wanted, she would have just found one who did.”

A call to Mila confirms that while Claire did gather up the services of many of the professionals in the area to help pull off the wedding, she didn’t want the entire thing to be generic. It was really important to her that there be a very personalized touch to it, which meant she wanted to handle some of the details on her own. It would save her more money on the event that she could then use on a honeymoon, but it would also make it special just for them. One of the things that she decided to do was put together the centerpieces. In her mind, they could be taken home by the guests, and she could also repurpose the ones that were left over as decoration in their home.

“So she made those centerpieces herself,” I tell the guys when I get off the phone. “Which means she got the materials from somewhere. I don’t think she would have ordered them online. It would have risked Todd seeing the boxes when they came in. She had to have gone to a craft store. We just need to figure out which one.”
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It’s too late in the day to venture back out to visit the craft stores near where Claire had the wedding, so I’m left making phone calls to as many of the florists as I can get ahold of. I’m hoping one of them will still have records of selling flowers to Claire, or at least for an event held at that venue on that day.

None of the florists I’m able to speak to have records of ever selling flowers to anyone with Claire’s name or Todd’s, and none delivered flowers to that venue around that time. I’m not able to connect with a couple of them, so I leave messages for them to return my call as soon as possible.

I get very little sleep, hating the hours that are passing as I wonder what’s happening to Bellamy and if Claire has already moved on to her next victim. I wish there were something I could do to reassure her, to make sure she knows I’m trying to find her. I can only hope she already knows that, that she would believe it in her heart that I would come for her. That Eric wouldn’t stop until he found out what happened to her and brought her home. That she isn’t alone. No matter where she is or what’s happening, she isn’t alone.

I also have to remind myself that Bellamy is smart and brave. She might not be a field agent, but she’s gone through extensive training the way we have. She can handle herself in more situations than people may give her credit for, and if there is ever a time for that to show up, now is it.

“Just hang on, B,” I whisper toward the ceiling. “We’re coming. Just hang on.”

The next morning I’m on the road early so I can be at the craft stores as soon as they open. There are only a few in the area, so I stop at the closest one first and go inside.

It’s a tiny shop that focuses primarily on drawing and painting supplies, so I quickly eliminate it and move on to the next. This one is larger and offers a wider range of materials. As I’m walking up and down the aisles trying to find anything that resembles the centerpieces, a clerk in a red apron comes up to me.

“Hi, is there something specific you’re looking for that I can help you find?” he asks.

“Actually, yes.” I take out my phone and pull up a picture of the centerpieces. “I’m trying to find where the materials for these centerpieces were purchased. I can’t seem to find anything like them here. Do you have a wedding section?”

“We do,” he says, scrutinizing the centerpiece. “But I don’t recognize any of these materials. I know we have some hurricane-style vases, but nothing exactly like this. And we don’t carry fabric, so we don’t have ribbon like that.”

“These were made about two years ago. A little bit more. Is it possible that you had things like this in the inventory then?” I ask.

“I guess it’s possible,” he says. “Inventory does change over time with new trends. But we’ve never carried ribbon. I’ve worked here for about six years. But I can talk to other people from around that time and see if any of them remember it.”

“That would be great,” I say.

It doesn’t take long for the associate to check in with all the coworkers who were working at the store at the time Claire would have made the centerpieces. None of them recognize those particular vases, and all reaffirm that the ribbon would have been bought in spools, which is something this store has never sold.

There’s one store left, but almost as soon as I walk in, I’m rewarded. The silk floral department is off to the right sight from the entrance, and while the flowers in the centerpieces are real, there’s a display in the department of accessories to create centerpieces and bouquets. One of them is the exact same vase as in the picture.

Encouraged by that, I keep searching the store and am able to find everything that went into creating the centerpieces. There are a few slight differences in the shade of blue of the ribbon, and I’m not sure these are the exact filler stones, but it’s all similar enough that changes in suppliers and inventory over time could account for the slight differences. As I continue to search, I find other materials that correspond with decorations and details I saw in pictures of the wedding, including a unique guestbook alternative featuring a large glass heart and smaller hearts cut from wood. Guests were meant to write their names or special messages on the hearts and put them into the larger glass display. As I’m looking at the kit on the DIY wedding shelf, I notice the pen included in the box.

It has green ink.

I look around for as many store associates as I can. Finally finding one wearing an engagement ring, I walk up to her and point out the ring.

“That’s beautiful,” I tell her. “Are you getting married soon?”

Her face glows as she looks down at the ring, then briefly holds it to her heart before nodding.

“Three months to go,” she says. “I’m so excited.”

“Since you work here at the craft store, are you doing a lot of your own decorations and things?” I ask.

“I am,” she says. “I always knew I wanted to do as much of my own wedding stuff as I possibly could, so as soon as I got engaged, I started doing projects. I’ve done most of the decorations for the venue. I made little boxes to ask my friends if they would be my bridesmaids. I even made the invitations with parchment and alcohol inks. We sealed the envelopes with wax.” She laughs. “That was my fiancé’s favorite part. He thought it was so much fun melting the little wax sticks and pressing the stamp into it. He still has the stamp, and I have a feeling those seals are going to be showing up on every Christmas and birthday card we send for the rest of our lives.”

“It will be a nice signature,” I say. I glance around and notice a few other customers have filtered into the area. Subtly taking out my badge so I can show it to the girl, I step slightly closer. “Is there somewhere we can talk for a minute?”

Her face goes pale and her eyes wide, but she nods and leads me to the back of the store. We walk through swinging double doors to an area that contains the restrooms and then an employee lounge before the warehouse space.

In the employee lounge, she looks at me nervously.

“FBI?” she asks. “Is there something wrong? Did I do something?”

“No,” I say. “You did not do anything wrong, and I’m not here investigating you for anything. But I do need you to listen to me carefully. What’s your name?”

“Marissa,” she says.

“Okay, Marissa. I’m Emma. I am investigating a very serious case, and I need you to answer a couple of questions for me. You said your wedding is coming up in three months. Which means you’ve been engaged for a little while, right?”

“Almost a year,” she says, her voice starting to sound teary.

“All right. I want you to think about your engagement and everything that you’ve done to get ready for your wedding. Have you made any new friends or contacts recently? Anyone who has specifically come into your life during your engagement who seems particularly interested in the fact that you’re engaged or that you’re getting ready for a wedding? Maybe somebody you met here in the shop?” I ask.

“Yes, I have. I made a new friend just a couple of months ago. She had come in here a couple of times, and I noticed her looking at the wedding stuff one day. She saw my ring, and we got to talking about our engagements and our upcoming weddings. Turns out we’re getting married right around the same time. We clicked and ended up going to lunch that day. We’ve been spending a lot of time together. She doesn’t have any other woman in her family, and all of her friends are out of state. I’m pretty similar, so we’ve really bonded over being able to do the wedding things together. We’ve been talking a lot about wedding planning, sharing ideas. We’ve even visited some vendors and venues together,” Marissa says.

“What’s her name?” I ask.

“Mallory,” Marissa says.

“Do you have a picture of her?” I ask.

“Sure,” Marissa says. “I’m not allowed to have my phone on me when I’m on the floor. I’ll have to get it out of the locker.”

She crosses the room to the bank of lockers that take up one wall and opens the lock on one of them. Instinct puts me on alert when she turns her back to me so that I can’t see what’s inside the locker, but when she turns around, she only has her phone in her hand. She’s flipping through pictures on her screen, then pauses and turns it toward me.

My blood runs cold.

“Marissa, that woman’s name is not Mallory. That is Claire Guinness. I need you to get your stuff and call your manager in here so I can talk to them,” I say as calmly as I can.

“What’s going on?” she asks.

“I’ll explain it to you in a little bit, but for right now, I need to get you out of here.”
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With Marissa in my passenger seat, I drive to a hotel halfway between the valley and Sherwood. On the way, I call Sam.

“Babe, I need you to send a couple of officers to the Willow River Inn. I have Marissa Abernathy with me. I am putting her in a room, and I need her with twenty-four-hour surveillance until further notice. Anything she needs is to be brought to her. No one goes into the room without my authorization, and she has to go nowhere alone. I will let you know what room as soon as I get her checked in. It’ll be under my name.”

“Got it,” Sam says. “Do you have a lead on Claire’s location?”

“Not yet, but I’m hoping it won’t be much longer.”

“Be careful, babe. Love you.”

“I will. I love you too,” I say.

“Is that your husband?” Marissa asks, her voice soft and nervous.

“Yes,” I say. “He’s the sheriff of the town where we live. He’s going to send some of his officers to make sure you stay safe.”

“You two sound like you’re really good together,” she says.

“We are,” I say. “He’s everything to me.”

“That’s what I want my marriage to be like,” she says.

“And it will be,” I tell her. “Three months from now, you are going to have an incredible wedding and many years ahead of sealing envelopes with wax stamps. Okay? I’m going to make sure of that.”

“Can you tell me what’s going on?” she asks.

“As soon as I get you in the hotel room and I know you’re secure, I’ll tell you everything. I just need to make sure that you are safe,” I say.

“I don’t have anything with me. Should I call my fiancé and have him pack me a bag? He can bring it to the hotel for me,” she says.

“No,” I say. “You’ll be able to tell him where you are soon, but he needs to not come anywhere near the hotel. And he can’t tell anybody where you are or what’s going on. Right now, you are the one who’s in danger, but we have to assume that he could be as well. And anything that he does could lead to you, so we have to be extremely careful.”

Taking a cue from Bellamy, I reserve the room online as we are getting toward the hotel, but it isn’t until we’ve pulled into the parking lot that I get the notification of which room it is. I get out of the car first and look around carefully to make sure no one has followed us. When I’m sure no one has, I get Marissa out of the car and lead her inside the hotel. We get to the room, and I lock the door behind us.

I send Sam a message letting him know which room we are in, and he tells me the officers are already on the way and should be there soon.

“Now can you tell me why I’m here?” Marissa asks.

“Yes,” I say. “I’m sure you’ve heard about the two women who were found dead in wedding gowns. Sharon Bates and Grace Turner.”

“I have,” she says. “It’s really horrible.”

“It is,” I agree. “It’s also the case I’m investigating. Those two are not the only victims. Another woman has been abducted. And I have very strong reasons to believe that you could be the next intended victim.”

I explain the situation to her, being careful about some of the details, but making sure to emphasize the danger and critical urgency of the situation.

“Right now, we are not sure exactly how she’s able to track everybody and know as much as she does about each of the victims. That’s why it’s so important that you do not have your fiancé come here. She could be watching him and use him to get to you. I am working as fast as I can to bring this to a close, but until I do, you need to stay here and be secure. Do you understand?” I ask.

“Yes,” she says. “I just can’t believe Mallory… Claire. I thought I knew her. I thought we were friends.”

“I know. I’m sorry you’re having to go through this. But we’re going to get it behind you,” I say. “You’re safe here.”

There’s a knock at the door, and I put my hand on my gun as I walk up to it.

“Agent Griffin,” a familiar voice says through the door. “It’s Savannah and Dante. Sheriff Johnson sent us.”

I peek through the peephole in the door just for good measure and see the two officers. I open the door and usher them in.

“Did anyone see you come in here? Was there anyone in the parking lot when you arrived?” I ask.

“No,” they say.

“Good. I’ve already spoken with the manager of the hotel, and she knows you are here. She doesn’t know the exact circumstances of the situation, so do not provide details to anyone. If anybody starts asking you about who’s in the room or why, know that I did not send them. Give no information, and do not allow anyone in the room. Sam should be sending another shift to relieve you in a few hours. It is critical that this room is watched twenty-four hours a day.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Savannah says. “We’ll make sure she stays safe.”

“Thank you,” I say. I turn to Marissa and say, “Anything you need, they will get for you. Order room service. Call for delivery. I’ll send some clothes. Hopefully, you won’t be here long. I’m going to leave, but I need you to let me know if Claire tries to get in touch with you at all.”

“I should still communicate with her?” she asks, sounding shocked.

“Don’t reach out to her. But if she calls you, answer the phone. Make it as brief as you can without making it seem like anything is wrong. Just act like you’re busy and that you’ll call her back. If she texts you, let me know. I’ll be in touch soon.”

As I’m leaving the hotel, Eric calls to let me know that the phone records have finally come through.

“There are text messages and voicemails from somebody claiming to be associated with one of the venues Bellamy was considering for the wedding,” he tells me. “The first voicemail says they got her information from a sign-up sheet at a bridal show.”

“Violet,” I tell him. “She went to that convention when Bellamy wasn’t able to. It’s where she met Mila, the wedding planner. She put Bellamy’s information on lists for a bunch of different vendors. Mila also mentioned that she shared Bellamy’s information with a few vendors whom she thought would be a good fit for her aesthetic. That’s industry standard, and she didn’t have any reason at the time to think that there was something potentially dangerous about that.”

“So Claire could have gotten that information from any of those vendors but would know to say that she got it from the bridal show,” Eric says.

“That’s right,” I say. “So when she left the hotel, she was probably going into a meet with that person about the venue. Do the phone records show any communication that says where they were going to meet or even what venue?”

“It says she was from the Ivy Park banquet hall, but I already called them. Nobody by the name that was used in the voicemail works for the banquet hall. And they don’t randomly call brides who give information at a bridal shower. They email or call if the person specifically said they wanted to be called. They don’t have any record at all of planning to reach out to Bellamy. I already have a team headed to the banquet hall to search.”

“Perfect,” I say. “How about the message from me? Was that what she was reading when she walked out of the room?”

“That’s what it looks like. And she had started a response but never sent it. It looks like she was reading the text from you when she walked out of the room and started typing a response letting you know where she was going, but she was never able to finish it. Either something happened that stopped her or the service glitched. I’m more likely to believe the former. Unfortunately, there are no surveillance cameras that cover where her car was parked, so there’s no way to tell if she got into it on her own accord or if there was somebody who forced her in,” Eric says.

“Are they able to track where her phone is located now?” I ask.

“No. It’s been turned off, so there’s no signal to trace. But there are a few points after she left the hotel and before the phone was turned off. Lists of locations we could think of that would have significance to her or to their relationship. We can compare the movements of Bellamy’s phone and that list and go from there. At least that should help narrow down the possibilities.”
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I wish I were in front of my massive pieces of butcher paper taped to my wall so that I could draw out the different locations and make connections, but I can’t go back home right now. I need to be on the move. Every single second is important, and I need to be pursuing every possibility.

When he gave me the list of locations, Todd expressed hope that it would be easy to find Claire because she had always lived in the same area. She had never been anywhere else, and he described her as the type of person who would want to keep her roots planted where they were. He figured she was still close by, possibly even still in the same apartment and working the same job.

The valley town is small, but not in the same way as Sherwood. There are vacationers and tourists coming in and out regularly, and the houses are scattered. People aren’t as interconnected, and it’s not as expected that you’re going to run into just about everybody on a fairly regular basis. But she’s still in the area. Her movements and plans prove it.

Unfortunately, tracking her down isn’t as simple as he would have hoped. It only takes a few simple phone calls to confirm that Claire has moved out of the apartment she had been living in when she was dating Todd and no longer works at the same job. I can only imagine, if she was humiliated after the disastrous failed wedding and wanted to separate herself as much as possible from anybody who would have been involved.

I haven’t spoken with any of her former coworkers, but from what I’ve heard from Anita from the newspaper and Mila Rae, Claire loved to gush about her relationship. What she was saying was elaborated and dramatized, but she would babble to anybody who would listen about how happy they were together and how amazing it was going to be to get married and live out their dreams together. I can only imagine that extended to her coworkers. Several of them were in attendance at the wedding that would never be, which means that they were forced to confront the truth about Claire. They realized at that moment that she had been lying to them the entire time, which had to be humiliating. I fully understand why she would want to quit that job and move on to something else.

But it does leave us without an anchor point. When looking for somebody, the most effective approach is to start very close and gradually move outward. That means first visiting their home and their work, the places they are most comfortable in. But without information about either one of those, we don’t know where to start looking for Claire. She is somehow highly visible and completely hidden. Her former landlord has no forwarding address for her. Her old boss said she just walked out and emailed a resignation letter without any indication of where she would be working next.

While teams of officers and agents search the various locations Todd has pointed out, I go back to the hotel to speak with Marissa again. I wanted to keep her out of this as much as possible. I wanted to isolate her and not get her any more involved than she already has been. While I can keep her physically safe by having her in the hotel room and preventing anybody from going in, I can’t prevent the psychological trauma that inevitably comes from being this close to a serial killer. And now I’m going to have to ask her to get even closer.

“Did you ever go to Claire’s house?” I ask. “You said that you spent a lot of time together and talked a lot about your wedding plans. Were you ever at her house or work when you did that?”

“No,” Marissa tells me. “We would always meet up at coffee shops or restaurants, or at the venues or vendors we were visiting. We never went to each other’s house or workplace. I don’t even know what she does for a living exactly. It kind of sounds like she is self-employed. Like maybe she owns her own business. But we have always been just so wrapped up in talking about weddings and marriage that we never really delved any further than that.”

“I need to find where she is keeping Bellamy, the woman she abducted. We have teams searching in various locations, but I need to know where she lives. I have to ask you to do something for me,” I say.

“What is that?” Marissa asks.

“You’re going to stay here in this room. You’re going to be completely safe. But I need you to send a text to Claire pretending everything is absolutely fine between the two of you. Don’t let on at all that you know anything is wrong or that you are concerned about anything. Act just like everything is exactly the same and you are as you have always been. Ask her if you can get together to talk,” I say.

“I thought you said you didn’t want me to contact her,” she says.

“I know,” I say. “But we are very much on borrowed time right now. You are the only one who has been in direct contact with her anytime recently who hasn’t yet been involved in what she’s done. Right now, she doesn’t know you know who she really is. If Todd was to get in touch with her or one of the vendors, it could push this even further. But she still sees you as safe because you don’t know who she is or about her past. That’s what you’re going to keep up.

“Send her a text pretending like something is wrong between you and your fiancé. Say the two of you have been arguing and you think that there’re some problems in your relationship that are really starting to worry you and you want to talk through them. This will appeal to the hurt that she’s feeling. It’ll make her want to comfort you and commiserate. That could mean speeding up her plan, but I’m not going to let anything happen to you. You are not actually going to come into contact with her beyond the text message. Okay?” I ask.

Marissa thinks about it for a second, but then nods, swallowing heavily and looking vaguely sick. I know what I’m asking her to do is scary, but it’s the fastest way for us to possibly get the information that we need.

“She responded,” Marissa says excitedly within a few seconds of her sending the text to Claire.

“What did she say?” I ask.

“She’s suggesting we get together at the coffee shop we usually meet at so we can chat,” she says.

“Tell her you aren’t really feeling up to facing people right now and the things you want to talk about aren’t something that you would like to discuss in public. That you really need to confide in her and that you were hoping the two of you could have a girls’ night watching movies and hanging out. Push for an invitation to her house because your fiancé is going to be home and you don’t want him hearing you,” I say. “We need to get her address. Just lay on the emotion and really make her feel like she is the only person in the world you want to talk to, that you feel safe with her and just want to talk everything through with her.”

Marissa types in the message, and we sit in silence for a few moments waiting for the answer. The longer it takes for Claire to respond, the more anxious I’m feeling. It’s possible she won’t take the bait. She could just drop the conversation and not respond to Marissa anymore. Or she could start to get suspicious and feel like things are closing in on her. That would be very dangerous for Bellamy.

The chime of the answer coming in makes Marissa jump. She looks at the screen and shows it to me.

“She gave me her address. She says she has some things she has to do and wants me to come over in two hours,” she says.

I exhale. “Tell her that you’ll see her then,” I say. “Thank you. You did great. Now, just keep hanging in there. We’re going to find her.”
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Before doing anything, I run the address Claire gave Marissa through a search engine to make sure it is actually to a house and not some other location she may be trying to lure the woman to. It comes up as a modest rancher in an older neighborhood in the next town over, explaining why Todd hasn’t seen her around since they broke up. I contact the owner of the house and confirm that Claire Guinness is the name on the lease and that she is living there alone. With their permission to enter the property, we mobilize and head for the house.

The first thing I notice when we approach the house is that there’s no car in the driveway. That doesn’t necessarily mean anything. She could be parked in the detached garage or somewhere else. We still have to approach the house as if she is inside. As two officers go around to the back of the house, I walk up to the front door. My hand on my gun, I knock. There’s no response, so I ring the doorbell and knock again.

“Anything?” Dean asks.

I shake my head. I peer into the windows and see the inside of the house is dark. I don’t see anyone in any of the rooms or any indication there is anyone there. We try knocking one more time before forcing our way inside. The house remains completely quiet as the door crashes down and we stream inside.

“Check every room,” I tell my backup.

That doesn’t take long. The house is small and only has two bedrooms, a bathroom, a kitchen, and an open area in the middle used as both a living room and dining room. There is no basement space, and the closets are far too small to hide anyone. Dean locates the trapdoor for the attic and opens it, yanking down the collapsible ladder so he can climb up.

“It’s almost empty up here,” he says. “Just a couple of boxes and some old furniture. Nothing where anybody could be hidden.”

“Look at this,” I say as he climbs back down.

The table in the living room is scattered with pages ripped out of bridal magazines, wedding planners, and brochures from various vendors. There are notes scribbled on some of them and doodles of hearts in the margins.

“She really does think she’s planning their wedding,” Dean says.

I nod. “And look at everything she’s written. Green ink.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever known anyone who has kept a green pen on them,” he says. “It’s kind of a strange choice.”

“It came from the guest book she bought for the first wedding,” I explain. “It wasn’t really a book, but it served the same purpose. It came with a green pen. I saw it at the craft shop where she met Marissa. It’s symbolic to her. She’s been carrying it around and using it since then.” I notice something about one of the notes written on the margin of a sample menu from a caterer. I touch my fingertips to the words. “Dean, this is Bellamy’s handwriting.”

“Are you sure?” he asks, looking at the note.

“It’s hurried and kind of messy, like she was upset, which is understandable. But yes, that’s her handwriting. Look at the way the T and the H are connected. That’s something she’s always done. She actually tried to stop herself from doing it when we were in college because she said it didn’t look precise enough. When she really takes her time to write something out, she doesn’t do it. But if she is just jotting something down or she’s really emotional when she writes something, she still does it. She wrote this.”

“‘Cold fried chicken, macaroni salad, and watermelon,’” Dean reads. “Why would she write that on a caterer’s menu?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “But look at all the notes that are written on the papers. They are different handwriting. This is Bellamy. This one is the one that comes up the most frequently, so I’m going to guess it’s Claire’s.” I take the envelope out of my bag and hold it against some of the notes. “This is Grace’s. She did fill out the envelope. I thought there was a chance it was forged, but Claire forced her to fill it out.”

“So the other one has to be Sharon Bates,” Dean says.

“I would think so. This woman is sick enough that she kidnapped women and forced them to sit around and help her plan a wedding that is never going to happen, then brought them somewhere and killed two of them after essentially playing dress-up. She is more messed up than I thought she was. And we still don’t know where Bellamy is.”

[image: ]

Sitting in Todd’s living room half an hour later, I’m racking my brain to go over every detail we’ve found, trying to find what I must have missed. There has to be something that would tell us where she took the women after having them in her house.

“So far, we have checked everywhere on the list you gave,” I tell him. “We checked the venue where the wedding she planned was. The apartment she was living in when she was dating you. The apartment you were living in. The old restaurant you used to go to that’s closed now, but we searched the entire building and the grounds.

“Right now, what we know is that she took these women, brought them to her house to participate in wedding planning sessions during which she had them write down ideas—presumably suggestions for the wedding she’s currently planning for the two of you or possibly for their own that she knows will never happen. Then she transported them somewhere. There’s absolutely no evidence of anyone else being in that house for a long period of time or being murdered there.

“According to the medical examiner, the cause of death for Sharon Bates was an injection of some sort of toxic substance. She’s running toxicology to identify it specifically. Grace was suffocated. So it’s possible that their deaths could have happened there, but I find it very unlikely that she would be able to keep women in the house for weeks at a time and then kill them, move them out of the house, and stage their bodies without somebody seeing it. Her neighbors live just a few yards away.

“The ones I was able to speak to said they did see a couple of visitors come by, but they left. No one was living here with Claire, and they had not seen or heard anything suspicious. That tells me those women were moved and then kept and killed somewhere else. Sharon Bates was found in the back area of a park. You said the two of you met in a park. And you’d gone camping before. So there’s significance there. Grace was found in a gazebo at the orchard. You’d been there before with her. Did you ever go to the orchard with Claire?”

“No,” Todd says. “We never went there together.”

I pace back and forth for a few seconds, then stop.

“The proposal,” I say. “I went through some of the articles that Anita wrote about other couples to see how they were presented. Every single one of them has information about where the couple got engaged or some special story about how they decided to get married. Obviously, there was no proposal exactly in your situation. But you said she talked about getting married all the time. Did she ever talk about where she would like you to propose? Any type of dream proposal scenario?”

At first Todd seems like he doesn’t have an answer, but then his eyes widen.

“Yes! I’ve blocked it out because it always annoyed me so much, but she did. It was all about how we met. Or the made-up story in her head about how we met,” he says.

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“I told you we met when we were jogging in the park, right? It was the same park where Grace and I met but on the other side, where the exercise facilities are. There’s a track, and I used to jog around it a few times a week. I saw Claire there a couple of times, and then we started talking one day. It was really that simple. Nothing romantic or cute about it. We just happened to go jogging at the same time and eventually hit it off.

“Well, we’d been together for a little while when one of my friends who was visiting from out of state asked how we met. I told her, and Claire started laughing, kind of shaking her head like she thought it was so silly what I’d said. Then she proceeded to tell my friend that it was just like a man to not remember something as special as our first meeting. According to her, we did jog on the same track pretty regularly and had seen each other a couple of times, but we met when we discovered that both of us enjoyed having lunch in a secluded shelter that was in a part of the park that really wasn’t used very often anymore.

“It’s in an old spot that used to have a playground and some tennis courts. I think there was an area where people could grill. But there was a shelter there, and I liked to take my lunch and a book or work and go relax there because other people didn’t go there very much. After we had already met, she showed up at that shelter with her own lunch. I’m pretty sure she saw me go there and went on purpose, but it didn’t really matter. I thought she was nice, and we had a good conversation while we were eating.

“Somehow, in her mind, that translated to we both went to the shelter independently, our eyes met, and then we had lunch together as our first date without ever having a conversation. I told her that hadn’t happened that way, but she insisted I just didn’t have a very good memory and that she would never forget how dreamy it was for us to have lunch together after falling in love at first sight. I never agreed with her, and it became kind of an issue between us. She called it one of those funny things about our relationship, but it really aggravated me. I found it annoying that she crafted this made-for-TV movie meet-cute and told everybody who would listen that that was how we started our relationship.

“And the thing is kind of it wasn’t even so much that she was lying about how our relationship started. That was a problem, of course, but I was more bothered by the fact that it seemed like she was trying to rewrite what happened between us because the real story of our relationship wasn’t good enough for her. Like she had this image in her head of what we should be and if she convinced enough people that’s the way it happened, then it could be real.”

“The fact that you really did have that kind of a meeting with Grace would have infuriated her,” I say. “You two had the kind of meeting you laugh about, and that would have been perfect for one of Anita’s articles. It was everything your relationship with Claire wasn’t and that she wanted it to be.”

Todd nods. “And she just kept on trying to direct the relationship as long as we were together. She’d stage little things or try to pose pictures and fake events so that she could show them to other people or post them all over social media. It was all about the attention. I knew as soon as she really started pushing for us to get engaged that she wasn’t going to settle for anything quiet when it came to a proposal. She was going to want all the fanfare and drama. She never came right out and said it was what she wanted, but there were plenty of hints that she thought the most romantic thing in the world would be for me to surprise her with all our friends and family and propose with a picnic at ‘our’ shelter.”

“Cold fried chicken,” I murmur. “Bellamy, you are brilliant.”

“What are you talking about?” Todd says.

“She was trying to tell me where she is. When we were in college, we used to go have picnics and would always bring cold fried chicken, macaroni salad, and watermelon. It didn’t have any kind of special meaning. We had just had it one time, thought it was delicious, had it the next time we wanted to go on a picnic, and it became a tradition from there. Claire had her help with making the menu. It’s her handwriting on the margin, and that’s what she wrote. She was telling me to think ‘picnic.’ Bellamy knew where Claire had taken the other women and where she was going to end up. We need to get to that shelter. You’ll have to show me where it is.”

Please let her still be alive.
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I know the incredible amount of danger that Todd would be in if I brought him down to the picnic shelter and Claire is there. Instead of having him bring me all the way to the shelter, I park in the lot with my backup team and bring up a map on my phone. Todd shows me the area where I need to look, and I leave him in the car with two officers and Xavier. Dean, Sam, and I run into the park with the last local officer.

Police have already gone through the park and cleared it of as many people as they could find, then blocked off the entrances so no one is able to come in or go out. The roads surrounding the park have officers stationed on them so if anybody tries to sneak through the woods or come out in another spot, they will still be found.

There’s an eerie quiet in the park as my group runs across the open field usually filled with laughing children and people stretched out on blankets enjoying the nice weather.

“There has to be something else,” I say. “It can’t just be the picnic shelter. Claire would not be able to keep three women hostage and kill two of them in a picnic shelter in a public park without someone noticing. Even if it is a rarely used section of the park, somebody goes there. Todd and Claire cannot be the only two humans who have walked in that spot in the last several years.”

We get to the old trail leading down into the disused area of the park. It is far narrower now than it used to be as undergrowth has crept over the edges and fallen branches have taken up the space where people used to walk and ride their bikes. We are slow on the trail, having to condense down into nearly a single-file line rather than the spread-out group we have been. I’m at the front with my gun in my hands as I take in the woods to either side to detect any movement.

Ahead of me, the shelter comes into view. It immediately reminds me of the gazebo where Grace was found. I can see now what Todd described about this area of the park. It is much older, and here are signs of it once being a popular spot for having cookouts and picnics. There are still a couple of old grills rusting off to the side near where a second pavilion might have stood. A pine-needle-strewn patch of old sand looks like it might have once been a volleyball court. An empty area is blocked off with rotting wood beams. That’s likely where the playground used to be. When the rest of the park was developed further and the more modern amenities were added, this section fell into general disuse and neglect.

The area looks like no one has come this way in a long time, but I notice something on the map that gives me a boost of hope.

“There’s nothing here,” Dean says.

“Over here,” I say, jogging across the pavilion area to the barely perceptible mouth of another trail.

This one isn’t marked and doesn’t look like it was ever as wide as the one leading into this section. Branches scratch at the sides of my face and catch on my jacket as I force my way through. It takes me weaving deeper into the dense woods in this corner of the park until finally I see the trees thinning up ahead. There’s the shape of something among the branches, and then the path opens, and we emerge on a broken sidewalk leading to a squat, brown building so covered in fallen leaves and vines it almost blends into the surroundings.

“What’s that?” Sam asks.

“It used to be a maintenance facility for the park,” George, the local officer with us, says. “It was decommissioned years ago when a new building was built over near the newer facilities.”

“We need to get inside,” I say.

With the officer’s body camera active to make sure all our movements are properly recorded, we approach the door to the building. It is latched closed and secured with a chain and heavy padlock. I walk around the other side and find a smaller side door. It looks like it’s locked as well, but there’s a small dent in the side that appears to have been made when somebody forced it open. I try the door, and it resists but eventually opens. Sam shines his flashlight over my shoulder to illuminate the dark recesses of the dank building. I enter cautiously and walk a few feet into the open space of the interior. There are a few crates and old abandoned machinery, but nothing else.

As Sam shines his light around the walls, it reflects off the handle of another door. I quickly cross over to it and wrench the door open. The flashlight shows a metal staircase leading down.

“Is there a basement?” I ask.

“Utility tunnels,” George tells me. “They were used for storage, and at one point provisions were kept there.”

“Provisions?” Sam asks.

“Like a bomb shelter,” I say.

“Something like that,” he says. “Decades ago before this place was built, there was a tragedy at the park. A group of crazed men rushed in with a gun during a Fourth of July picnic that most of the community had come out to join in. It was horrible. It really affected the entire area, and people never forgot.

“I guess they were always living with the fear of war on top of remembering that day. The people who designed the building added the areas in the tunnels as a safety measure. Just in case something happened, anyone in or near the park could come to this building and find shelter. Fortunately outside of the occasional storm shelter, it’s never been used.”

“Does it still have electricity?” Sam asks.

I touch the wall beside the steps and feel a switch. Hitting it fills the stairwell with hazy light.

“Yes, it does,” I say.

I hurry down the steps and find another door at the bottom. There’s a chain on it and a lock that secures from the outside. It hangs loose, telling me Claire is inside. We take a moment to gather ourselves, then burst through the door. Running down the lit tunnel, I lead with my gun into every chamber coming off the main tunnel. Most are stuffed with old junk that was probably shoved down here for storage decades ago and forgotten, but as we go deeper, I start seeing contemporary items that make the tunnels look almost like an apartment.

A door to the side opens, and Claire rushes into the corridor, looking startled by all the noise. She has her purse in one hand and her phone in the other.

“Going somewhere?” I ask. “Maybe to meet with a friend?”

“Who are you?” she asks.

“I think you know exactly who I am. Where’s Bellamy?”

She looks at me blankly, her head tilted to the side like she thinks if she just pretends to not know what I’m talking about, I’ll leave her alone.

I glance behind me. “George, keep her. We need to search the other tunnels.”

The officer steps up closer to Claire as Sam, Dean, and I push past to go further down the corridor. Other tunnels branch off from this one, and we each take one.

“Bellamy!” I call out. My voice echoes back to me, but I don’t get a response.

I continue along, searching each of the rooms I come on to. There’s old food stacked in one. Mattresses and blankets in another. Some of the other rooms contain modern amenities and supplies—a strange juxtaposition between the people of the past preparing for what could happen and one disturbed woman preparing for what she was going to cause.

I step into another room, and my stomach sinks. It’s the brightest lit of all the rooms I’ve been in down here. Extra lamps combine with the glow from overhead to sparkle off of sequins and beads on more than a dozen wedding gowns hanging from hooks on the walls and draped across the furniture. Shimmering tulle and fairy lights are like illuminated clouds along the baseboards, and an elaborate chandelier has been hung from the ceiling. It’s like she has created her own personal bridal boutique down in the tunnels. She doesn’t have to stop with just the five victims to fulfill the adage. She’s fully prepared to kill as many as she feels she needs to.

“Do you like it?”

I turn around toward the sound of the voice just before Claire rushes into the room, a knife pointed at the center of my chest.
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Avoiding lethal action is always the priority in any conflict, so I use the gun in my hand to hit Claire’s arm, knocking the knife from her grip and making her stumble. She ducks her head and comes at me again, forcing her shoulder into my stomach so I step backward, tripping over a box sitting on the floor. I land on the floor, and my gun falls from my hand.

Claire scrambles up me, trying to get to it, but I buck her off, tossing her to the ground a few steps away. I shout for Sam, not knowing what has happened to the officer who was supposed to be watching her or the three others searching the tunnels. Claire gets to her feet again, her eyes focused on my gun. I can’t let her get her hands on it, and she has already proven she isn’t going to back down because I have it pointed at her.

I have a choice to make. Either I pick it up again, risking Claire getting it from me or me being forced to use it. Or I can make sure neither of us has access to it, forcing me to subdue her without it. She dives toward it, and I drop to the ground, snatching it out of the way before she can get her fingers around it. Using my leg to swipe her feet out from under her, I throw the gun to the other side of the room so it lands among the tulle, gowns, and other decorations and accessories crowding the space.

If she wants it, she’s going to have to search for it, and I’m not going to let her get that far.

“What did you do to Bellamy?” I demand. “Where is she?”

“She’s really beautiful. I almost wish the two of us would get to keep being friends. She seems like she’s fun to be around. A little uptight sometimes, but fun. I have really enjoyed trying on dresses with her. You wouldn’t believe the one she chose. I bet you would never guess,” she says.

“She didn’t choose anything with you,” I growl. “Where do you have her?”

She’s on her feet again and comes at me with a tight fist, managing to land a blow to the side of my face. I rebound quickly and grab her by either side of her head, pulling up to strain her neck and force her to grab onto my arms. It’s exactly the leverage I need to sling her off her feet and into the floor-to-ceiling mirrors on the far wall.

The glass shatters, and a piece slices down her face. Her hands land on the shards, and she hisses, pulling them up to look down at the wounds on her palms. I already have eyes on my gun, and I go for it, done with the games and giving her chances. I whip around, the barrel pointed directly at her face. She reaches beside her and grabs hold of the dress hanging nearby, her hand leaving a bloody trail down the white fabric as she pulls herself to her feet. The other hand slides down by her body and wraps around a large chunk of glass.

I stand my ground, firmly positioned in a wide stance that keeps my gun trained directly on Claire.

“You know the only reason you’re still alive right now is because I don’t know where Bellamy is,” I say.

Her head tilts to the side, and a sickening smile draws the corners of her mouth upward, blood droplets sliding over her lips.

“Emma! I have her. Bellamy is here!” Sam’s voice calls from somewhere in the recesses of the tunnels.

I tighten my grip on my gun. “Try me.”
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We are still in that position when Sam runs into the room.

“Cuff her,” I say, nodding my head toward Claire. “Has anybody checked on George? What happened to him?”

“He’s fine,” Sam says. “She managed to bash his head against the wall, but he’s conscious now.”

“Where’s Bellamy?”

“Dean got her out. She’s been down here for a few days, and I thought it would be better if she’s in the fresh air and sunlight. She looks all right,” he tells me.

“I hope for your sake she is,” I say to Claire as Sam crouches down beside her and grabs one hand to put handcuffs around her wrist.

Leaving him to finish that, I turn and run out of the tunnels and outside. Bellamy is only a few steps away, and she runs to meet me. I grab her into a hug, squeezing her as tight as I can.

“Are you okay? Are you hurt?” I ask.

“I’m not hurt. Hungry. Pissed off. But other than one good knock to my head, drugging me, and a couple of times keeping me tied up, she hasn’t hurt me,” she says.

I let out a tearful laugh. “I’m glad you think all that’s just fine.”

“It could have been a lot worse,” she says.

She means it lightheartedly, but it hits both of us as the reality of what really could have happened sinks in. We both know there are two dead women who had been in the same position as she was. It could’ve been so much worse.

I look over at the door as Sam and the officer bring Claire out. She looks around, looking hopeful at first, then bewildered, then concerned.

“Where’s Todd?” she asks.

“Excuse me?” I ask.

“Todd,” she says. “Where is he? Didn’t you call him?”

“Why would we call him?” I ask.

“To let him know I’m here. He’s going to be so worried about me,” she says.

Bellamy and I lock eyes, then I look back at Claire. “He’s not worried about you, Claire. You murdered his fiancée, the woman he was actually going to spend the rest of his life with.”

She shakes her head adamantly. “No. No, he wasn’t. I did what I did because I had to. That woman was confusing my future husband and making him think so many things that aren’t true. I just couldn’t take watching it anymore. He didn’t know what was really happening. He would have been so sad if he tried to live the rest of his life without me. I had to make sure that never happened to him.

“The timing just wasn’t right for us before. I can see that now. I shouldn’t have tried to take control the way that I did. I should have let him give me my fairy tale. And he will. I just had to fix my mistakes. I had to make sure he didn’t have anything in the way, and I had to reclaim all the parts of my wedding that had been stolen. All the pieces I needed to be a good bride. Once I have them all, I will have my happily ever after.”

The words are chilling, and I hold tight to Bellamy’s hand as the men take Claire through the woods to one of the awaiting squad cars. I can still hear her as they walk away. She’s rambling nonsense, but she’s extremely earnest. It’s heartbreaking in a way, but also terrifying considering what we know she was already capable of doing. And after seeing what I’ve seen in those tunnels, I have no doubt about what she was preparing to do to Bellamy, then to Marissa, and possibly to many more.
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Though she says she’s fine, I demand Bellamy goes to the hospital to be checked out. While we’re there, a team investigates the tunnels thoroughly. They send me a picture that chills my blood. In the room where Sam found Bellamy, a wedding dress is hanging on a mannequin next to a table with one of the blank wedding invitations on it. It was likely only a matter of hours before Claire would’ve killed Bellamy, and Marissa would have taken her place.

“There was something ritualistic about the whole thing,” Bellamy tells me when I’m allowed to go into the room with her. “She really did believe that if she made the sacrifices of each of the brides who she said stole the important parts of her wedding, it would be an equal exchange. She would get Todd back and finally have the happy ending she always wanted. I think that was why she didn’t hurt me worse than she did and why she treated the other women well before they were killed. She knew we needed to be sacrificed, but she appreciated what it would bring her.”

I take Bellamy’s hand and lean down to hug her again.

There’s a knock on the door, and I look over to see Dean, Sam, and Xavier crowded in the doorway. Bellamy smiles and gestures for them to come in. Sam places a massive bag of takeout on the table beside the bed, and Bellamy makes a ravenous sound before diving in.

“She confessed about the money,” Dean says.

“Grace Turner’s money?” I ask.

Dean nods. “She said she knew Dylan Cooper had gone through a lot because of Grace too, and she didn’t feel it was right for her to be the only one to get retribution. Grace had ruined both of their lives, and that was a way that she could make some amends.”

“She lured her ex-boyfriend’s fiancée by pretending to have a pocket watch that reminded him of the one his grandfather had and then took the woman’s money and sent it to her ex-husband to pay him back for divorcing him after he abused her,” I say, shaking my head and shuddering.

“She didn’t pretend to have the watch,” Bellamy says. “She has it. She wants to give it to Todd on their wedding day.”
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Eric gets to the hospital as Bellamy is finishing her food. He runs across the room and drops onto the bed, gathering her tightly into his arms. He kisses the side of her neck and her face over and over, sometimes stopping to hold her tightly again. He’s crying like I’ve never seen him cry, and she clings to him like nothing will ever make her let go.

“I thought I’d lost you,” he whispers to her. “I don’t know what I would have done. I can’t do this without you. I can’t do life without you.”

“You’ll never have to,” she tells him. “As long as I never have to do it without you.”

“Never,” he says.

He kisses her, and they lean their foreheads against one another, just holding on to one another and breathing in the moment.

It’s more lovey-dovey than I’ve ever seen them be and it just melts my heart. I wipe a way a tear or two from my own cheek.

“I don’t want to do any of this stupid wedding stuff anymore,” Bellamy says. “I just want to be married to you. I just want to be your wife. Can we just forget about everything falling into place and being perfect so that we can just get married?”

“I will do whatever you want to do. I want you to be happy. If that means having the most over-the-top, elaborate wedding that anybody has ever seen, I will make that happen. And if that means getting married right here, right now, nothing would make me happier. I just want to be your husband,” he says.

“You could do that,” Xavier offers. “Not exactly right now, but as soon as the clerk’s office opens in the morning. All you have to do is go in and get your license. There’s no waiting period in Virginia.”

“There’s no waiting period, but there’s also no justice of the peace,” Eric points out. “We have to find a judge that’s available or a minister.”

“Or a marriage commissioner,” Xavier says. He slowly raises his hand.

Dean pinches the bridge of his nose with his fingers. “Because of course you can perform weddings.”

“I am a permanent civil celebrant of marriage registered with the court and authorized to provide services including officiating ceremonies, acting as the sole required witness to the signing of the license, and filing said license to make the marriage legally binding,” he says.

“How did that happen?” I ask.

He looks at me without any change in emotion on his face. “I wrote a letter to the court expressing that I wanted to become a permanent civil celebrant of marriage registered with the court and authorized to provide services.”

“When?” Sam asks.

“Tuesday,” Xavier says.

Sam looks at me, and I pat his arm, shaking my head.

“Xavier, are you serious?” Eric asks.

“Is there humor in that that I’m missing?” Xavier asks.

“No, I mean, you can really do that? You can officiate our wedding and it would be legal?”

“Yes. Virginia doesn’t have courthouse weddings as people imagine them to be, but there’s a reason that it’s considered the elopement capital of the East Coast. There’s no waiting period for your license, and as long as you have an authorized officiant, you can get married the same day. All you need to do is get Bellamy sprung out of here and go to the clerk in the morning. I can take it from there.”

Eric looks at Bellamy and grins. “Are we really going to do this?”

“I think we are,” she says, laughing.

He kisses her. “Then I think I have some arrangements I need to make. The doctor is going to keep you overnight, but I’ll make sure everything is ready so we can get you out of here first thing in the morning.”

“Emma, can you find some flowers? And a dress?” Bellamy asks. She holds up a hand. “Not a wedding dress. Not white.”

“Not white?” I ask, surprised by the declaration.

She shudders and shakes her head. “No. Something different.”

“I can do that.”

“I’ll call Angelo,” Sam says. “We can pick up food and have dinner at our house.”

“And dessert at ours,” Dean adds. “I’ll go to the bakery and see what they can do.”

“I’ll call my mother and have her bring Bebe,” Bellamy says.

“She’s going to need flowers too,” I say. “And a dress.”

“Do you have rings?” Sam asks.

“We haven’t bought them yet,” Eric says.

“I’ll call Gavin,” I say.

The doctor comes in to let us know that visiting hours are over and Bellamy needs her rest. We all hustle out of the room to take on our tasks for putting the wedding together. I’m the last to leave, and the others have all gone on ahead of me by the time I say good night to both of my best friends and head downstairs. I find Xavier standing at the doorway to the chapel looking at the stained glass window.

“Hey,” I say so he knows I’m coming before I rest my hand on his back and step up beside him. “What are you doing?”

“Just breathing,” he says.

I nod. “Thank you.”

“Mmm,” he says, not really committing to an answer but acknowledging I’ve spoken.

It’s enough.

I know how he feels about Bellamy. But I also know how much he appreciates her for giving birth to Bebe and that when he looks at her, he sees someone important to me. I can’t change his opinion about her. Neither can he. It’s not something he can control, and there isn’t any reason for it beyond the simple fact that it is how he feels. But he’s willing to have compassion for her. He’s willing to show empathy and care in the face of trauma, even if it doesn’t solicit a change in their relationship beyond him being glad she hasn’t been killed. That, too, is enough.
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The rest of the day and into the next morning is a frantic spree of getting everything in place for a wedding we thought would be in the future, then could never have happened. Gavin is able to come through with rings for both of them and offers to resize them if they don’t fit. He tells me he has given Todd Grace’s finished engagement ring, and he will have it buried with her.

I get every flower I can from the florists in the area, then dip into the restaurant to see Beth. She packs up the fresh pies just made for the day and tops the stack of boxes with one containing a slab of lemon bars. I sneak a corner as I’m walking out of the restaurant into the cold day. The flavor bursts on my tongue like an unexpected burst of sunshine on a frigid winter morning.

It’s Brianna who gives me the dress for Bellamy. Not a wedding dress. Not white. But a soft, blush-pink sheath from the early twenties that slides along her body like it was made just for her and is topped with a soft velvet wrap.

It takes each of us, but by noon, Bellamy has been discharged from the hospital, they’ve gotten their marriage license from the court, and we’re standing on the steps of a tiny historic stone library just down the street from the courthouse as Xavier performs the ceremony.

Bebe is on the sidewalk behind her parents, throwing flower petals into the air and spinning around in them as they rain down on her. Sunlight sparkles on that little-boy smile that made me fall in love with Sam so many years ago. Dean tries to be both guest and photographer, interspersing moments of watching and snapping pictures on his phone. Violet holds my hand beside me.

It isn’t a lavish wedding. It’s nothing like what any of us would have envisioned. But it is, in its own way, perfect. I am just happy to stand here and watch my two best friends experience the greatest happiness of their lives. Their daughter is there beside them, their family surrounding them, finally making the commitment to each other they’ve been waiting so long to make.

As they kiss to seal the ceremony, people driving past honk and cheer through the windows. We all agree. It’s time to celebrate.
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Violet decides to head back home after the ceremony, leaving the rest of us to take the drive in a caravan back to Sherwood. Sam goes by Angelo’s to pick up the massive spread of food he’s ordered and I go ahead to arrange the flowers that have been waiting in my car all day.

We laugh our way through dinner, taking turns giving toasts like we are multiple people each so that we can pretend there are more guests. When we finish eating, we walk together to Dean and Xavier’s house where an elaborate array of cupcakes and cookies, along with the pies and lemon bars, await. Eric pours champagne for each of us and they stand in front of us with their arms wrapped tightly around each other’s waists.

“We want to say thank you,” Eric says. “That’s never going to be enough. Those words will never measure up to how we feel about each of you and everything you’ve done for us. These last few days have been the most terrifying moments of my life. I thought I would have to live my life without her. I didn’t know how I would get through every day, how I could possibly raise Bebe. I couldn’t have made it through that without you. Thank you.”

“And thank you for making this happen,” Bellamy says. “This is officially the wedding of my dreams because it was about us. I have my husband. I have my family. This is all I need.”

She looks at Eric, and they raise their eyebrows at each other, doing the silent couple’s communication that doesn’t include any real words passing between them but is enough for them to fully understand what the other means. Finally, Eric relents.

“We’ve made a decision,” he says. “While we were driving back here after the ceremony, we decided that we don’t want this celebration to end tonight. We still have all of our wedding savings, and we want to use it for all of us to go on a cruise together.”

“All of us?” Dean asks.

“All of us,” Bellamy says.

“Wait, does that mean we’re going on your honeymoon with you?” Sam asks.

Bellamy laughs. “I guess it does.”

“You know, the honeymoon has its origins in marriage by abduction,” Xavier says. “A man would choose the woman he wanted to marry and kidnap her. Then they would go into hiding for a month so he could avoid confrontations with her relatives in case they weren’t pleased with the match.”

There’s a beat of silence.

“Wow, X,” Dean says.

“There is another theory.”

“Xavier…”

“That the month after marriage is the sweetest of your life.”

Eric and Bellamy smile at each other and kiss. Sam leans in for a kiss from me, and I hold him close. I haven’t let myself fully feel everything that just happened. I know I will. It will hit me at some point, and I will have to process it all. There are still questions. There are still things we don’t know that will have to come out during the full investigation. And I will be there. But for now, I’m happy with where I am.

Tonight marks the beginning of many family events that will occur across both households in the neighborhood. What had been just a figment of my imagination, a vivid dream during my coma fueled by Xavier’s stories—and perhaps his suggestions—is now a reality. It feels right, like it is the way it should have always been. Even though there are things Sam and I would like to do with his childhood home to make it feel more like ours, there’s no rush. It is our forever home, and we don’t mind taking our time to build forever together.
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Three weeks later

Landon Gunnerson finishes cleaning the cabin and takes a final look to make sure everything is perfectly in place before closing the door. The cruise has only just begun, so he hasn’t had a chance to get as accustomed to the guests staying in these rooms as he will be by the end of the voyage. By then he’ll be able to leave the little personalized details he likes to so that the guests feel special. For now, he can only focus on leaving each cabin in a pristine condition so when the guests return at the end of the night or for a break in the middle of the day, they will feel welcomed and relaxed.

Landon moves on to the next cabin and knocks on the door as he always does. There’s no answer. He knocks again, announcing himself just in case the guest inside is sleeping or in the shower. When there is still no answer, he uses his pass key to open the door and go inside. The familiar scent of cleaner and fresh laundry greets him. The cabin is already clean. The bed is made. There’s no luggage anywhere visible. It looks like no one has been in the cabin at all.

He takes a moment to look around, trying to find anything he can clean or improve, but the cabin looks untouched. Moving into the bathroom, he finds the only indication that a person has been inside the cabin since it was cleaned in preparation for embarkation. The bar of soap is partially used and sitting on the edge of the sink along with a washcloth that has been unfolded.

Landon takes both and replaces the soap before leaving. As he closes the door behind him, a member of the crew comes down the hallway toward him.

Landon flashes a smile. “That is a very neat guest in there,” he says. “If all the guests were that clean, it would make my job much easier. But also pretty boring.”

The crew member gives him a questioning lift up his eyebrow, and Landon briefly worries that he sounds too casual or like he’s lazy and doesn’t want to put every bit of effort into his job. But before he can try to explain himself, the crew member points at the door.

“That cabin?” he asks.

“Yes,” Landon says.

“I would hope that cabin would be neat. There’s no one staying in it. It wasn’t booked for this cruise.”

“Well, who was using the bathroom in there?”
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Dear Reader,

Thank you for choosing to read The Girl and the Bride, the fifth installment in this new season of the Emma Griffin® FBI Mystery and the first Emma book of 2024! I hope it has found you at the start of what promises to be an extraordinary year and that it has brought you excitement and pure enjoyment. The start of a year is a time filled with hope and potential. May the stories you discover and the adventures you embark upon be as limitless as the possibilities that lie ahead. Here's to a fantastic journey through the chapters of 2024, filled with joy, growth, and countless new tales waiting to be explored!

Speaking of new stories to accompany you into the new year, I invite you to explore The Invitation and The Girl in Hawaii from my Ava James mystery series. In The Invitation, a peaceful Christmas wedding turns into a chilling murder mystery when the groom’s sister is discovered frozen in the snow. And as more bodies begin to drop, one grim certainty lingers - there’s a bloodthirsty killer or killers among the twenty guests. "The Girl in Hawaii" transports you to the captivating landscapes of Oahu, where Ava unravels a trafficking network with high stakes, danger, and unexpected twists. I promise you’ll find something to love in both of these books.

I owe Emma and the rest of this beloved cast of characters to your unyielding support and enthusiasm. So, if you could please take a quick moment to leave a review for this book, I would appreciate it enormously. Your reviews allow me to keep living my dream as an indie author and bringing you the thrilling mystery stories that you love.

Yours,

A.J. Rivers

P.S. If for some reason you didn’t like this book or found typos or other errors, please let me know personally. I do my best to read and respond to every email at mailto:aj@riversthrillers.com

P.P.S. If you would like to stay up-to-date with me and my latest releases I invite you to visit my Linktree page at www.linktr.ee/a.j.rivers to subscribe to my newsletter and receive a free copy of my book, Edge of the Woods. You can also follow me on my social media accounts for behind-the-scenes glimpses and sneak peeks of my upcoming projects, or even sign up for text notifications. I can't wait to connect with you!
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