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      When lives are on the line, failure is not an option…

      FBI Special Agent Erin Hastings is driven by the pain of her past. Fifteen years ago, she could’ve stopped her twin brother from killing his sixth victim. All she wants now is a second chance at catching a killer.

      Riding high after a media blitz over her latest arrest, Erin is plunged back to reality with her first serial killer case—in Erin’s hometown. Reminders of her brother’s murders plague her nightmares. Haunted by the similarities between the two cases, Erin vows she won't make the same rookie mistake again. This time, she’ll stop the murderer before he can claim any more innocent lives.

      But the race to catch this ruthless killer grows more desperate as the body count rises. And with every suspect her team clears, Erin’s chances at redemption wither away. All while pressure for an arrest from higher-ups intensifies.

      Erin won’t quit until she gets her man. Not when history seeks to repeat itself. With another victim’s life at stake, she’ll risk going rogue before she gives up.

      But will she jeopardize her own life, rather than let this killer strike again?
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      Erin couldn’t hide her grin. Finally, she’d been able to announce they’d got their guy. Elation bubbled through her veins, mixing with the adrenaline that always lingered after a successful hunt. Anything was possible – even becoming an FBI team leader was within her grasp now, if she decided that was really what she wanted.

      She followed her team members out of the press room, back to the office to celebrate another case closed. Up ahead, Catherine looked over her shoulder and winked. “Great job,” she mouthed.

      Catherine had always been a supportive mentor. When the idea of being a team leader had first occurred to Erin, it had seemed far-fetched at best, but after she’d mentioned it jokingly to Catherine, she had encouraged her to pursue it instead of laughing like Erin had expected. Erin had been startled but had pushed it aside to focus on her case. Then, during the annual performance reviews a few months ago, Special Agent in Charge Randy Cho had asked where she saw her career heading, and she had blurted out her dream of leading a team. To her surprise, he’d smiled and nodded, telling her she was on the right track.

      She’d left the interview feeling vaguely unsettled. Randy was tough but fair with all of his agents, a genius at placing people in the right places to get the job done. What then, she thought, does he see in me that makes him think I could potentially be a team leader? Do I even want to be a team leader? It would cut into my freedom as an agent to pursue the leads I want. The responsibility as well as the paperwork would be enough to give anyone pause. And possibly nightmares. Still, she was months, if not years away from her having to make a decision one way or the other.

      She entered the office and the other agents’ animated chatter reached her ears. Her grin widened. Beside her, Brody stiffened but Erin ignored it. It always took a little while for their team leader to relax after a case finished. She took a deep breath and projected her voice so it carried over the noise. “Man, is it good to be back!”

      Another agent laughed. “It’s not like we missed you,” she called back. “You were on our TV screens the whole time. Guess it’s because your face is prettier than the man in charge, right, Innis?”

      Brody said nothing. Erin laughed. “Nah, Ryans, it’s because he makes all the reporters cry when he won’t give them the good information. They’re just trying to do their job, same as us.”

      Agent Ryans batted her eyes at Erin. “You’ll tell us all the dirty details though, won’t you, Agent Hastings?”

      Erin shrugged. “What’s there to tell?”

      There were groans from the room.

      “OK, OK.” She held her hands up. “Ten days, thirteen states, through cities and some of the nastiest swampland you never want to see. Good at hiding his tracks, but the longer he ran, the sloppier he got. We ran him to ground in a tiny cabin in the woods in Kentucky, of all places. He thought he was safe – his mistake. It might take time, but we always get them in the end.”

      The other agents’ cheers rang in her ears. She gazed at their faces, unseeing. In her head, she was back there, the final day of the chase.
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        * * *

      

      She was exhausted from working around the clock, adrenaline the only thing pushing her aching limbs on as they closed in. The logging road was so rocky that it was all she could do to keep her head from slamming into the roof or window. She’d lost count of the number of times she’d bitten her tongue from the dips and bumps, even when they were driving at a snail’s pace to deal with weaving through the trees.

      According to intel they’d received, the cabin where he’d holed up was a line cabin that lumberjacks used to shelter in during dangerous weather. It was so far off the beaten path that Erin couldn’t decide if Anderson had actually known about it or had managed to stumble upon it in a stroke of blind luck.

      When they finally reached the area where the cabin was located, she was the first one out of the vehicle. They had come as close as they feasibly could, not wanting to give away their presence by the noise of their tires. She secured her earpiece and pulled her gun from its holster. The other agents were moving slower, so she decided to scout ahead. It was on her to make sure that their suspect didn’t slip through their hands yet again.

      The cabin was still several hundred yards away, its weathered exterior blending in easily with the woods around it. Erin slipped silently through the trees, the rapid beating of her heart drowning out the natural sounds around her. She kept her eyes locked on the cabin, watching for movement. Reaching the corner of the building, she let out a soft sigh of relief. No one had emerged. She slid along the wall, the aged wood catching at her clothing, and peeked in the window. The panes were grimy and dim, giving her a blurred glimpse of the interior. The suspect inside appeared to be hastily repacking his bag – dammit, he was getting ready to flee once again. If she waited for the rest of the team, the suspect would be gone by the time they arrived.

      “The suspect is about to bolt. I’m going in,” she murmured, just loud enough for her comm to pick up.

      She heard Brody yelling in her ear, “Stay back! Wait for the team!” but she was already moving to the door, her pulse thundering in her ears even as her hands were steady on the gun. Her entire vision narrowed to one point, the battered door standing between her and the suspect. Her headpiece crackled to life again, but she ignored it, reaching for the dull brass knob.

      She opened the door with enough force that it ricocheted against the wall, the sound echoing through the cabin as the suspect whirled to face her, eyes wide. Before he could recover enough to attack or run, she was right next to him with her gun pointed in his face. “Put your hands up, or I’ll shoot!”

      He slowly raised trembling hands, his expression pale.

      She was placing the cuffs on him when the rest of the team burst through the door. She’d done it.
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        * * *

      

      She was pulled back to the present by her stomach growling and laughed, waved away her audience, and headed over to where the food and drinks were laid out. She loaded up a plate and wandered through the party as she ate, grateful for the opportunity to refuel after the grueling case.

      Her teammates always teased her about how she forgot to eat when she was working an investigation. It was something that Catherine, the unofficial ‘mom’ of the team, nagged her about endlessly. She was always telling Erin that she needed to take better care of herself. Erin grinned as she saw Catherine over by the refreshments, seeming to be nagging yet another agent into eating. Not wanting to get caught up, Erin turned away and kept walking. She stopped here and there to chat, but mainly she just ate and listened while the other agents shared where they were at in their cases.

      A sardonic voice rose above the crowd. “Oh yeah, the capture went swimmingly.”

      Brody was talking with a couple of other agents, his expression displeased. Was that him? Wondering if she had misunderstood the conversation, she joined her colleagues. “Was there a problem with the conclusion of the hunt, Innis?”

      Brody’s voice was cool, level. “No, I was just telling them about how you singlehandedly managed to subdue the subject and capture him without injury. Your haste paid off. This time.”

      Feeling her good mood start to flag, she studied his face. His dark eyes were stormy even as his expression remained smooth. He was serious.

      “You’re not jealous, are you, Innis?” she said, trying to lighten the mood. “That I managed to capture the suspect while you were all still creeping through the woods?”

      He scowled. “Don’t flatter yourself. You may be the FBI’s poster girl right now, but the way you handled that arrest is not something to be proud of. Do I need to list all of the reasons for you again?”

      It was true, he had given her a dressing down right after the capture for ignoring his warnings. And it was clear that he was still upset with her, even now. She glanced at the other agents to see if she was imagining things, but neither would meet her eyes, their body language screaming that they’d rather be anywhere else. She smoothed out her expression. “I understood the first time, sir,” she said coolly. “If you’ll excuse me, I still have some paperwork that I need to write up.”

      Without waiting for him to reply, she moved away and dumped her plate in the nearest trashcan, inwardly fuming as she headed to her office. Who did Brody think he was? If she hadn’t acted when she did, the suspect would’ve fled, and they would still be out chasing him. She shut her door firmly but quietly behind her, not wanting to be disturbed by other agents congratulating her or fishing for details. She’d lost the desire to celebrate, and now she just wanted to finish up the paperwork so she could go home and crash.

      She had just sat down and pulled out the files when there was a light tap on her door. Before she could respond, the door popped open and Randy stuck his head in, nodding when he saw her. “There you are. I need you to come to my office, please.”

      She held up the document. “Can it wait? I just need to fill this out.”

      He shook his head. “Afraid not, it’s urgent.”

      She set the paperwork aside with a sigh. The short walk to his office was silent, and she wondered what could possibly require her immediate attention. Usually, agents got at least one or two days of recuperation time to finish up all the work of their previous case before they were assigned a new one. Entering Randy’s office, she had to fight back the urge to scowl. Brody was waiting there. What did he want now? Hadn’t he said enough?

      Praying that this wasn’t one of Randy’s team unity exercises, she avoided meeting Brody’s eye as she took the other chair in front of the desk. One of the office’s unwritten rules was no squabbling between team members, and she knew Randy would want them on good terms. But her boss’s expression was much too grim for a simple disagreement between co-workers. Erin found herself sitting straighter, her mind whirring. Whatever had happened to cause him to summon them to his office, it was obviously serious.

      Randy sighed. “I’m sorry for having to call you both here. I know that you just wrapped up a major case, but this is important. There’s been a serial in California and your team has been specifically requested by the L.A. field office because of your skills in tracking suspects. This killer has killed across state lines – California and Nevada – which puts it squarely under FBI jurisdiction.”

      Brody’s expression went still, the way it always did when he was intensely focused. “Sounds like the L.A. office is trying to pass this one off.”

      “Our L.A. colleagues are swamped trying to head off a major gang war between drug dealers,” Randy replied. “If they don’t get ahead of that, there will be bodies dropping on the streets in a way that hasn’t been seen since the Red Wave gang war or the Golden Dragon massacre. Between your skills and the delicate situation in Los Angeles, they are urgently requesting Atlanta’s assistance with this case.”

      Brody nodded. “How many bodies so far and where?”

      “Three. The first two were in Lancaster, California, and the third in Indian Springs, Nevada. All three were women, and there is apparently enough of a similarity for law enforcement to declare it the work of the same person.”

      Erin’s head was swimming, Randy’s words disappearing as noisy thoughts took over. Did he say Lancaster?

      Just the name of the place made her stomach churn. Of all the cities, of all the possibilities, it had to be the one place that she had sworn she would never return to, the one she had fled fifteen years ago and never looked back, after that summer she refused to think about.

      Images of the place, the people she had left behind, came swirling through her mind like ghosts. Those memories were all stained with the colors of flashing police lights. Jagged snapshots burst through her mind like the overwhelming flashes of reporters’ cameras. Her brother cuffed and locked in the back of a police car, his gaze vacant. Their father’s broken expression as the foundations of his family were blown apart. The six brunette women smiling accusingly at her from the front page of a newspaper with the name of their killer, her twin’s name, printed above them. Lancaster, her hometown, was the place where Erin had learned exactly how cold and cruel a place the world could truly be.

      Randy drew her from her haunted thoughts. “Erin, you’ve never worked a serial killer case, have you?”

      She forced the words from her dry mouth. “No, sir, I haven’t.”

      Randy nodded. “Well, the best teacher is experience. The first one is always the hardest, but this case will be a good learning opportunity for you.” He turned to Brody. “This will also be a good first opportunity for you to lead a team away from the home office.”

      She felt Brody look at her but didn’t turn, knowing that she would say something nasty to him and then Randy would make them do a team exercise. However, Brody obviously wasn’t as content to let it lie. “S’all right, Hastings. Everyone has to start sooner or later. Thought that you would’ve tripped over one already, being Hasty Hastings and all.” He paused. “However, if you’re still tired from the chase, I suppose you could—”

      “I’m perfectly capable, thank you,” she interrupted. “After all, the FBI has to respond swiftly to cases like this.” It’ll be a cold day in hell before you bench me, Innis, she thought fiercely.

      Randy cut in before Brody could reply. “Go home and get some rest, both of you. Your flight leaves tomorrow at ten, so you’ll have time to attend a briefing before you need to leave. And good work, both of you, on wrapping up the Anderson case.”

      Erin nodded and rose, murmuring her goodbyes. She left the room without waiting for Brody, her emotions seesawing. On one hand, she was extremely proud that her team’s reputation for success with violent crimes and manhunts had grown enough that it was now known nationally. But on the other... Nausea rose in her throat. She’d have to get on a plane to Lancaster – the last place that she’d ever wanted to be sent to. She’d been numb the whole flight the day she left, unable to release the tears burning in her chest. Stepping away from her life, from everything, had been both freeing and impossibly difficult. So many emotions had flooded her that her only choice had been to shut them down. She’d known then she would never be the same.

      She drew a shaky breath as she exited the building. Remembering Brody’s earlier jeers about her competence, she squared her shoulders and made her way to her car. There was no way that she was going to beg off and give him the satisfaction of saying that she was an unsatisfactory agent. By the time this case was over, he was going to apologize for ever having doubted her professionalism.
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        * * *

      

      The desert wind blew through his hair as the car purred down the highway, the stars shining brightly above him. He was on top of the world and there was nothing that could stop him – nothing! He pressed the pedal down even more, watching the speedometer creep up with glee, and belted out the chorus to the song blasting on the radio. He let his laughter spill out, unable to contain the elation, the utter triumph surging through his veins. He allowed himself to bask for several more minutes in the satisfaction of a job well done.

      He drew close to a known speed trap and reluctantly slowed the car, dialing the music down a bit as he crept past the danger zone. He took a deep breath, not wanting to draw any attention to himself. That would interfere with his celebration, and that would be unforgivable.

      Still, he couldn’t help the tiny smirk as he wondered just how long it would take for the police to discover that he’d killed them all. Not that they’d ever be able to figure out who actually was behind the murders. Nor was it murder, so much as justice.

      The radio DJ’s voice cut through the quiet night. “And that was ‘What You Deserve,’ by No Resolve. Up next—”

      He laughed, the roar of the engine drowning him out as he sped off into the darkness.
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      Pulling the final load of clothes from the dryer, Erin looked at the clock and sighed. It was almost midnight. Normally, she’d leave the laundry until she was rested, but since they were flying out first thing in the morning, she’d been forced to get it done. She refused to lug dirty laundry cross-country.

      Her hands folded the clothes automatically while her thoughts wandered. If only she’d had a couple of days to prepare herself for going back there. That summer, she and Eric had just been seniors in high school. News of a serial killer terrorizing their community had been splashed all over the front pages, imploring young women and leaving everyone in fear of when he’d strike again. She still remembered the sick feeling in her gut when she’d first started to suspect that her twin might be the monster they were looking for. She had pushed away her concerns, had refused to consider Eric capable of such a crime, and because of that, a sixth woman had died at her brother’s hands.

      In the days and weeks after her brother’s arrest, as her brother’s full actions came to light and she and her father were hounded by the press, Erin’s path had slowly materialized. Sitting through the trial, seeing the pain of the families who had lost a loved one at her brother’s hand – especially the last family, whose daughter she might have saved if she had only had the courage to speak up – she had made a vow. She would spend the rest of her life doing everything in her power to stop violent criminals before they could tear more families apart, to stop innocent people from dying at the hands of evil. Every day in that courtroom, sitting across from the grieving families, she had silently promised that she would do everything in her power to keep others from having to suffer like they were.

      Her heart ached at the memory. She stuffed it away, back to the dark corner of her mind with the others. She pulled another duffel bag from her closet – a medium one should be sufficient for the trip. With deft, practiced movements, she quickly had a few changes of clothes and basic toiletries packed. But when she reached to zip it closed, she hesitated.

      As much as she wanted to believe that it would only be a quick trip, her gut was telling her otherwise. She’d been on enough manhunts, including the last one, to know that things rarely went as planned. And if there were already three bodies in two states, this had the clear potential to become a difficult case. It could take days or even weeks to capture the serial and make sure that their evidence held up in court. Also, if the L.A. office was busy with the drug situation, that meant that their assistance would be minimal, and her team would be doing a lot of the footwork.

      She stomped over to the closet and yanked out her largest suitcase, lugged it over, and dropped it on the bed. With any luck, she would be back here unpacking it before the week was out, but she had the feeling that fate just wasn’t going to be that kind to her. She dumped out the duffel and tossed it aside before loading the suitcase with extra supplies – everything she would need for an extended trip.

      Mentally running through a quick checklist, she groaned. She’d forgotten to let Hannah know that she was back, although she might already know if she’d seen the news. She fished her phone from her pocket, dialed Hannah, and tucked her phone against her shoulder while she continued to fill the suitcase.

      Hannah picked up on the third ring. “Erin, I was starting to think that you’d forgotten all about me! I saw you on TV today, you looked amazing! But I didn’t even get a text from you letting me know that you weren’t dead.”

      Erin chuckled. Hannah had always had that effect on her, cheering her up, even when she felt like wallowing. “Well, I obviously didn’t wake you, you’re much too energetic for this time of night,” she said wryly.

      Hannah laughed. “Ah, ma chérie, we are young and life is for living. You can sleep when you’re dead. You finished up your case and caught your man – why don’t you come celebrate with me?”

      Erin sighed. “Actually, that’s what I’m calling about. I have to head out tomorrow for a case in California. Would it be possible for you to keep an eye on my place for a little bit longer?”

      An indignant huff came through the phone. “What, already? Does that boss of yours ever give you a break? You just got back, I haven’t even gotten to see you yet.”

      “You know that it’s important, otherwise they wouldn’t be sending us out again so quickly.”

      “I know, I know, but still, not even one day off?”

      Erin said nothing. She longed to let her hair down with Hannah, forget work for a few hours. These intense cases always left her exhausted and needing to recharge with friends. She’d rather be here than the place she was going.

      Hearing her silence, Hannah gave in. “Fine, I’ll continue to keep an eye on your place. But it will cost you. When you get back, you and me, girls’ day. We’ll do the spa, shopping, the whole nine yards. And best of all, no phones, for the entire day. Understand?”

      Knowing that she was getting off lightly, Erin agreed. “Sounds marvelous. Thanks, Hannah, I really appreciate it.”

      “What are friends for?” Hannah said brightly, apparently placated by the promise of Erin’s company – hopefully before too long. “Now, go get some sleep as you’ll undoubtedly be taking off at some unholy early hour. Safe travels, and remember to text me every so often so that I know that you’re still alive.”

      Erin gave a tired laugh at this. “I’ll do my best. Take care.”

      She tossed the phone on the bed while she finished up packing. Despite her exhaustion, it only took a few minutes to finish. Zipping it up, she scowled tiredly as she ran through her mental checklist once again. She’d already been through it three times, and everything was accounted for, but she couldn’t help feeling like she was forgetting something. Finally, she gave up and shrugged. She could figure it out tomorrow.

      She dragged the suitcase over, grunting at its weight, and set it by the door, where she could grab it on her way out in the morning.

      Satisfied that she was as ready as she could be, Erin turned in. If she fell asleep quickly, she might be able to get just over five hours before having to get up. She lay in her clean sheets, grateful to be back home in her own bed after days of being out on the road. But as she tried to release the tension in her body and give in to her fatigue, another memory, that memory resurfaced.
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        * * *

      

      It was an ordinary day, late July, and sweltering hot, as California always was in the summer. She was put out that summer was going by so fast. It would be time for school again soon, although thankfully it would be her last year of high school. After that, she could go study somewhere where the sun didn’t try to melt your flesh from your bones several months out of the year.

      She was doing laundry and found that a couple of Eric’s shirts had gotten mixed up with her stuff. Since he was out with his friends and was notorious for leaving his clothes, clean or dirty, lying around, she decided to just put them away and save herself the hassle later.

      Eric’s room was messy, with clothes and stuff tossed all over the place. She picked her way across, scowling, and set the clothes on the bed. She might as well check for any kitchen stuff that might be lurking in his room while she was here.

      She uncovered two mugs from the floor and moved over to his desk, figuring that’s where any dishes would be.

      What she found instead shook her to her core.

      There, draped over the back of his chair, was a jacket similar to what the killer was supposed to have worn. She’d seen a picture of the “distinctive item” in the paper only yesterday – a battered camo jacket covered with patches from the Edwards AFB, along with several historical Marine Corps patches. She took the sleeve gingerly in her hand. It had a deep slash across it, as well as what appeared to be several large spots of… She squinted at it before backing away in horror.

      She fled the room and slammed the door behind her. Blood? He wasn’t… He couldn’t possibly… She was his twin, she would know if he had…

      The idea was too horrifying. She left the house, wandering the streets aimlessly as she tried to make sense of what she had seen, struggling to breathe in the close, hot summer air. By the time she returned home, she was sunburnt and dizzy. She put her tumbling thoughts down to a mild case of heat exhaustion and managed to convince herself that there was an innocent reason for the jacket. There would be a reasonable explanation; there had to be. He’d been fooling around with friends and had done a stupid dare, which had caused him to get hurt and bleed on the jacket. That had to be it.
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        * * *

      

      Erin sighed. So much for five hours’ sleep. She had slept poorly, her dread at having to return to Lancaster, of having to face her past – and possibly even her family – making it impossible for her to fall into a deep sleep. She had spent the rest of the night tossing and turning, waking up every half hour or so, with thoughts popping up like whether or not she should contact her father, dread crawling along her spine at the thought.

      She finally gave up at five a.m., dragging herself out of bed and into the shower. Maybe the warm water would help her to wake up and ease her fatigue.

      It helped a little, but it didn’t wash away the dark circles under her eyes. She blessed whoever had created concealer – at least she wouldn’t look like a walking corpse. She also decided to skip breakfast. Her stomach was too tied up in knots to even attempt eating.

      She filled her travel mug, flipped off the coffee pot, and glanced around the apartment. She still couldn’t shake off the feeling that she had forgotten something. She moved her suitcase into the hall and juggled her mug and keys for a second before she was able to get them sorted and lock the door.

      She took a deep breath. She needed to get it together if she was going to succeed in this case. There was no reason, she decided, looking at the closed door, to contact her father. She would undoubtedly be busy with the case, and anyway, she’d be in and out of Lancaster before anyone realized that she was there. After all, they needed – she needed – to catch the killer as quickly as possible before he could claim yet another life.
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      Erin glanced at her watch as the elevator ascended. Three hours till takeoff. With a bit of luck, she would be able to fill out some basic reports for the last case and even be able to skim the info on the new case before having to leave to catch the plane. A soft chime announced that she had reached her floor, and she walked into the empty hallway, her suitcase wheels clicking behind her. She loved this time at the office, when the building was quiet before it filled up with agents starting their day.

      She knew that it wouldn’t remain that way for long. Thursday was one of the busiest days in the office, the agents trying to finish up as much work as possible so they wouldn’t have to stay late the next day and lose some of their weekend. Also, where it was already the ninth, her colleagues would be pushing to finish up everything in the next week or so – that way nothing would interfere with Thanksgiving with their families. Friends and co-workers had been talking about their holiday plans for days now.

      Erin paused as she suddenly realized that she would be “home” for the holidays. Or at least, the place that she’d grown up. For her, home usually meant spending Thanksgiving with Hannah as they binged romcoms and complained about how they’d never eat again, they were so full.

      Pushing that all aside, she entered her office and got busy filling out all of the required reports, taking refuge in the monotonous task. It was just before eight when Randy stuck his head in her office. “Team’s gathering for the briefing. See you down there in five.”

      She nodded and placed the last report in the basket for mail pick-up. Satisfied that everything was in order, she made her way down to the conference room.

      She chose a seat next to Catherine, as far away from Sasha as she could get. The woman was a tech whiz, but she had one of the most miserable personalities that Erin had ever had the misfortune to deal with. She really didn’t need that today. Brody, Mo, and Randy were already seated, so with Erin, the entire team was now there.

      “OK, let’s get started,” Randy began. “I know that you all just finished a case, but this is important.”

      Brody nodded firmly. “Yes, a serial in California.”

      “And Nevada.” Randy handed out the usual folders with the case info. “Killer crossed state lines, which is why we’re on the case. Right now, there are three potential victims, possibly more that we haven’t discovered yet. Two women, a mother and daughter, were killed in Lancaster last Friday. The third victim, also a woman, was killed in Indian Springs, Nevada on Tuesday. The bodies were posed post-mortem, similarly enough that they’ve tentatively linked the cases as being the work of the same person.”

      Mo Mirza, the profiler of the team, perked up at that. “This posing could be a message or a compulsion. I’ll study it further and let you know what I discover.”

      Brody frowned. “Roughly four days in between victims, that’s not a long cooling-off period.”

      “Exactly,” Randy agreed. “That’s why all of you need to get out there and find the person behind these murders before we have more bodies on our hands. I will be remaining in Atlanta along with Agent Mirza, although he will be assisting you long distance. Agent Innis will be leading the investigation.”

      Brody straightened in his seat. Erin suppressed the urge to roll her eyes as Randy looked her way. Act your age, not your shoe size, she thought. I don’t need him to accuse me of being childish on top of reckless. I am an adult; I don’t need to stoop to his level. Just make it through the briefing.

      Having calmed her irritation, she tuned back into Randy’s instructions. “Agents Hastings, Hannon, and Grant, you’ll be working under Agent Innis’s directions, although you’ve also been asked to consult on another case while you’re there, Sasha, because of your technical expertise. However, this case takes priority, understand?”

      They chorused their agreement and Randy excused himself, having other cases to oversee. Sasha grumbled about having to move all of her precious tech and left right after Randy to get it all packed up and ready for transport. The remaining four skimmed the case file. This time, it was Erin’s turn to frown. “There isn’t much here to work off. Is this everything?”

      “They’ll probably have the rest when you arrive,” said Mo. “Make sure that Sasha sends me all the relevant information. After all—”

      “Every little bit of information adds depth and color into this picture that we are painting of the culprit,” finished Erin and Catherine.

      Everyone chuckled at that, the grim mood of the room lightening. Mo mock-sniffed. “Such impertinence. Begone with all of you, there are criminals for you to catch, and that won’t be done with all of you lazing about here.”

      As they made their way out of the conference room, Catherine drew Erin off to one side. “You look tired. Are you OK?”

      Erin was tempted to tell her about why she’d barely slept, about the personal demons that she was about to face. The fact that I’m going back to the one place I’d swore I’d never set foot again kind of kept me awake, she thought. We need to catch this killer and get out of Lancaster as soon as possible.

      But Erin had never whined about work’s requirements, and she wouldn’t start now. Not only that, but she didn’t want to see Catherine’s kind expression change into one of disgust when she learned the truth about her past.

      She chose to deflect the questions. “I had to do loads of laundry last night. I refuse to travel with dirty clothes. Nick probably had clean clothes waiting for you, one of the perks of being married, I guess. Also, how are the munchkins doing? I’m sure they were happy to see you yesterday.”
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        * * *

      

      Erin spent most of the flight dozing, the previous night catching up to her. Catherine ended up shaking her awake when the plane was about to land, amusement clear on her face. Erin rolled her eyes and grumbled quietly under her breath. She looked blearily out at the Burbank airport. It still looked the same as it had when she’d left all those years ago, the same number of runways and buildings, the planes landing and taking off. But instead of reassurance, the sight caused her stomach to twist into knots. Why did their case have to be here?

      The touchdown was a tad rough, and she sucked in a breath. She could do this. She just had to keep her composure.

      Their arrival went smoothly and before she knew it, she’d claimed her baggage and was trailing the other agents to where their contact was waiting to pick them up. Stepping out into the afternoon sunshine, Erin slipped on her sunglasses. Although it had been well over a decade, she didn’t want to risk anyone seeing her and possibly recognizing her – her emerald eyes had always been the most striking thing about her, a trait she shared with her infamous brother. The more low-profile she could remain, the better.

      She spent most of the thirty-minute ride staring out the window, only half-listening to the chatter of the other agents. It seemed like things hadn’t changed at all and yet so much had changed at the same time, the stores and landscape noticeably different from the last time that she’d been there. Catherine had given her puzzled glances a few times, obviously noting that Erin wasn’t her usual chatty self. Thankfully, she didn’t mention it.

      They finally reached Lancaster Police Station. Erin took a deep breath as she stepped out of the car, pulling herself together mentally. She was here now, and she had a job to do – people’s lives were depending on her. Falling in line behind Brody, she felt a hint of adrenaline and anticipation thrum through her, and she allowed herself to smile. The hunt was about to begin.
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes later, Erin was feeling a lot less optimistic. Once the necessary introductions had been handled, they had all moved to the room that had been set aside for the task force so that they could be briefed on what had been covered so far during the investigation. And as it turned out, that was not a lot. The files they had been given by the local team were nearly empty.

      Brody was holding on to his temper by the barest thread – Erin knew this as his slight Texan accent became more pronounced when he was frustrated. “Can you please walk us through everything you have, Detective Andrews? Just to make sure that we all understand.”

      Detective Andrews sighed. “On Saturday, November fourth, two officers responded to a call around noon about a possible break-in. A neighbor had noticed a broken back window of the next-door residence. Upon responding, the officers found the back door ajar and entered, only to discover both occupants of the residence deceased. They were identified as forty-year-old Rayna Cook and her nineteen-year-old daughter, Valerie. Coroner reports state that they were both killed between eleven p.m. and two a.m. the night before they were discovered. Rayna was suffocated while Valerie appears to have died of blunt force trauma to the head. The reports are in the files.”

      He nodded at the thin folders they were all holding before continuing. “According to the neighbor, both women had only recently moved to the area and appeared to have no enemies. We’ve also spoken to Ms. Cook’s ex-husband, Allen Cook, who is currently residing in Pahrump, Nevada. He works as a night guard at the children’s museum there and was at work the night the murders happened. This was corroborated by his co-worker Gary Hubert, so he has been cleared as a viable suspect. All of the interviews are in the file as well. The crime lab is still processing the evidence, but we have no suspect leads at this moment.” Andrews raised an eyebrow at the team. “Now, if I may go? I still have several cases that I’m working on.”

      Brody nodded and thanked him. He turned his attention to the police chief of Indian Springs. “Thank you for making time in your schedule to talk to us today, Captain Woods. What can you tell us about the third victim?”

      “Please, call me Marcus. We’ll all be working together from this point anyway.” The chief grinned at Brody, much more laid back than Andrews had been. “The third victim is Jessica VanRijn, thirty-five years old. She was discovered early in the morning when she failed to meet up with her parents for breakfast. She’d recently filed for divorce and had moved back to Indian Springs to be near them. According to the coroner, cause of death was manual strangulation, estimated time of death between eleven and midnight the night before. Detective Dahlia Givens was the one working the case and the one who caught how the cases were linked. Naturally, we called up Lancaster, who called in all of you.”

      Erin frowned. “I’m sorry, but what made you think that the cases are connected?” she asked the woman who’d been silent next to the chief this whole time. “Rayna was suffocated, Valerie died of blunt force trauma, and Jessica was strangled. Not to mention that the Cooks just recently moved to California, while Jessica is a Nevada native. Other than the fact that all of the victims are women, there doesn’t appear to be anything linking the cases.”

      “Well, both Rayna and Jessica were posed,” Givens replied. “Both women were found on their knees, their hands stretched out in front of them like they were begging for their lives. True, Rayna was found in the hallway and Jessica was tied to her bed, but the posing was almost identical. What are the chances of two criminals doing the exact same thing?”

      Brody pinched the bridge of his nose. “It would’ve been nice if y’all would’ve started with that little fact. That puts things in a whole different light.”

      The tension in the room was palpable. Erin pushed on, appealing to the friendly captain. “Marcus, do you have any viable suspect leads? Since the Lancaster PD seems to be at a dead end for the moment, maybe someone on your end?”

      Marcus shook his head. “No, we interviewed her parents and her husband, Warren, all of whom were understandably distraught at the news. Husband couldn’t even finish the interview, he was so upset. There was nothing to indicate a specific suspect.”

      Erin blinked, slightly stunned at this revelation. Surely they hadn’t just let it go at that? “What about the husband’s alibi?” she asked, almost dreading the answer. “Where was he at the time of the murder?”

      “No way he was the murderer,” Givens cut in. “The man was clearly in shock at the news of his wife’s death – you can’t fake that kind of emotion.”

      Seriously? Erin let Brody take over, unable to come up with an answer to that statement without calling the entire Indian Springs force complete idiots. Brody managed to send the Indian Springs police away without causing an interdepartmental incident, although it was a close thing.

      “Erin, Catherine, go over those files with a fine-tooth comb,” he commanded once they were gone. “I don’t want any more surprises. I’m going to go speak with Chief Sims and get her opinion of this case and the evidence.”

      They immediately started poring over the slim case files they’d been given. Sasha got her equipment set up, and Erin asked her to do some digging into the victims and suspects. After a few minutes, she called them round her computer.

      “What have you got?” Catherine asked.

      Sasha pointed at the screen. “Jessica was filing for divorce when she was killed. The motion for divorce was filed just a few days before her death. And according to her social media, the reason that she was in Indian Springs was because she’d moved back there to be close to her parents during that time.”

      Catherine frowned. “So she hadn’t even been there for that long, which makes the probability of it being a local issue low.”

      Erin nodded slowly, assimilating the new information. “Yes. I also find it suspicious that Warren VanRijn didn’t bother to mention that in his interview. If you can even call that pitiful excuse of a conversation an interview. They didn’t even ask him for an alibi.”

      Sasha snorted. “That interview was a joke. A child could’ve done better.”

      Catherine cut Erin off before she could say something rude. “Well, keep looking and we will as well. I’ll make a note to reinterview VanRijn as soon as possible.”

      Sasha turned her attention back to the screen, not that Erin minded. VanRijn’s whole case has been handled sloppily, she thought. The spouse is always the first suspect. If nothing else, he needs to be cleared before we can pursue another. If there is one. Catherine nudged her to get to work and Erin turned her attention back to the task at hand.

      It was late when Brody returned, and they informed him of their findings.

      “I’m going to interview Warren again,” Erin said firmly. “There was nothing of relevance in the previous interview.”

      Brody nodded. “Go in the morning, it’s a bit of a drive. Take one of the SUVs – the field office here has provided a couple for our use. Also, avoid the media. They’re already starting to catch wind of this case, and we don’t want to give them any information this early in the investigation. We don’t need the siren-chasers to start following us in hopes of scoring the next breaking news. You all need to keep your heads down.”

      Erin fought the urge to scowl as Brody stared directly at her while saying that. But before she could reply, he was already moving on. “Now, all of you go to the hotel and get some rest, we need to hit the ground running tomorrow. We’ve got to get ahead of this killer before he strikes again.”

      They agreed and gathered up their things, still exhausted from the previous case. This is going to be a difficult one, Erin thought bitterly. It wouldn’t have been nearly as hard if the local law enforcement had bothered to do their job. But no, easier to foist it off on others.

      She sighed, her anger dying away. She’d better do as Brody had suggested and get some sleep. They’d be working double time to catch up on all the ground they’d lost. Time was always of the essence in a murder case. They’d be racing the clock to stop the killer from striking again, and they were already behind. Just great.
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        * * *

      

      Erin rose before dawn to make the drive up to Pahrump to interview Warren, deliberately walking past the early papers that were available in the hotel lobby without picking one up. She caught enough of a headline that read, Murderer stalking California – Lancaster’s own to help catch killer. Her heart sank. Brody had been right about the media already circling for information.

      To her disappointment after the long drive, her interview with Warren proved to be short of answers. Warren had no alibi for the night of his wife’s murder because he was supposedly home alone. He had no idea why anyone would hurt Jessica. When Erin asked about the divorce, Warren had said that it was a simple misunderstanding that would’ve worked itself out. His answers to all Erin’s questions had been brief and evasive, not really giving any detail, even though he’d answered each one readily enough.

      On the drive back to Lancaster, she ran all the information through her mind. Warren had to be the murderer that they were looking for. They didn’t have any proof tying him to the Cook women, but that just meant that they hadn’t found it yet.

      She’d called Sasha and had her start setting up surveillance for Warren. Given a little bit of time, the man would undoubtedly incriminate himself. Sasha was her usual terse self and hung up before Erin could thank her. However, despite their differences, she knew that Agent Grant wouldn’t leave any stone unturned.

      She pulled up at the police station. A press conference was set up outside, Brody standing confidently in front of them. “There’ll be no comment at this time. No, no comment.”

      She kept her head down and slipped in the side door.

      As soon as she entered the office, Catherine took her arm. “Ah, there you are,” she said, pulling her off to one side. “Have you seen today’s papers?”

      Erin shook her head. “No, I’ve been on the road.”

      “Keep your head down. Because of the Anderson case and all the media it caught, the mayor is bragging how Lancaster’s own is here to solve the case. Meaning you.”

      Erin’s heart sank. She didn’t want to be connected with Lancaster at all, and she certainly didn’t want her colleagues to know about her past here.

      Brody chose that moment to enter the building. When he saw her, he frowned at her before turning away and going to their task room. What had gotten his tail into a knot?

      Erin sighed. She had the feeling that this was going to be a long day.
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        * * *

      

      He couldn’t help but chuckle. “Did you see the news today? It’s fascinating, is it not? The FBI are already here investigating the murders. But you probably already knew that. Everyone watches the news.”

      He paused, making a tiny adjustment, before continuing. “Of course, it’s one thing to see it on the news and another to be part of it. I’ve gotten to actually watch the police at work – that’s something that not a lot of people ever get to see up close.” He chuckled again. “Don’t be jealous, you’ll probably get to see them too, although I haven’t been impressed with what I’ve seen so far.”

      He gave a sniff. “Incompetence is never pleasing. One should take pride in their work. Maybe these FBI people will pay closer attention to what they’re doing.” His sour mood eased as he surveyed his handiwork. “Like me. I pay attention to every little detail, every nuance. That’s why my work is flawless.”

      He pushed a strand of hair out of the woman’s unseeing eyes, smiling at the way she was positioned. Perfect. “Well, this has been lovely, but I need to get back now. However, I’ll see you on the news, I’m sure.”

      He rose and casually tucked his hands in his pockets, whistling a catchy little tune as he walked away. It was turning out to be a good day.
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      The outer office of the Lancaster PD was noisy with commotion. Through the internal window, Erin could make out people coming and going, doors slamming as they moved between rooms, the babble of excited conversation – more than the usual lunchtime rush. Before she could go and investigate, a young patrolman stuck his head in the room. “Another body has just been discovered, down in Victorville.”

      Erin’s fists clenched involuntarily at the news. Another woman had lost her life, because she hadn’t been able to find the necessary information to get the killer off the streets.

      “What’s the story?” asked Brody.

      The patrolman must’ve still been fairly new to the force as his face paled a shade while he spoke. “We’re still in the initial stages of the investigation. However, a woman walking her dog reported a body by a storage facility. When the officers arrived, they found a woman, deceased, still warm to the touch.”

      He paled even whiter and Erin thought sympathetically, Stick with the traffic beat or something similar, buddy. You are not cut out for dead bodies.

      He rallied and continued. “Upon further investigation, the woman was posed similar to the others, which makes us believe it’s one of your bodies. From the ligature marks, the preliminary C.O.D. is suffocation. Captain wants one of your team to go investigate and confirm one way or the other.”

      Sasha immediately shook her head. “Dead bodies are not my thing. I’ll dig up information instead. What was her name?”

      The patrolman checked his notebook, “According to the information in her purse, her name is Alice Newman, and her place of employment is Highgate, Inc. down in Victorville. That’s all we have so far.”

      Brody appeared to be turning over the information. Interesting, thought Erin. Rayna Cook worked for Highgate, Inc.

      Brody dismissed the patrolman before turning back to the others. “This may be connected or it might be totally random. Might even be a copycat, trying to use a popular case to throw us off the true culprit. Still, best if we investigate it personally, make sure that everything is noted.”

      Erin spoke, her voice laced with anger. “We know who the killer is. Warren VanRijn has no alibi and his whereabouts were unaccounted for during both murders. Not to mention that he had extra motive to kill Jessica because she was divorcing him – and there was no prenup agreement.”

      Brody frowned. “You are twisting the evidence to fit your theory, not prove it. As you so clearly pointed out, he had motive to kill his wife, but what of the Cooks? There was no reason for him to kill them, and you haven’t managed to find a connection between them, have you?”

      She shot to her feet, struggling to keep from storming from the room. Why was he so determined to disagree with her? “There’s nothing to exclude him and you have to admit that the similarities are irrefutable. Maybe the Cooks were just a trial run for his true victim, his wife.”

      Brody crossed his arms. “Your haste in this matter, Agent Hastings, is very ill advised. Maybe if you’d choose to use careful consideration instead, you’d be better off. What about this new potential victim? Tell me how that fits into your theory?”

      “We don’t have enough information,” Erin shot back. “I doubt VanRijn has an alibi for this murder either.”

      “Fine, here’s what we’ll do. Catherine and I will go and investigate the crime scene, see if this new case is really linked or not. You have until we get back to find evidence to either confirm his guilt or clear him. If you can’t find anything, you’ll give up on him as a suspect and start tracking down real suspects–” He held up his hands as Erin opened her mouth to protest – “However, if you do find something, I will back you up on pursuing him as the prime suspect. Agreed?”

      Erin nodded. She was determined to prove Brody wrong, and VanRijn guilty. “Agreed.”

      She waited until Brody and Catherine had left to go and hunt down Sasha. The other agent was perched behind a desk with half a dozen computers spread across the surface. “Agent Grant, I need your help.”

      Sasha sneered as she typed. “I assume that you mean with the case, although your fashion sense is deplorable as well.”

      Erin resisted the barb. If she wasn’t the best with computers, I’d tell her exactly what she could do with her “fashion” advice. Still, if I irritate her, it will take forever to get what I need. Better play nice for now. “I’m working on tracking down a suspect’s movements. You’re the best at financials and tracking. Could you help me establish a timeline and movement report for Agent Innis?”

      Sasha popped her gum. Loudly. “Since it’s for the boss, guess I’ve got no choice. Name and social?”

      Erin rattled off the number quickly. “It’s Warren VanRijn, husband of Jessica. I think he has the strongest motive – now I just have to prove it.”

      Sasha glared at her. “Well, don’t hover. Don’t you have something else that you should be doing?”

      Grateful that Sasha hadn’t turned her down flat, Erin immediately left to make some calls.
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        * * *

      

      It had taken the better part of the nearly three hours that Brody and Catherine were gone inspecting the scene for them to find all of the necessary information. Erinhad just finished compiling it when they returned, their expressions thoughtful but tired.

      Her temper having cooled, Erin decided to offer an olive branch and speak first. “Hey, how did it go today? Do you think this case is connected with the others?”

      Brody shrugged. “It can’t be ruled out. But first, what information, if any, did you find?”

      She handed him the file she’d just finished. “It took some digging, but I finally found it. Warren’s credit card was used last night at the hotel right next to where the victim was found. Not only that, but he called in sick to work today and none of his neighbors or friends have seen him.”

      She allowed him to review her findings in silence. At last he sighed, looking up at her. “Seems like you might be right. Go ahead and apply for a warrant for his arrest and we’ll bring him in, for questioning if for nothing else.”

      Yes! she thought. Erin, one. Brody, nil. She gave Brody her best smile, trying to look appreciative rather than smug. “So, what about this latest victim? What did you find?”

      “There are some similarities,” said Brody. “She was suffocated and her body was posed on her knees, but she was out in the open, unlike the other two women. She was also killed shortly after lunch, instead of around midnight, like the others – the receipt was still in her pocket. However, she was recently divorced and she worked for Highgate, although she’s always been in the Victorville branch instead of the Lancaster one, where Rayna Cook, the first victim, was based.”

      “Forensics will be able to tell us more in a few days, which will help,” Catherine added.

      “What does your gut say?” asked Erin. “Are they connected? Did Warren VanRijn do this?”

      Brody ran a hand roughly through his hair. “I don’t know. Nothing about this case makes sense at the moment. Let’s go bring VanRijn in and see if he can’t help us sort out some of these contradictions.”
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        * * *

      

      True to his word, Brody and Catherine came along and backed Erin up as she slapped the handcuffs on Warren’s wrists. She pushed him into the patrol car, filled with satisfaction at the look of fear fixed on the man’s face. He looked like he’d never expected to get caught.

      They brought him back to the Lancaster station and placed him in an interrogation room. But before they could begin their questioning, Brody got a call. Signaling that he had to take it, he motioned for Erin to go ahead without him. That told her that the call must be from Chief of Staff Anastasia Hannady, demanding to know why they hadn’t captured the killer yet.

      She smiled at the thought. Now they’d be able to tell her that they’d already captured the killer and had him in custody. With a bit of luck and some paperwork, they’d be on their way home tomorrow.

      Pulling her thoughts back to the present, she reminded herself, Gotta get the confession first. She nodded her understanding to Brody and took a deep breath before entering the interrogation room, Catherine at her side.

      As soon as they saw him, Warren was up, out of his seat. “What right do you have to hold me here?”

      “Murder, Mr. VanRijn,” said Erin. “You are suspected of your wife’s murder and that of three other women. That is what gives us the right to hold you here. Please sit down.”

      The man took his seat, his face paler since Erin’s confirmation of the charges he was facing. Erin pressed on with the proceedings. “Now, before we begin, I want to confirm that you’ve heard and understand your rights as they’ve been read to you?”

      He sank back slightly in his chair. It took him a moment to visibly gather himself. “I want my lawyer,” he said, the arrogance gone from his voice.

      She sighed. “Very well, give us their information and we’ll contact them immediately.”

      Catherine handed him a pad and he wrote down the name and number of his attorney. She rose to make the call, leaving Erin to keep watch on Warren while they waited. Since he’d lawyered up, Erin was not permitted to question him any further, so she pulled out the file and started flipping through it, making careful notes as she read. With every word she wrote, he became more and more anxious. Erin peeked at him through her lashes, taking care to appear as though she wasn’t looking. Sweat was beading on the man’s forehead.

      “Am I really being charged with murder?” he blurted out.

      Erin spoke without looking up from her paperwork. “It’s not appropriate for us to discuss the matter until your counsel is present.”

      He brushed that aside. “I’ll waive my request for the moment. Am I really being charged with murder?”

      Erin met his eyes solemnly. “Yes. And I will admit, it does not look good for you.”

      He leaned forward, both hands gripping the table. “What if I told you that I have an alibi? Would you drop the charges?”

      Erin set aside the pen. “Is there something that you haven’t told us? These are very serious allegations, Mr. VanRijn. If you haven’t been entirely truthful, I suggest you come clean now.”

      The man hung his head. “I’ve been cheating on my wife for the past three months. She’s a co-worker of mine, very high profile, and it would destroy both of our lives, and our law firm, if it ever came out.” He kept his eyes firmly fixed on the table as he continued the confession. “I was with her this weekend. We decided to take another day out here together today. Call her and she’ll confirm it. The hotel will too, I swear.” He quickly rattled off her name and number as well as the name of the hotel and the number of the room that they had been staying in. Knowing that Catherine would be watching from the other side of the one-way mirror, Erin motioned for her to check it out.

      A sick feeling gathered in the pit of her gut. Instinct told her the alibi would most likely hold up. However, she kept her face impassive. “Very well, Mr. VanRijn. An agent will investigate and discover whether or not what you say is true. Until then, I suggest that we wait until your lawyer arrives before any further conversation.”
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        * * *

      

      To her dismay but not her surprise, his alibi did indeed check out, and they were forced to let him go. Erin personally apologized to him for the inconvenience, the words burning like acid in her throat. She had been so sure. Thankfully, VanRijn didn’t seem inclined to speak to the press, even though they were hanging around outside as he left the building. He simply requested that they find out who truly murdered his wife.

      She watched his cab pull away, dread and embarrassment slowing her steps back to the task force’s rooms. She was going to have to admit to Brody that she’d been wrong about the entire thing and that they were back at square one. And, because of her insistence that they pursue the wrong subject, she could already have put another woman in danger.

      As soon as she met Brody’s gaze, she realized two things – Brody had never truly believed that Warren was guilty, and he was absolutely furious with her.

      “Now that you’re done chasing false leads, Agent Hastings, it’s time to get to work chasing down real ones,” he snapped. “This killer has already shown that he has no intention of stopping and he could already be stalking his next victim.”

      Shame swamped her. She didn’t need Brody to pile on the guilt – she already felt about two inches tall. She was well aware that because of her, because of her arrogance and certainty that it was VanRijn, another woman could already be in danger. Mustering as much dignity as she could, she asked stiffly, “What would you have me do?”

      Brody motioned for her to sit. “While you were busy, I’ve had the others track down viable leads,” he said. “Right now, a truck driver named Cecil Fromm is our most promising suspect. He makes deliveries for Highgate, Inc. Not only that, but his route puts him in the area of each murder for each respective date.” He looked at her expectantly.

      “Sounds promising,” she said through gritted teeth. What did he want, her to congratulate him on having another possible suspect? For her to slink away in shame? Either way, he was going to be waiting for a long time if that’s what he thought she would do.

      “At the moment, we don’t know his motive for him to commit the crimes, but there is access and opportunity.” He looked at her squarely. “If you hadn’t been so fixated on the husband, you might’ve noticed that Fromm is a much more likely candidate. You need to try and figure out why he might be targeting these women.”

      She snatched the file from his hand. Was he for real? If he was so convinced she’d got it wrong, why did he agree to back her with VanRijn’s arrest? Erin opened her mouth to retort, but Catherine jumped in. “You know, boss, it would be useful if we could just figure out how these creeps think. It’d make tracking them and predicting their next move much easier.” She laughed, but her comment did nothing to warm the frosty atmosphere.

      Brody scowled. “There’s nothing amusing about serial killers. They only live for destruction and don’t stop until they’re forced to – when they’re caught.”

      Erin trained her eyes on the information they had on Fromm, her thoughts bleak. Brody was more right than he knew. If Eric hadn’t been caught, he would’ve never stopped killing on his own.

      She’d often wondered if it had something to do with how they were raised. If their mother hadn’t died so young, would things have been different? What about if her father had remarried instead of choosing to raise the twins on his own? She knew it couldn’t have been easy bringing up twin toddlers, but she resented her father for always favoring Eric, his son, the perfect child, over her. Had it been his indulgence that had twisted her brother into the killer that he became, having never been denied anything he wanted? Or was it something else entirely?

      She sighed, Catherine’s flippant words swimming around in her head. She’d always thought that she’d understood Eric, that she’d known what he was thinking, but she’d realized through the trial that she didn’t understand his thoughts at all. She had never wanted to see him again – not after what he’d done – but she couldn’t help but wonder now if he could give her some understanding of the twisted mind of this killer. She hadn’t come back to Lancaster to talk to Eric, but maybe he would have insight into the case that would help her before yet another woman died.

      Brody broke into her train of thought, asking for volunteers to drive to L.A. and talk to Cecil Fromm. Burning to make up for her earlier failure and wanting to get away from Brody’s constant criticism, she quickly volunteered to go. To her surprise, Brody accepted and told her that she needed to talk with Fromm as soon as possible. They needed to determine if Fromm was truly a suspect or if he just happened to have lousy luck and timing.

      Erin quickly gathered her files and left the station, intent upon tracking down Fromm. She started the SUV. She programmed Fromm’s address into the GPS, then closed the screen. No, she would go somewhere she knew first. To see someone she knew – or had known, before that summer when they were seventeen.

      After all, who would know the mind of a killer better than a killer himself?
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      Erin tried to keep her hand steady as she showed the guard her badge and requested a visit with inmate Eric Hastings. She wanted to flee, her stomach swirling uneasily at the thought of seeing her twin again. The guard ushered her through and secured the gate behind them. There was no turning back now.

      The man led her down a hall to a small room. “Wait here,” he growled. She studied the room idly in an attempt to settle her nerves. It was the same as the dozens of other prisons that she had seen across the U.S. Dark grey walls and floors, all formed from concrete. The walls were thick, muffling sound easily and giving the room an almost peaceful feel. The building emanated a feeling of strength, a bastion of safety. The familiarity soothed her, and the tension knotting her shoulder blades eased. She turned her attention to what questions she could ask Eric without divulging anything about the case. If she inadvertently gave anything away, it could cost her her whole FBI career.

      The doorknob rattled. Erin had just enough time to stand before a guard walked in, followed by her twin. She sucked in a breath. His emerald eyes, the mirror of her own, met her gaze as he offered her a small smile. The guard led him over to the table and cuffed him to it before curtly informing her that he would be right outside the door if she needed anything.

      Erin barely managed a nod, too busy cataloguing all the ways that her brother had changed since she’d last seen him. He wasn’t the skinny teenager that she’d watched be led away in handcuffs. In the years since, he’d become a man. She didn’t know why she was so shocked. It had been over a decade – but she just hadn’t been expecting him to change, which was foolish of her.

      Eric studied her closely, waiting until the guard closed the door behind him to say quietly, “Hello, Erin.”

      Trying to calm her racing heart, she sat before replying just as quietly, “Eric.”

      He leaned back in his chair, obviously trying to put her at ease. “You look well. I saw you on the news after you wrapped up that manhunt. It’s nice to see you in person. What brings you to California? Vacation, maybe? I know that Dad would love to see you for Thanksgiving, even though I bet his turkey cooking skills haven’t improved any.”

      She couldn’t help but smile at the memories of so many Thanksgiving turkey mishaps. “Do you remember the year he managed to set both the oven and the sink on fire trying to put the turkey out? I had no idea that sinks could even catch fire before that.”

      Eric laughed, the sound deeper and richer than she remembered, but lacking the bitterness it had once carried. “How could I possibly forget? The sink was coated in oil from that nasty salad dressing he tried to make, and it lit up like the Fourth of July. That story made me the hero of fifth grade, until Tommy managed to break his arm in three places trying to do a skateboarding trick.”

      Erin snorted. “He was showing off trying to impress Liz. He should’ve paid more attention rather than trying to see if she was watching him.”

      Eric shifted and the soft clank of his handcuffs drew her back to the present. Composing herself, she said coolly, “But no, I’m not here for a vacation. I’m working another case.”

      Eric studied her, his keen gaze missing nothing. “You want my help.”

      She shook her head. “No, I only want your insight. This man has killed multiple women and my co-workers and I thought that it might help to figure out how a killer thinks.”

      He seemed to shrink in his chair, and he glanced down at his hands before meeting her eyes again. His expression seemed to be a mixture of remorse, sadness, and determination. “I’m sorry but no, Erin. I hate that part of my life. I don’t want to talk about it.” He sighed. “Maybe another day, if I can face it, when the past isn’t so close to the surface.”

      She nodded, pushing aside her disappointment. It had been a long shot anyway, a gamble that he would even talk with her. She stood. “Well, if that’s the case, I need to go. I still have a lot of ground to cover, people to interview.”

      He smiled at her, his green eyes filled with warmth and understanding. “It was good seeing you, Erin.”

      She hesitated at the door. “Take care of yourself,” she said over her shoulder. “I’ll try to visit again, if I can.”

      Without waiting for him to reply, she left the room and informed the guard that they were done. Still, as she made her way back out, she couldn’t help replaying the entire visit over again in her mind. Did he really regret what he had done?
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        * * *

      

      Realizing that she’d forgotten some important paperwork in her rush to leave the station earlier, Erin made a quick stop back at the police department to retrieve it before she set off to interview Fromm. She ignored the media still gathered outside the station, remembering Brody’s curt directive that no one was to talk with the press, at all.

      Erin hesitated in the doorway of the conference room. The tension emanating from the small space made her wary of entering. Had something happened while she was gone – a new development maybe? But the heavy atmosphere reminded her more of when they were at a dead end on a case than one with a forward trajectory.

      Seeing that Brody was on the phone, Erin eased into the room and met Catherine’s eyes, raising an eyebrow.

      “Hannady,” Catherine mouthed.

      Erin swallowed a groan. Her again? The FBI Chief of Staff wanted results, and she wanted them now. She’d been pushing for them to arrest Fromm, last she heard. Brody was not going to be happy that Erin hadn’t interviewed him yet.

      However, there was a ray of sunshine in this situation. If Erin was very, very lucky, she could grab the papers she needed and be out of the station before Brody finished the call and thus out of the line of fire. Rushing to the table, she scanned through the different folders and found the two sheets that she needed.

      Mouthing “Good luck” back at Catherine, Erin made a beeline for the door. She almost made it, too. She was just about to step out when Brody called, “Hastings! A word.”

      Carefully arranging her face in a neutral expression, Erin turned and stepped back into the room, although she kept her distance from her boss. “Yes, sir?”

      He clenched his jaw, a muscle in his cheek jumping. “Surely you haven’t interviewed Fromm already?”

      She shook her head and held up the papers. “Not yet, I had to return for a couple of important files.”

      “You mean to tell me that you’re wasting time running around because you forgot a couple of papers? It’s not enough that I have to deal with the media at all hours of the day and night as well as Hannady wanting this case finished, now I have to put up with your incompetence too? We’ve been here for days and have made absolutely zero progress. And that’s not even counting the time that we wasted chasing after VanRijn because you were so sure that he was the killer.”

      “I—” protested Erin, but Brody cut her off.

      “No, I’m speaking, Agent Hastings. You’ll listen to me this time. I think that on the last case, you were lucky – nothing more. And because of that, you became the media’s darling. You’ve allowed yourself to believe everything that they said about you, and you’ve become sloppy. If this continues, I’ll have no choice but to pull you from the case.”

      She felt heat rush into her face and her heartrate spike as irritation flooded her. Although her chest was tight with anger, she tried again. “Brody—”

      “Get your head in the game, Hastings, or you’re off the case.”

      She turned on her heel. It was all she could do to keep her pace even and not storm out of the room. A strand of hair fell in her eyes and she tucked it behind her ear with a trembling hand, so mad she could barely see straight. Taking a deep breath to center herself before she ran into a wall, determination filled her. She would show him whose head was in the game.
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        * * *

      

      Erin checked with the light on the wall that they were recording the interview. “Tuesday, November fourteenth, Agent Erin Hastings interviewing Cecil Fromm. Please state your name and occupation for the recording.”

      Cecil was slumped in the seat across from her, his expression surly. “Cecil Angus Fromm, age forty-five, truck driver.”

      “Thank you,” she said crisply. “Now this interview concerns the deaths of Rayna Cook, Valerie Cook, Jessica VanRijn and Alice Newman. Mr. Fromm, can you account for your whereabouts on the nights of November third and seventh and during the morning and afternoon of November thirteenth?”

      He frowned at her. “Why are you asking me that?”

      Erin examined him. She read irritation in the face, certainly, but not guilt. “Because, Mr. Fromm, so far, four women have died, and you appear to have had the possible opportunity to carry out those murders. Do I need to repeat those dates for you?”

      He straightened at the word murders. “Somebody needs to capture whatever scum is doing this.”

      “That is what the FBI is currently doing, Mr. Fromm. So I’ll ask again, where were you on the nights of the third and seventh, and the day of the thirteenth November?”

      He thought for a moment. “The third I was at home, cause that was the night that the Lakers played. The seventh I did my usual run that takes me all the way up to Sacramento. I stopped there at the Chick-fil-A for a bite to eat before I drove home. On the thirteenth, I did my usual Highgate, Inc. run, delivering to all of their offices. Schedule’s tight, so I didn’t have time to get lunch, just grabbed some candy bars and a soda when I stopped to gas up.”

      Knowing that Sasha would be watching the interview stream, she typed an IM on her tablet. Confirm Chick-fil-A?

      Her screen flashed seconds later with a message that only contained two words. On it.

      While she waited for Sasha to either confirm or deny the alibi, she ran through the rest of the questions. Could anyone verify that he was at home watching the game? Did he know any of the murdered women? What were his routes and routines?

      Although his words and demeanor were rough, he had kind of a gruff honesty and straightforwardness about him that was leading Erin to believe that he wasn’t guilty of the crimes. However, after the VanRijn debacle and her dressing down from Brody, she was going to follow the rules to the letter, at least for the moment.

      It took less than ten minutes for Sasha to message her back, and Erin quickly skimmed it. On camera, identity verified. Sacramento is over 8 hours from Indians Springs. Alibi checks.

      Erin typed back, Thx, but as expected, received no response from the ever-gracious Sasha. So that was Jessica VanRijn’s and Alice Newman’s murders he had alibis for. He could still be in the frame for the Cook women, but Erin knew in her gut she wasn’t looking at their killer.

      Finishing up the interview and making sure to cover all bases, Erin finally stood. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Fromm. At this point, you’re not a person of interest, but I ask that you don’t speak to anyone about the case – not friends or family, and especially not the media. The FBI appreciates your cooperation on this matter.”

      Fromm shrugged and nodded, walking away without a word.

      Erin sighed as she watched him go. Brody was not going to be happy at this development. But a little piece of her couldn’t wait to see her boss’s face when she told him he’d been wrong about this guy. They were even now.
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        * * *

      

      “Sasha was able to verify his alibi on the seventh, and we’ve checked out his story for thirteenth. I am certain that Fromm is not our killer.” Erin finished up her report and waited silently for Brody’s response, wondering if he was going to chew her out for not getting a confession from Fromm.

      But he just answered curtly, “Fine, go help Catherine. The forensics for the VanRijn scene just came in.”

      Erin nodded and walked quickly away before her tongue got her in trouble, her temper still smarting from their earlier conversation. She plopped down into the chair next to Catherine’s and dragged half the stack of reports over to her.

      Catherine raised an eyebrow. “So?”

      Erin shook her head. “Not our guy. What’s the verdict so far on forensics?”

      Catherine motioned to the reports that she’d already set aside. “No foreign fingerprints or DNA. Jessica was suffocated with her pillow, same as Rayna Cook. Saliva on the pillow and petechial hemorrhaging in the victims’ eyes confirm this. No further evidence seems to be forthcoming.”

      Erin rubbed her temples. “If something doesn’t show up soon, the killer’s gonna get away with this. If Brody would just get off my back, I’d be able to focus better.”

      Catherine sighed. “Erin, Brody’s just trying to solve the case, just like we all are. And he’s having to deal with Hannady on top of all that. Also, I’m not going to lie, you’ve been… intense, about this case. Well, ever since that Anderson case finished.” She held Erin’s gaze. “Is Brody right? Has the media attention gone to your head? Or is it something about being back here on home turf? Because since we landed here, you’ve been rushing things and jumping to conclusions. I know we call you Hasty Hastings, but you usually lay the groundwork more carefully before you go in all gung-ho.” She smiled kindly. “Anyway, just something to think about. Let’s finish up these forensic reports so we can go catch some shut-eye. I’m exhausted.”

      As Erin carefully read the reports, she turned over Catherine’s words in her mind. Brody’s earlier diatribe had made her angry, but Catherine’s questions made her think. Was she really jeopardizing the case because she had to be the one to solve it?

      Erin sighed as she finally admitted to herself that, yes, she had loved being the center of attention on the manhunt. It had been thrilling knowing that people believed in her, that she was the one who had brought Anderson down and had brought him in. It had made her feel powerful, alive, like she was making the world a better place.

      And yeah, being back in Lancaster had definitely thrown her off her game. Catherine was right – she was usually much more thorough in her investigations, not willing to chase the easy suspect, like she had when she bulldozed ahead with VanRijn. And because of her, the case had been set back because she hadn’t had the patience to sift through all of the evidence with an unprejudiced eye.

      Catherine lay a hand on her arm, interrupting her thoughts. “I’m heading back to the hotel – wanna come?”

      Erin waved her off. “Nah, I just want to finish with the forensic reports first.” She smiled at Catherine and was surprised to find that it wasn’t forced. The other woman seemed to understand and smiled back before leaving to get some rest.

      Once she was gone, Erin rose and pulled together all of the information that they had gathered so far on the case. Time to start over. She sat and opened the first document in the file, resolving to go through everything again, paying close attention to every little aspect. Even if it took her all night, she was going to do things the right way, from this point forward. She was determined to make it up to her team – and to the poor women who she’d promised justice to.
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      Erin was back at the police station bright and early, having only left long enough to catch a few hours’ sleep and a shower. She had stayed until well after midnight examining all the reports from the case, making sure that she didn’t miss any detail, no matter how small.

      Setting aside her fresh mug of coffee to cool, Erin settled herself at the precinct computer the team had been given access to. Now that she better understood what they were facing in the case, it was time to start chasing down viable leads.

      During her reading the night before, Erin had noted with interest that Rayna Cook had divorced Allen Cook just months before, going so far as to move halfway across the country with their daughter – for work or a new start, she wondered. Maybe both reasons were true.

      Not only that, but Jessica had just filed for divorce against Warner right before she was killed. Although Warner had been cleared of her murder, the divorce did provide for possible motive. Her gut gave that little tug it always did when she’d seen something that had the potential to be important in a case.

      Curious, she had checked over the file of the latest victim and had taken a moment to appreciate Sasha’s thoroughness. She may have a brusque and quite frankly unpleasant personality, but she was second to none when it came to digging up info on anyone. And there it was – three for three. Alice Newman had also been divorced, although it had been her husband who had filed for it. Both Alice and her ex-husband appeared to be happily remarried, he had apparently moved to Florida in the years since the divorce.

      Aside from the divorce theory, Erin had a couple of other threads to tug at. There was the Highgate, Inc. angle – two out of the four women had worked there. But that one made less sense to Erin. It was so frustrating. Each of the kills were just different enough to make it impossible to find a perfect pattern.

      She went back over what they knew about the killings themselves. First had been the two Cook women. From the posing and method of death, it appeared like Rayna had been the primary target, with Valerie either walking in on the murder or killed as an afterthought. Jessica had been killed and posed in a manner very similar to Rayna. She had not worked at Highgate, Inc. and at the time of her death, was actually in search of employment, since she was divorcing her husband. Finally, there was Alice Newman. She worked for Highgate, Inc. and had been suffocated and posed. However, this had happened in broad daylight as opposed to the middle of the night, like the first two. This suggested a copycat killer, or perhaps the person responsible had been unable to resist the urge to kill and had struck sooner than anticipated. It wasn’t clear either way.

      She’d start today’s work with the more tangible motive and lead – that all three of the asphyxiated women had either been divorced or were currently in the process of getting divorced when they were killed. Since suffocation was a personal and violent crime, Erin had decided that it wouldn’t hurt to look at the criminals in the police database, using three criteria: violent offender, local resident, and marital status. Whoever was behind this was obviously familiar with the area if he didn’t stand out to witnesses. And someone who went after women so savagely would be likely to have domestics or assault charges against women on their record at the very least.

      However, as the morning wore on, Erin found herself growing more and more frustrated as suspect after suspect was ruled out for one reason or another. It was drawing close to noon when she decided to take a break, her back starting to cramp from staying hunched over a keyboard for so long. Grabbing her empty mug, she went in search of coffee, hoping someone had a pot brewing.

      When she returned fifteen minutes later, refreshed and ready to continue her search, she found Brody looking through her notes. Put your ego aside, she reminded herself. Be a team player. She took a deep breath and slowly walked over, bracing herself for his critique.

      “Good spot on the divorce angle,” he said cheerfully. “You’ve found a couple of promising leads.”

      Did she just hear that right? She smiled. “Thanks, sir.”

      Brody smiled back at her. “This is the kind of work that I’ve been wanting to see from you, Agent Hastings. Have you found any more possible suspects other than these two?”

      The tension between her shoulder blades eased. “No, these two seem to be the best possibilities,” she said, her confidence audible. “They both live near the state line, have a long rap sheet, and have been divorced by their wives.”

      Brody examined both of the rap sheets. “This is the best lead we have at the moment.” He motioned for Catherine to join them. “We should check these out. Catherine, take an officer and go check out Danny Wickenheiser. Erin, since you’re the one who ran down these leads, you want to come with me to question Vernon Hayes?”

      Would she? Hell yeah. In her opinion, Hayes was the more probable culprit of the two. She forced herself to answer calmly. “Yes, thank you. Give me just a minute to make sure that I have all of the necessary paperwork and information.”

      Brody nodded. “Fine, my desk, five minutes.”

      Hiding her smile as she moved quickly to comply, she dared to hope this would be the break that the case so desperately needed.
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        * * *

      

      Brody and Erin spent most of three-hour drive to Tecopa going over the evidence as well as picking apart Hayes’s rap sheet. Hayes had spent two terms in prison for assault, one for assaulting his wife and one for attacking a bartender because she had “made his drink wrong.” He also had two ex-wives, both of whom had divorced him while he was locked in prison. He had multiple restraining orders out against him, mostly made up of priests and nuns. He apparently had a nasty habit of verbally abusing the Catholic clergy, even going as far as death threats against them.

      They decided that since Hayes had a problem with women, Erin would be the one to interrogate him, see if she could work him up enough to let something incriminating slip. Brody had warned her that he would step in if Hayes showed any sign of aggression toward her, but Erin was looking forward to the chance to prove that she was still a competent agent in light of her recent missteps.
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        * * *

      

      Erin pulled a face as they parked outside Hayes’s residence. The place was worn down, the paint peeling from the house and the lawn ragged, even this late in the season. The guy obviously didn’t care what his neighbors thought about him. As they exited the car, Brody said in a low voice, “Remember, stay close to me, but don’t be afraid to push him hard.”

      She nodded but didn’t bother to speak, running over their plan again in her mind. She ignored the doorbell and instead pounded directly on the door, the sound firm and decisive. After a minute went by and there was no answer, she pounded on the door again, a fraction harder this time.

      Heavy footsteps stormed toward the front of the house. Vernon Hayes pulled open the door, his expression thunderous and ready to yell at whoever had dared to knock, only to pale as the agents held up their badges.

      “FBI,” Erin said firmly. “Are you Vernon Hayes?”

      He stammered, obviously thrown off-kilter by the fact that they were feds. “Y-yes, I’m Hayes.”

      Erin tucked her badge away, then focused intently on the man’s face. “We need to ask you some questions about an ongoing investigation. May we come in?”

      She observed the hesitation in his expression, the quick bite of the lip. His hand twitched, as though with the urge to slam the door in their faces. However, he did the smart thing and stepped back, allowing them to enter the house and led them to the living room.

      He took the recliner and they sat on the shabby couch, Erin noting with inner satisfaction that his attempts to appear nonchalant were failing miserably. His color was off, an odd sickly grey pallor that made him look almost ill. It was drastically different from the ruddy flush of anger he’d had when he’d opened the door. Interesting. What did the guy have to be so anxious about?

      She looked over at Brody, and he nodded for her to go ahead. Shifting so that she was sitting on the edge of the couch, looking like she was about to pounce, she began. “I’m Agent Hastings, and this is Agent Innis. We need to ask you some questions regarding the recent murders of several women. I’m sure you’ve seen the case on the news.”

      He nodded and avoided her eyes. She frowned. This was not how she had expected him to act at all. According to his rap sheet, he was very aggressive toward women. Brody’s presence shouldn’t have been enough to deter him from his usual behavior. Still, maybe if she pushed a bit harder, she could get what they needed.

      She reached into her bag and pulled out a small notebook and pen, flipped the pad open, and nosily ruffled the pages until she reached a blank sheet, before clicking the pen to write. She glanced at Brody to see if he had also noticed how Hayes flinched fractionally at every sound and found him studying the man intently as well.

      She cleared her throat. “Mr. Hayes, are you acquainted with Rayna Cook, Valerie Cook, Jessica VanRijn, or Alice Newman?”

      He mumbled, “No, ma’am.”

      Most people would’ve asked if those were those poor murdered women that they’d seen on the news, but Hayes hadn’t even paused to think about it. He obviously didn’t want to talk about the murders or the women. This was an excellent starting point for her to put some pressure on him.

      She leaned forward. “Are you sure, Mr. Hayes? That was a very quick answer. I want you to think it over carefully, and I’ll go through the list another time to make sure. Do you know Rayna Cook? Valerie Cook? Jessica VanRijn? Alice Newman?”

      After each name, she leaned forward a bit more and he shrank back further into his chair, mumbling, “No, ma’am” after each answer. Deciding to change tack for a moment, she switched to questioning him about his whereabouts during the time of each murder. “All right. Where were you on the night of November third?”

      Hayes’s eyes raised uneasily to Brody before looking back at the floor. “Home, I was home.”

      “Mmm.” Erin noted his fist opening and closing as he spoke. “Is there anyone that can confirm that for you?”

      He shook his head. “N-no, I was alone.”

      She scribbled this down. “And you said that you are unfamiliar with either Valarie or Rayna Cook?”

      His voice was even quieter. “Yes, ma’am.”

      She allowed disbelief to creep slightly into her tone. “I see. Then where were you on Monday around lunchtime?”

      He answered hastily, the sweat on his forehead increasing noticeably. “W-work.”

      She picked up the file and flipped through it, pretending to read. “But Mr. Hayes, according to your parole officer, you’ve been unemployed for over six months.”

      He shifted in his seat. “I mean, I was out l-looking for work. Part of unemployment is putting in applications. It’s hard to find w-work cause of my r-record.”

      Erin had to hide her smirk as he started stumbling over his words. A little bit more and he would break, she was sure of it.

      However, before she could ask another question, he stood. “I need to use the bathroom. If you’ll excuse me for a minute?”

      Erin looked at Brody, who nodded. She sighed. “Very well, Mr. Hayes.”

      Hayes was out of the room before she could say anything beyond that. Erin turned to Brody. “Isn’t he supposed to be aggressive toward women? I don’t think that you’re a big enough threat to deter his usual behavior. Maybe you should try questioning him when he returns, he might respond differently to you.”

      Before Brody could reply, they heard the squeak of a screen door closing. They jumped to their feet. “He’s running!” Brody roared. “You take the front, I’ll go after him!”

      Erin nodded and drew her gun, rushing for the front door. It looked like her suspicions might have been well-placed after all.

      She burst out the front door just in time to see Hayes rev his engine and reverse out of the drive as if the hounds of hell were on his tail. She was tempted to take a shot at the fleeing vehicle, but suppressed the reckless impulse. They were in a residential area, and they didn’t know if he had actually killed those women or not.

      Brody rounded the corner at that moment and ran to the street, saving her from having to decide. There was no way that she could shoot now, with him in the line of fire. She holstered her gun and waited for Brody to decide what course of action he wanted to take.

      Cursing, Brody pulled out his cell phone. “This is Special Agent Brody Innis,” he barked. “I need a BOLO out now on a gray 2017 Cadillac Escalade. Owner is Vernon Hayes of Tecopa, California. Another agent and I were interrogating him when he fled his residence. We need to get roadblocks up right away!”

      He listened for several moments.

      “I’ll be there in five.” Without waiting for an answer, he hung up the phone. He turned to where Erin was waiting. “I’m heading to the sheriff’s office and coordinating with them to set up a roadblock. The only way out of Tecopa is the old State Highway 127. If we move fast, we should be able to cut him off. You coming?”

      Erin started to agree before hesitating. There was a good chance of capturing him, but what if they didn’t? If they both left, Hayes could circle back around to the house and dispose of any evidence before the CSI techs got there. She really, really wanted to be part of the capture, but she couldn’t risk screwing up again.

      She shook her head, her expression firm. “I’ll stay here, secure the scene. I’ll request techs as soon as you leave. Can’t risk him returning and potentially destroying evidence.”

      A look of approval crossed his expression for just a moment, and he nodded before running to the SUV and peeling out of there almost as fast as Hayes had.

      Erin sighed and carefully secured her gun before flopping down on the grass outside the front door. She knew that she had made the right choice by staying behind. Brody was the right person to lead the efforts, and they needed whatever evidence was here in the house. It was down to her to secure the residence so that the CSIs could do their job.

      She clenched a fist, burning with the need to go and hunt Hayes down. They’d been so close – they’d had him in their grasp – and he’d managed to slip away. How could they have lost him like that?
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      He paced restlessly, his TV dinner congealing on the table while the evening news played in the background. A reporter was talking with some woman about how they needed volunteers for the soup kitchen for Thanksgiving. They just kept droning on and on, so he tuned them out.

      He pounded the floor in agitated rhythm, three steps from the table to the fridge, five from the fridge to the counter, four steps back to the table, where it would start all over again. It felt like the walls were slowly closing in on him, his fingers twitching with the urge to hold a pillow or wrap themselves firmly around a slender throat.

      He hadn’t set out to be a killer. He didn’t think anyone did, really. But she had deserved it. She had needed to die, to atone for her sins. He wasn’t so much killing as he was serving justice to the guilty. And there were still so many guilty women out there, going through their daily lives as if they didn’t have a care in the world for the lives that they wrecked in their wickedness.

      He would be out there now, removing evil from the world, if it weren’t for those FBI snooping about. At one point, he’d even thought for a brief moment that they might have suspected him. But no, they’d run off again, following whatever worthless trail they thought they’d found. As if there would be any evidence to find. He’d been too careful to leave any.

      In fact, he’d been so very, very careful not to leave any traces. So why, then, were the feds still hanging around? This should’ve been shuffled off to cold cases because of lack of evidence. They should’ve left already! They should’ve gone a few days after they’d arrived, long enough to realize it wouldn’t be worth their effort. Any fool could see that they would get nowhere on this case.

      He switched direction. Table to counter, counter to fridge, fridge to table. He couldn’t wait any longer, couldn’t allow those vile women to roam free, even though those agents were still around. No, his next target was already out there, waiting for him to come and stop her.

      He stopped and leaned against the counter, sighing. The trouble was finding her. He knew she was out there, just like she had been, ruining a man’s life. But somehow, she was managing to hide from him, from the justice she so richly deserved. His fingers twitched again at the thought. He’d searched and searched, looking for the perfect target, but she was remaining frustratingly elusive.

      Ready to toss the TV dinner in the trash, a news story caught his attention. A reporter was interviewing a woman who looked vaguely familiar. He quickly read the words at the bottom of the screen: Sandy Morrison, Highgate, Inc. employee.

      Ah, so it was a co-worker of Rayna’s and Alice’s. He turned up the volume so he could fully hear what they were saying.

      “How has this most recent murder affected your life? Knowing that there’s a murderer out there that the police still haven’t caught?”

      He watched the way that Sandy clasped her hands together to keep them from shaking. Her expression seemed wary, yet, did he detect a hint of satisfaction lurking in her eyes?

      “It’s horrible!” she said. “I’m too scared to even sleep at night, knowing that someone is out there killing women. I knew Rayna Cook – we worked together. She was one of the sweetest women in the world.”

      He couldn’t contain his scoff at that, but didn’t speak, not wanting to miss a word.

      “I was so heartbroken to hear that she had been killed. I’ll miss seeing her bright smile at work every day or hearing about her sweet daughter. And now Alice? I didn’t know her well, but we work at the same company. Everyone’s saying that this killer is stalking either divorced women or women who work for Highgate.” She laughed humorlessly. “I’m both! I spend every day in fear of my life.” She gestured at the house behind her. “I can’t even sleep with the lights off anymore. I want the police to catch this monster who preys on innocent women and lock him away forever!” The reporter nodded sagely and moved on to talk about what the police were doing to catch the killer.

      He studied Sandy and the house behind her. This was perfect. He had just been lamenting that he couldn’t find the right target, and what should happen but she appears right in front of his eyes! The universe obviously approved of his mission to bring justice to these women. He was meant to see that interview, so that he could remove her deceitful, unrepentant self from the world before she burned down the life of another unsuspecting man. She was truly the perfect target in every way.

      What was it she’d said? Innocent women – hah! He’d never heard anything so ludicrous. Smiling, he pulled a tiny notebook from his pocket and carefully wrote down the name: Sandy Morrison.

      He fetched his cooling TV dinner and ate it greedily.
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      Erin was waiting impatiently for the CSI team to arrive. It had been thoroughly drummed into her during academy about the importance of not compromising evidence – even the smallest trace of something could turn out to be critical in solving or proving a case. Still, it had taxed her already strained patience to wait. She paced up the path for the tenth time in as many minutes, only for the street at the end of it to remain as empty as it had been all the previous times. She wanted to be out there hunting Vernon Hayes herself. This case had top priority, so where were they? They should’ve been there by now.

      When the team finally did arrive twenty minutes after she’d secured the scene, she was impatient to get the search underway. The team leader was an older, no-nonsense woman named Elena Jones, who looked like she was willing to take Erin to task if she so much as disturbed a fiber of the crime scene. Oddly, that calmed Erin enough that she was able to explain the whole story, from their arrival to the brief interrogation, to Vernon Hayes’s flight from the residence.

      “So I secured the residence until you could arrive,” Erin finished.

      The words had barely left her mouth when Elena sprang into action, assigning her team duties with an efficiency that would make any drill sergeant proud to witness. “Jones, photos. Vern, you’re on prints. Lyon, trace. Tullis, you and I will be on closet duty.” As the techs obediently scattered, Elena turned and studied Erin. After appearing to mentally weigh her up for several moments, she demanded, “Where will you be?”

      Apparently securing the crime scene had won her a few points with the woman, but clearly not that many from her hard stare. Does she think I’ll contaminate the crime scene somehow? Thought Erin. I’m not a fool.

      Not wanting to be under Elena’s sharp scrutiny, Erin said firmly, “I’ll check the office with Vern. The documents there might give me some insight into how the man thinks.”

      Elena simply said, “Suit yourself. Don’t touch or disturb anything without my tech’s permission.”

      Erin wanted to say something sharp about not being a child to the woman’s swiftly retreating back, but managed to bite her tongue. Sometimes discretion was the better part of valor.
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        * * *

      

      Erin groaned as she started sorting through yet another drawer of random crap. After over an hour of searching, she had yet to find anything interesting. Hayes was apparently some sort of paper-hoarding pack rat. She found every sort of flyer and piece of junk mail he’d picked up for the last decade, but nothing incriminating like, say, a detailed plan of how to murder the women or blueprints of their houses.

      Elena called down the hallway. “Agent, I think that you’d better come see this.”

      Eagerly abandoning the drawer of useless junk, Erin strode down the hall into the master bedroom. Half of the tech team were there, standing around the closet in a semi-circle, frowning. What was it? They seemed calm enough, so it probably wasn’t a body, although they were crime scene techs, which meant that they were accustomed to everything from the mundane to the bizarre. The techs moved out of her way as Erin approached and saw what they were looking at.

      She stifled a gasp. Well, if she’d had doubts about Hayes’s guilt before, those doubts were barely a whisper now.

      There, in the closet, was what appeared to be a disturbing kind of collection. A board covered with a collage of women’s faces was the center of it. There had to be at least two dozen pictures of women pinned to it, maybe more. All of the women were smiling, their eyes boring into the viewer, watching them intently.

      Erin suppressed a shudder. Creepy, the only word for it was creepy. A quick scan of the board confirmed that it contained pictures of the murdered women. Erin wasn’t sure about the rest, but a few looked like some of the nuns that had restraining orders against Hayes.

      But by far the most damning piece of evidence was the statue of the nun in the middle of the collection. No, this wasn’t just a collection. This was a shrine. It was arranged symbolically.

      A shiver chased down her spine as she realized something. The nun statue was posed exactly like the victims had been. Crouching down to get a closer look at it, Erin told Elena, “It looks like someone has been up to some very questionable activity.”

      Elena nodded, her expression filled with the satisfaction of a particularly valuable find. “Indeed. Give us a few minutes to process it and then it’s all yours.”

      “Sure.” Erin quickly shot a text to the team: Found suspicious evidence in home, what appears to be a shrine of some sort hidden from sight. What’s the status on Hayes?

      She scowled when Brody’s text came back. Hayes not in custody yet. Stay with the scene. There was only one road in and out of Tecopa – how in the world had he managed to slip away from them that quickly?

      “That’s a dark scowl. Things not going well?” Elena asked.

      Erin slipped her phone back into her pocket. “They could be going better.” She offered her a strained smile. “All done?”

      Elena nodded. “Yes, you can have a look at the photographs now. Do not touch them without gloves. The kitchen has been cleared if you need a space to examine them.”

      Which is a polite way of saying “Get out of our hair,” Erin thought wryly. “Thank you, I think I’ll take you up on that offer.”
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        * * *

      

      Erin studied the photos, trying to understand what they were telling her. What did she know for sure?

      There were twenty-five pictures on the board. Of those twenty-five, only four of the women were dead – the murders that they were currently investigating. The other twenty-one were all alive and well, all involved with the Catholic church to one degree or another. All of them had a restraining order against Vernon Hayes.

      She rubbed at her aching temple, trying to stave off the impending headache she could feel creeping up. It was like trying to put together a puzzle blindfolded. Vernon Hayes clearly hated women, had a long, well-documented history of hating women. But his irrationally angry obsession seemed to center on women in the Catholic church. So why were the murdered women part of his warped shrine? Was it because of the Catholic view of divorce? Or some other reason entirely?

      She glanced over to where Brody was talking with Elena. He had returned shortly before, his arrival announced by the resounding slam of a car door followed by the heavy stomp of footsteps. His irritation told her before she’d even seen him that Hayes had indeed somehow managed to slip their net. If she had gone along, they would’ve stood a better chance at capturing him. She shoved the thought down, clinging to her promise to be a better team player by her fingertips. They would get Hayes; it was only a matter of time. The important thing was building a solid case against him, one that would hold up in court.

      She stood. There was nothing more she could glean from the pictures at this point. Erin motioned for a tech to bag them and moved to join Brody, hoping that he planned to head back to Lancaster soon.

      Elena was giving Brody a rundown of everything they had discovered and approximately how long it would take to process. Erin listened as they checked things off. “Hair, fibers, fingerprints—”

      “Wait!” she interrupted. “There was that set of unidentified fingerprints at the Cook scene. Has anyone run Hayes’s prints against them yet? I’ll bet you anything he’s a match – that shrine—”

      Brody cut her off with a withering look. “Slow down, Agent Hastings – aren’t you forgetting something? Hayes has a rap sheet as long as my arm. He’s been in the system. If it was him, his fingerprints would’ve already matched.”

      She inwardly groaned. How could she have forgotten such a basic detail? Her face heated as embarrassment warred with anger. Her cheeks were probably red from the rush of emotion. Why did her fair skin have to practically shout her every strong emotion for the world to see? And OK, she may have overlooked something, but there was no reason for Brody to treat her so condescendingly.

      Not trusting herself to keep from saying something she might later regret, Erin nodded to Elena and made for the front door. She would wait for Brody in the car. Hopefully that would give her enough time to calm her temper.
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        * * *

      

      Her hope was misplaced. They had spent the first fifteen minutes of the ride briefing each other on what had happened. If bare-bones explanations and single-word answers could really be called debriefing. When Brody told her how Hayes had slipped their net, Erin couldn’t even find it in her to offer him encouragement. If I’d been the one to let him escape, he would’ve already raked me over the coals, she thought scornfully.

      Other than a call from Hannady that Brody took on Bluetooth, during which she demanded to know why they hadn’t arrested a suspect yet, they spent the rest of the ride in seething silence. Brody drove with a honed irritation, shifting lanes so quickly, Erin clung to her seat belt.

      By the time they finally pulled up at the Lancaster PD, Erin was more than ready to bail from the vehicle. However, when she stepped out of the car, she was blinded by a flash of light. Trying to process what was going on, a cacophony of voices reached her ears. There was a swarm of reporters hanging around the station. The abrupt switch from the icy silence inside the vehicle to the chaos outside was dizzying.

      They rushed at her and Brody, shouting so loudly that she was having trouble picking apart what they were trying to ask. A muscle jumped in Brody’s cheek where he was clenching his jaw, and Erin kept her mouth firmly shut as she pushed her way through the crush. Brody grabbed her arm and hauled her out of the crowd, reporters scattering out of his way.

      Once they were safely inside the station, Brody dropped her arm and glared at her. Erin glanced at the mob of reporters in confusion. “What in the world was that all about? I thought that Chief Sims was keeping the case quiet and the reporters away. I swear they were even worse today.”

      Sasha chose that moment to strut out into the hallway, the gleam in her eyes promising Erin no favors. “You both need to come and see this.”

      Erin sighed and trudged after her. This day was just continuing to live up to its promise of disappointment.

      But nothing could have prepared her for what she saw when she entered the conference room. Every monitor in the room was showing a different news station. Despite that, they were all running the same story in large letters: FBI raids Tecopa man’s house, suspect still on the loose.

      Erin’s eyes flicked from screen to screen, her horror growing with every second. She moved over to the nearest monitor so that she could hear better.

      She frowned as she listened to the anchors talking. “Yes, Laurie, the person seen leaving the suspect’s residence today was none other than Special Agent Erin Hastings. You might remember that name from the recent case concerning the manhunt for Ashton Anderson. Our suspect may have taken off, but he won’t remain on the run long, not with an agent like that after him. I mean, why else would someone like her be brought in on a murder case, if not to track down an elusive quarry?”

      Erin’s jaw dropped. All of the local news stations were running similar stories. Dread pooled in the pit of her stomach.

      Sasha smirked and turned to Brody. “Oh, it gets better.” She pulled up a news article and placed it on the largest screen. “You ordered me to keep an eye on the media about this case and our team. Have I got a story for you.”

      She proceeded to read it aloud, as if it was not already right there in black and white. “Local hero comes home to help town in time of need. Lancaster native Special Agent Erin Hastings shot to national fame when she managed to hunt down and capture notorious criminal Ashton Anderson in Kentucky earlier this month. Now the Atlanta FBI agent has flown in to catch the serial killer rampaging through our peaceful city.” Sasha looked up, as though to make sure she had everyone’s attention before she read on. “According to an anonymous source close to the mayor, Erin Hastings has an almost cinematic history with the city of Lancaster and its serial killers. As the sister of Eric Hastings, who is currently serving his life sentence for six murders in San Pedro Federal Correctional Institute, Erin is no stranger to those with a pathological urge to kill…”

      Sasha kept reading, but Erin couldn’t hear it through the roaring in her ears. This couldn’t be happening, this had to be some sort of sick joke. She swallowed hard, trying not to throw up, the nausea churning in her stomach. Sure, it had been odd that the L.A. field office had requested the Atlanta team, but she had chalked it up to their successful record. To learn that it was because of the recent manhunt and her connection to Lancaster? To the worst period of time in her life? This wasn’t right, this couldn’t possibly be right.

      The room lurched as she looked around, her head spinning, trying to find something – anything – to refute what she now knew to be true. She’d been used. Sasha stood quietly before her, having finished the article, triumph in her slate-grey eyes.

      That was enough to shock Erin back to reality. She drew in a shaky breath. She’d dealt with this before, the judging stares or the sneering contempt of others. Breathing in again, a little deeper this time, Erin tucked her emotions behind carefully crafted walls of indifference. She could process this all later, when she was alone. Right now, they had a case to solve.

      “Thank you for bringing this to my attention,” she told Sasha in cool, level tones. She dug her nails into her palm. “I don’t suppose you happen to know who the anonymous source is?”

      Sasha shrugged. “I’ll look into it when I can. I’ve been busy with this case and the other one I’ve been helping with as well. Finding the source is of little importance for me at the moment.”

      Knowing that anything she said would only be playing into Sasha’s hands, Erin turned to speak with Brody. She met his gaze, suddenly finding herself the outlet for all his frustration.

      “I should’ve known that this media mess would be all your fault,” he growled. “Just can’t stand to stay out of the spotlight, can you? Were you also the one who tipped them off that Hayes escaped? Or that we were even looking into him in the first place?”

      Her hands were stinging now, her nails sharp inside her tight fists. “Of course I didn’t. You know me better than that.”

      “I used to think I did, but I don’t know any more,” he shot back. “Did you really think that you could keep your past hidden? That it wouldn’t be relevant to this case?” He paced for a couple of steps before whirling back around and snarling, “I know that you visited your brother yesterday. Did the two of you have a nice little chat about this case? Did you tell him all the sordid details?”

      “No, not at all! What kind of agent do you take me for? I know I made a mistake, but I am not a total idiot.”

      He moved to stand right in front of her, his eyes furious even as his voice was deadly calm. “You’re on very thin ice, Agent Hastings. If you so much as breathe a word about this to your brother, you’ll be on a plane back to Atlanta so fast you won’t even have time to pack. Am I clear?”

      Erin narrowed her eyes at him. “Yes, sir.”

      “Let’s just calm down,” came Catherine’s soothing tone. “It’s been a long, stressful day and I doubt that either of you have bothered to eat. With the media hounding the station, we’ve ordered some pizza in. Come on, it’s over here on this table.” She placed a guiding hand on Erin’s arm.

      Brody stamped to the door. “I need to talk to Chief Sims about clearing the vultures out. We can’t work like this.”

      As Brody stormed off, Erin allowed Catherine to lead her over to the table, even though her stomach was still tied in knots. How dare he accuse her of enjoying this whole spectacle? The situation she found herself in was not something that she would’ve voluntarily chosen, ever. She would rather return to Atlanta right this very moment than have her past linked with her present.

      Sitting as far away from Sasha as she physically could, Erin bit savagely into her pizza and swallowed hard. As much as it galled her to have been brought to California under such false circumstance, to be falsely accused of enjoying this circus, she would bear with it. She had promised the victims justice. They and their families deserved the peace of knowing that the killer was caught and would never hurt anyone again.

      Calming down, she took a smaller, more delicate bite. She would do whatever it took to keep her promise – using all of her skills, knowledge, and resources available to her. And if that meant she needed Eric’s help with the investigation, well, so be it.
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      To her relief, Erin didn’t have to face Brody the next morning as he was busy dealing with the press yet again. Instead, she found a brief note waiting for her on the table with the team’s assignments for the day. Seeing that she was paired with Catherine to return to Tecopa, Erin sighed. Was he that desperate to keep her out of sight?

      “Would it be all right if I stayed here in Lancaster this morning and followed up on some leads?” Erin asked Catherine, so that Sasha wouldn’t hear. “I know that Brody wants me gone, but the press is gonna be relentless in Tecopa. I’ll catch up with you later.”

      Catherine nodded. “Keep your head down and stay away from Sasha. She’s looking to gloat, and you can’t afford to let your temper get in the way of this case. You’re a good agent, Erin. You have good instincts. Don’t let this place take that away from you.”

      Erin smiled, feeling her mood lift slightly. “Thanks, Catherine. Be careful and I’ll catch up when I can.”

      Erin watched Catherine leave before taking a deep breath to pull herself together. Catherine was right, it was better if she didn’t see Sasha today – her little show the day before had used up Erin’s usual tolerance of the woman. Still, she needed some information from her. Fishing out her phone, Erin shot an email to her, requesting the video footage from both the Chick-Fil-A and convenience store. She needed to tie up some loose ends and formally clear Fromm before moving on to Hayes.

      Knowing that Sasha would take her time on her request out of spite, Erin left in search of another tech for information on the fingerprint and other evidence that the case had gathered so far. If Hayes really was their guy, she couldn’t just rely on his connections to the victims to build the case against him – she needed to know the nuts and the bolts of the case, the fine details that would help lock the guy away.

      And for that, she needed information.
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        * * *

      

      Erin had just finished up with the tech and was checking to see if Sasha had sent the information yet when Catherine called.

      “Hey, Catherine,” Erin said cheerfully. “I was just about to leave to come and join you. How’s the situation there?”

      Catherine told someone on the other end to hold on for a moment. “It’s quiet, for now. The California state police just told me that Hayes was reported to have been seen in Nevada at a gas station. There are no new leads here at the moment, so I’m going to go check out the gas station tip. You should stay in Lancaster and keep working on those angles rather than wasting your time driving out here.”

      Erin sighed. “All right, thanks for the heads up. Watch your back and I’ll see you later.”

      Catherine agreed and hung up. Slipping her phone back into her pocket, Erin chewed absently on her lip. She had been planning on using the drive time to sort out her thoughts on the forensics. She was conflicted over all of the information that she’d gathered on the case and how it related to their current suspect. Vernon Hayes looked like the perfect suspect for these murders, seeming to have both the means and the opportunity to carry them out – and possibly even a motive, although that was murkier. On the other hand, the lack of Hayes’s prints at the crime scenes troubled her. The techs had been commendably thorough in gathering the evidence at each scene, and they had a set of unidentified prints in their possession from the first murder, when a lot of vital evidence was collected. Back then, the killer hadn’t learned how to be as careful in covering their tracks as their later experience had taught them.

      Vernon Hayes was the ideal suspect. But VanRijn had appeared that way too – and look how badly she had messed that all up, by following the suspect and ignoring the evidence. What she needed was a way to reconcile the two, to get inside of the head of this murderer.

      Suddenly resolved, Erin knew what she had to do, no matter how much it would anger Brody. She scribbled a note with Catherine’s update from Tecopa, simply adding that she was following leads, and left the station. It was time to face the situation head on.
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        * * *

      

      The nerves that Erin had felt on the last visit to the prison were gone, a cool determination now in their place. If this time did not yield any results, then she would have no choice but to give up on this angle all together and find another path.

      She was escorted into the same room as last time and told to wait. She took the time to compose herself and work out a plan on how to break down the case without giving away anything that would cause Brody to send her back to Atlanta.

      The guard led Eric in. He looked surprised to see her. Neither of them spoke until they were left alone.

      It was Eric who broke the tense silence. “I didn’t think that I’d be seeing you again.”

      “I hadn’t planned on visiting again,” she admitted stiffly.

      He gave a sad nod. “I had thought as much, especially with all the media uproar. I didn’t think you’d want to acknowledge our relationship.”

      Erin couldn’t find the words to respond to that. Her emotions had always been terribly conflicted about him, which was one of the main reasons that she avoided even thinking about him. If it wasn’t for this case, she probably would’ve continued to ignore his existence. Still, she couldn’t come out and say that; that would only destroy any chance of him cooperating with her. But what, then?

      She had just about decided to give the whole thing up and find another way, one that wouldn’t anger Brody should he ever discover it, when Eric spoke. “You don’t have to respond, I understand. I’m sure that you’re under a lot of pressure to solve this case. I’ve seen all the coverage.”

      Erin swallowed hard. “Yes. We want to catch him before anyone else is hurt. But we keep running into false leads and dead ends.”

      He sighed. “Which is why you want to get into the mind of a serial killer.” Folding his hands together, he remained silent for several moments. “If I had to describe the mind of a killer in one word, it would be obsession.”

      She raised an eyebrow at that. “Obsession?”

      He nodded. “You are focused on one thing, to the exclusion of all else. Doesn’t matter if it’s irrational, it’s all that you can think of. You convince yourself that it will fix everything that’s wrong – if you just manage to get rid of that person or thing, then the world will reset and everything will be right again. That single objective is the only thing standing between you and true happiness. And you’re the only one that can see it, the only person who knows that if you remove that specific problem, the world will be a better place. People can’t see the danger – it’s up to you to remove it, to make the world a safer place. It’s all you can think about. You can’t eat, can’t sleep, can’t truly rest or be at peace, you can only obsess over making things right.”

      Erin turned that over for a few minutes. When she looked up from the table, she found Eric watching her and she frowned. “How would I find this one thing? Cause I’m assuming that it’s not just a person, when there have been multiple deaths.”

      Her brother spread his hands and shrugged. “It could be that these women are surrogates for the woman that he really wants to kill. Or it could be something else. Usually, the answer is right in front of you, even if it doesn’t make sense at first. You even probably already know what it is.”

      She shook her head. “If we knew, do you really think that we’d be chasing our tails like this?”

      “Erin, deep in your gut, you know the truth.” His gaze met hers squarely. “You knew, even back then, about me. About the four women I killed. Even if you don’t want to acknowledge it, deep down, you knew the truth.”

      “The six women you murdered, Eric. Six, not four.” She was gripping the edge of the table, her knuckles white.

      He shook his head slowly. “No, Er, there were only four. I wish I could turn back time or that you could’ve somehow been able to stop me back then, back before I lost my mind and did the unthinkable. I’ll never be able to make amends for those lives I took.”

      Erin studied him in disbelief, trying to decipher what she was seeing and hearing. He appeared to be truly remorseful, with his sad eyes and slumped shoulders, looking as if life had worn on him. But how remorseful could he be if he refused to acknowledge all the women he had killed? She’d sat through the trial, she’d seen six families’ pain and suffering at her brother’s hands. At hers, for not stopping him. And what did it matter now if he had killed six instead of four? He was serving a life term without the possibility of parole. Whether it was four women or six wouldn’t shorten or change that sentence.

      She took a deep breath. “So what are your thoughts on the current case and suspect?”

      He straightened, his face turning thoughtful. “Why don’t you tell me what you believe, and I’ll tell you what I think afterwards.”

      His walls were back up again. Wanting to get this visit over and done with, Erin gave in. “Vernon Hayes, the man on the run, is our primary suspect. He appears to be good for it, had the means and opportunity to do it. Evidence was discovered in his home, indicating that he was possibly stalking the victims, as well as several others. He has a record, a long one, that is consistent with the violent way that the victims were murdered. His motive appears to be his illogical hatred of women.”

      Eric nodded, resting his hands lightly on the table. “It sounds like you’re building a solid case against him. And it sounds like you’re on the right track.”

      Erin eyed him suspiciously. “You really think that Vernon Hayes is a good suspect?”

      “Is there a reason that you think that he isn’t?” he asked.

      She frowned at that, struggling to answer what should be a simple question. Before she could figure it out, the guard re-entered the room and Eric offered her a slight smile. “Looks like our time is up. I hope that you catch your killer soon. Remember, you know more that you think. Trust your gut, Erin.”

      Erin stood and nodded. “Thank you for speaking with me.”
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        * * *

      

      Once Erin was back in her vehicle, she dialed Catherine and waited impatiently for her to answer. “Catherine, do you have a minute?” she asked when it connected. “We need to talk.”

      Catherine seemed surprised but answered readily enough. “I have a few minutes, I’m on my way back to Tecopa. What do you need?”

      She just had to come out and say it. “I don’t think that Vernon Hayes is our killer. I think that he’s guilty, just not of these murders.”

      Catherine sighed and Erin could hear the forced patience in her tone. “And what makes you think that? Didn’t you say that Hayes looked good for these murders? And he ran – if that’s not a clear indication of guilt, I don’t know what is.”

      Erin took a deep breath, carefully ordering her thoughts before replying. “Yes, Hayes did look good for these murders and yes, he did run. He certainly seems guilty, especially if we consider his long rap sheet. However, the evidence is not lining up. With VanRijn, I was so busy trying to line up the suspect with the evidence that I made a major mistake. I don’t want to make a similar one by trying to match up the evidence with the suspect.”

      “What do you mean by that?” came Catherine’s weary tone.

      Erin ticked off the points carefully. “First, there are the fingerprints from the first crime scene. They’re not in the database, which means that they’re not the fingerprints of a known con. Second, we’ve gone over all of the victims’ lives with a fine-tooth comb and none of them have any personal connection, not even a vague one, with Hayes.”

      Catherine easily fell into the role of devil’s advocate. The women were used to bouncing ideas and theories off of each other to see what would make sense and what wouldn’t. “What about the shrine then?”

      But Erin had already thought that through. “Whatever reason he has for making that shrine, it’s not because he knew any of the victims. Hayes doesn’t strike me as someone with the patience or self-control to stalk his victims and wait for the perfect opportunity. He fled from federal agents that were just there to ask a few questions – we didn’t even have a warrant at that point. Finally, he is a violent criminal, but most of his crimes are directed at the Catholic church. None of these women were overly religious or have strong ties to a church. No, I think that he’s a sick, twisted man who’s up to something, but he’s not our killer.”

      There was silence for several minutes before Catherine ventured, “Erin, where is this all coming from?”

      Erin looked through the windshield at the high prison walls. “I went and spoke with Eric briefly. It helped me to figure out some of the things that had been bothering me.”

      “Erin, what were you thinking? Brody just told you yesterday to not visit him and especially not to speak of the investigation! Don’t be so willing to throw all of your hard work – your career even – away for this single case.”

      Catherine’s voice softened, filled with understanding. “I know this case is frustrating, and you want to solve it and get out of here, but you can’t just throw away proper protocol and procedure to get what you want. If you start justifying yourself like that, then you’re no better than the criminals that we hunt. The ends do not justify the means, do you understand me?”

      Erin retorted quickly, although her heart was heavy, “I’ll use whatever means I can to keep anyone else from getting hurt.”

      “And what about all the future victims who will die because you allowed yourself to get fired from the job you excel at?” Catherine snapped. “Have you ever stopped and thought about them?”

      The silence was deafening at both ends of the phone.

      Catherine sighed. “I’m worried about you, Erin. This case is getting to you in a way that I’ve never seen before. You can’t let the media get to you, cause you to make rash decisions.”

      Hearing the clear concern in Catherine’s voice, Erin found herself softening as well. “I know, Cath. I won’t rush into anything, I promise. But I’m still not convinced it’s Hayes. I’ve got to go. Sasha finally sent the files I need. I’ll see you later, OK?”

      Catherine agreed and they both hung up. Erin sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose as she tried to will away her uncertainty. None of this case was making any sense at the moment. Was Catherine right? Was the media getting in her head and throwing her off her game?

      She shoved the thought aside. No. Eric had said that the information was most likely right there in front of her. It was up to her to find it.
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      Erin sighed as she read yet another report that added little value to the case. This one informed her that during the autopsy, it had been discovered that Jessica VanRijn had a tumor on one of her kidneys. However, the tumor had proven to be a benign one. She obediently made a note of it in Jessica’s file before setting the report aside.

      Trudging over to the coffee pot, Erin tried to keep the frustration that she was currently feeling off of her face. It had been a week and they were still no closer to catching Vernon Hayes. How had he managed to elude them for this long? She pushed down the growing need to go out and hunt down the man herself. Brody was out there leading the investigation, and she knew that he was more than capable of finding Hayes on his own.

      She poured herself a cup and tossed her swizzle stick in the trash, then walked back to the table with a sigh. Just because Brody was capable, it didn’t mean that she didn’t want to be part of the chase and capture of the suspect. But because of the media spectacle, she’d had to keep a low profile. She’d spent the past week with Catherine going over every single suspect that they had and trying to build a case against them, to see what would hold up in court and what would get thrown out as insufficient.

      She looked over the folders scattered across the table. As things stood, Vernon Hayes was still their strongest suspect – most of the evidence pointed directly at him. Her eyes landed on another folder in the pile that stood out to her among the other weak cases.

      Allen Cook.

      The fact that he was related to Rayna and Valerie made him a strong suspect. The Cook women were the first victims – their deaths could have been the trigger points that set off the rest of the murders. From all of Erin’s years of research, first murders in a serial could go either way in terms of their importance. They could be especially significant, tying the killer to the crime. Or, they could be totally random, the killer finally snapping after a breaking point. What could have tipped Allen Cook over the edge? Erin wondered.

      Don’t get carried away, Erin told herself. He has the strongest alibi, remember? Allen Cook had been on duty at the museum where he worked at the time of the murders. Erin read in his file that the police had talked with him early on in the investigation before clearing him on this basis, and he hadn’t been interviewed again.

      Tired of sifting through the same data, Erin abruptly decided to go interview Allen Cook. She would see for herself if his story held up or if it had changed since the initial interview. Should he prove to be consistent and appear innocent, it would be good to clear his name from the suspect list and reassure him that they were doing everything in their power to catch whoever had murdered his family.

      Since there had been no earth-shattering developments over the past week, the media had backed off enough that Erin felt comfortable slipping out of the station alone. After all, it was just a simple interview, and Allen Cook had no criminal record that they could find. It would be nice to get out of the office for a little while, and Brody would be pleased to eliminate another suspect. Any progress on the case at all would be welcome at this point.
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        * * *

      

      Erin was struck by how exceedingly ordinary Allen Cook appeared. He was only an inch or two taller than her own height of five foot seven and had a slender build. He was non-threatening – almost bland. His dark brown hair, dull brown eyes, and skin that clearly hadn’t seen much sun lately only added to that impression.

      She held up her badge. “Hi, I’m Agent Hastings. Am I speaking with Allen Cook?”

      He studied her for several moments before nodding. “Yes. What brings you to my home, Agent?”

      “I’m one of the agents working on your family’s case. May I come in and ask you a few questions concerning this matter?”

      He sighed but moved aside. “Have you any news? Have you caught the killer? It’s been so long since I’ve heard any updates that I was beginning to think that the case had gone cold.”

      Erin took the seat he indicated and declined his offer of a drink. “I promise you, Mr. Cook, we are doing everything we can to catch whoever is behind these tragedies. We will get justice for your wife and daughter. Now, I need to ask you some routine questions to make sure that everything was covered in our initial interview.”

      He nodded. “All right, but if we could please keep it brief? I’m on shift tonight and need to rest.”

      Erin double-checked her notes. “Of course, please excuse this necessity. It says here that you work at the children’s museum as a night guard?”

      He nodded. “Yes. I only started there a few months ago when I moved out this way, but they’ve been so understanding about everything that has happened. They even offered me some time off, but keeping busy helps during this time.”

      Erin pulled out a pen for notes. “So, where were you on the nights of the third and seventh and during lunchtime on the thirteenth?”

      “I was working on both the third and the seventh. On the thirteenth, I dropped my car off at the mechanics to have its yearly tune-up and oil change. I left it there and went home to get some sleep before picking it up that evening to go to work.”

      Erin made a note of that and continued. “Are you familiar with either the names Jessica VanRijn or Alice Newman?”

      He shook his head. “Only as far as what I’ve seen on the news. That they were murdered somewhat similarly to my family. It looks like you’re treating it as the work of the same person?”

      Erin chose her words carefully, not wanting to give Brody any reason to come down on her. “I’m afraid that I can’t comment on an active case. Be assured that we are following every possible lead.”

      “Of course.” He offered her a small smile, his eyes distant. “I just want to catch the person behind all of this. To think that someone would do this...”

      Erin switched tack. “It says here that you lived in Rochester, New York before moving out here last year. What caused you to relocate?”

      He was shaking, a fine trembling that was barely noticeable. “My wife and I were divorced. I followed them out here in the hopes of maintaining a relationship with my daughter and possibly working things out with my wife. That’s im-impossible now though. I’ve l-lost everything that was dear to me.”

      His eyes filled with tears and Erin shifted uncomfortably. She hadn’t meant to traumatize him, only run through his story and check for consistencies. She quickly ran through the remaining questions, thanked him, and left. Glancing over her shoulder at the house as she climbed into her car, she couldn’t help but grumble internally that the whole trip had been a colossal waste of time.
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        * * *

      

      Erin entered the station, idly wondering what she should investigate now. Every bit of evidence so far had led nowhere.

      Brody appeared in the conference room doorway, his expression furious. He motioned her inside the room.

      “What happened?” she asked. “What’s going on?”

      “Where have you been?” Brody’s voice was icy.

      “I was just interviewing Allen Cook,” Erin replied. “No one’s done a follow-up interview and I wanted to double-check if his story was consistent or not.”

      Brody’s voice deepened. “Yet you didn’t even bother mentioning interviewing a possible suspect to any other agents or that you had left the station and what your destination would be. I am done with your rogue behavior, Hastings. In case you’ve forgotten, you are part of an investigative team that is led by me! This maverick routine of yours was unacceptable on the first day, yet you seem to think that it’s fine to continually flaunt protocol and do whatever you want!”

      She wanted to shout, I don’t flaunt anything! But before she could get the words out, he raged on.

      “You’re dragging down this entire team and investigation with your need to be in the spotlight. I should probably pull you from the case altogether, but I’m shorthanded at the moment and this case needs to be solved, yesterday! Step one more toe out of line and it won’t matter if I’m shorthanded, you’ll be out. Hell, you should be pulled off the case right now, but consider this your one warning. Mess up again, go haring off on your own again, and you’ll be straight on a plane back to Atlanta, am I clear?”

      Clenching her jaw, Erin gritted out, “Yes, sir.”

      She caught movement out of the corner of her eyes and turned to see the entire team watching Brody dress her down along with a couple of Lancaster PD officers lingering in the other room. He’d pulled rank on her, in front of everyone – again! Her face flushed in a rush of pure fury, her voice trembling as she spoke. “Excuse me, I’ll be returning to my hotel room, if that’s all right with you. I’m not feeling well.”

      She waited the scantest of moments for his nod before turning and storming from the station. How dare he, just how dare he?!
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        * * *

      

      Erin was pacing her room, her anger having abated only slightly. She had been following leads like a good little agent, toeing the line for the past week, sifting through mounds of unusable data, and obeying all of Brody’s orders. Where did he get off telling her that she was a liability or a screw-up? That she wasn’t a team player? It was ridiculous, who did he think he was?!

      Her phone chose that moment to ring, and she glanced at it, noting that it was Catherine. She threw herself down into a chair. “Hello?”

      “I didn’t know if you would answer or not,” came her mentor’s voice.

      Erin shifted slightly to get more comfortable. “Why wouldn’t I answer? After all, it was Brody who chewed me out, not you.”

      Catherine sighed at that. “He shouldn’t have done that, not like that. I spoke to him after you’d left, told him that he needed to rein himself in. But he wasn’t being vindictive, Erin – he’s just trying to do his job, same as us.”

      “Thanks for trying, but it seems like he was pissed at me for trying to do my job,” Erin scoffed.

      “Brody is the team leader, and he’s trying to lead the team the way he sees best. He’s trying to keep us all safe – especially after the media frenzy – as well as solve the case. He can’t do that if he doesn’t know where everyone is.” Her voice took on a stern tone. “You have to admit, Erin, you’ve been following a lot of leads without care for your safety. What if Cook had been the murderer? None of us even knew where you’d gone, and we didn’t know when you’d be back, or even where to send backup if you hadn’t returned in a timely manner. You need to stop and think before you act.”

      Erin grimaced, although she knew that Catherine couldn’t see her. “I was doing my job, Catherine. I thought one of the reasons that our team has such a successful close rate is because it’s comprised of agents who can think for themselves.”

      Tiredness laced Catherine’s voice. “We don’t usually work our cases with media hounds breathing down our necks. The legacy angle that the press keeps using you for is making Brody irritable. That sort of media attention is really the last thing that a case like this needs. You should listen to him, let this whole thing die down. He just wants to solve this case, and keeping you out of view from the press can only help that.”

      Erin felt a wave of exhaustion wash over her. “I never asked for all of this, especially not a story like this ‘Lancaster’s legacy’ business. That’s not me.” She sighed. “I understand what you’re saying, Catherine. I’ll think about it.”

      Catherine was called away then and, after telling Erin to rest, she hung up.

      Erin looked at her phone for several seconds, tossed it over onto the bed, and slumped further into the chair. She was really starting to loathe this case. All she wanted was to do her job and not have her every move scrutinized and debated before she could do anything. She turned over Catherine’s suggestion that she should just follow Brody’s orders without complaint. After all, it wouldn’t hurt to have a more unified team, to remove some of the tension.

      She shook her head regretfully. She couldn’t do that – she would be betraying her own strengths as an agent if she tried to investigate that way. However, Catherine had been correct about her carelessness in not informing the team of her whereabouts. Going forward, she would make sure that the team at least knew where she was and possibly what lead she was following. But she would never allow anyone to put a leash on her. Never.
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      Brody straightened his tie and stepped up to the podium set up outside Lancaster PD. Erin recognized that look. She’d be the same in his shoes – inwardly seething, wanting to be chasing down the killer, not holding a press conference. Thankfully, due to years of careful practice, the media wouldn’t pick up on that in his smooth expression. Her boss took a deep breath and addressed the crowd. “Ladies and gentlemen of the press, thank you for making time in your schedule this morning to attend this briefing.”

      Several press members nodded but no one spoke.

      “As I’m sure many of you already know, the body of a woman was discovered early this morning. Until we’ve notified the family, we will not be releasing her name to the press. It is too early in this case to make any definitive answers, but we are investigating and will share information as soon as we have anything conclusive. I ask for your patience concerning this matter until we have more information that we can share. I’ll take your questions now.”

      Erin leaned closer to the window to hear the questions from her position inside. She’d missed the first part of what Brody said, the window muffling his voice. The reporters all clamored for attention and Brody quickly pointed at a random one.

      “Is this the work of the same killer as the other women?” the reporter asked. “Is that why the FBI are working the case?”

      Brody shook his head. “It’s too early to draw any conclusions. Our team is currently hard at work gathering evidence and information. We’ll be able to tell you more at this evening’s press conference. Next.”

      A different woman asked, “Have there been any developments on the Vernon Hayes manhunt?”

      “We are tracking down every lead,” Brody said diplomatically. “It’s only a matter of time before Vernon Hayes is in FBI custody. If anyone has information regarding Hayes or his current whereabouts, please call the FBI hotline that we’ve set up for this matter. Next.”

      A short, balding reporter spoke. “Is it true that your team was selected for this case because of Agent Erin Hastings and her personal connection with Lancaster?”

      She didn’t know how Brody kept from scowling, although his tone was curt. “As with every other press conference, my answer is ‘No comment’ on matters regarding the agents working this case. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a murder that I have to investigate.”

      Without bothering to listen to the questions that the journalists were shouting at him, Brody turned and made his way back into the police station.

      “Vultures. The press are all vultures,” he grumbled on his way past Erin, who was hanging back and trying not to draw attention to herself. “We have yet another dead woman on our hands and all they care about is the sensationalism of an agent with a killer for a relative.”

      Erin flinched at this harsh reminder. However, Brody didn’t add a verbal jab at her. He just frowned and pulled out his phone to make a call. As Erin listened to him tell the team to report to the station right away, she seethed. The team had been working long, hard hours trying to catch the killer, and it still wasn’t enough. They had to get ahead of this case and end this, once and for all.

      Erin idly watched as the reporters dispersed. They were animated, as if the news of others’ misfortunes was good luck for them. She scowled in disgust.

      When Brody finally hung up, she said, “What’s with all the commotion? New lead?”

      A bare hint of a drawl sounded in his voice. “There’s been another murder in Lancaster. Sandy Morrison, twenty-four, lived alone. Worker for Highgate, Inc. and is divorced.”

      Erin was immediately focused, her irritation with Brody disappearing. “Yes, sir. What’s the address?”

      His voice was firm, as though daring her to argue. “Catherine’s in charge of the scene. You’re not to go to it.”

      You’re working on being a better team player – don’t let him trap you into another argument, Erin reminded herself. She swallowed hard. “What is my assignment?”

      His voice was a touch more relaxed when he answered. “I need you to track down the whereabouts of all the suspects in this case, just to make sure that there are no surprises. Also, I’m going to be busy overseeing this new scene and dealing with the press, so I need you to get in touch with the California and Nevada state police and see what the status of the Vernon Hayes hunt is.”

      So basically, I’m being sidelined again. Erin resisted the urge to make a face. “Understood. I will have the information to you as soon as possible.”

      Brody didn’t bother to say anything else, just walked away to give his next set of orders. Erin grumbled but headed to her desk all the same. They needed to get to the bottom of this as quickly as possible before the killer ended any more women’s lives.
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        * * *

      

      It had taken all morning for Erin to run down the suspects and their alibis for the latest murder. Allen Cook had been on duty at the children’s museum. Warren VanRijn had been wining and dining his paramour, as verified by hotel surveillance and their hefty room service receipt. Cecil Fromm had been home all night, with his family and his in-laws, who were spending the week there for Thanksgiving. The only person unaccounted for was Vernon Hayes, who was still on the run.

      She had also spent the better part of three hours videoconferencing with both the Nevada and California state police, sifting through all the leads and possible sightings they had received so far. All of them had proved to be false, but Erin had done her best to try and remain optimistic. She kept telling herself that the more they ruled out, the closer they would be to discovering Hayes.

      She rubbed at her temple as she ended the video conference. That would be true only if he hadn’t fled the area, which was entirely possible. Given the time elapsed and the lack of verified sightings, Hayes could be halfway to China by now. However, the fact that another woman had been killed suggested that he was still in the region. If he was the killer.

      Erin sighed and pushed the doubts aside. It wasn’t her position to make the call about whether or not Hayes was the killer – she’d been assigned to verify alibis and coordinate the manhunt while Brody gave orders. She would prove to him that she was a team player if it killed her.

      Erin carefully collated the information that she’d spent the morning gathering, going over it line by line to make sure that there were no mistakes. When she was finally satisfied that the report was pristine, she made her way to Brody’s corner of the room. Brody had returned half an hour before, looking even more out of sorts than he had the day before. Still, he had ordered her to get the reports, and she couldn’t avoid giving him the results. Not if she didn’t want to be accused of being a rogue agent again.

      She stood patiently in front of the desk until he acknowledged her.

      “What do you need, Agent Hastings?”

      She winced imperceptibly. He was still mad, then. She held out the sheaf of documents. “You asked me to verify the whereabouts of the other suspects in the case last night as well as coordinate with the Nevada and California state police about the Hayes manhunt.”

      He raised an eyebrow but took the offered papers. “You’re done already? Give me the quick version.”

      She quickly organized her thoughts. “All of the other suspects have verifiable alibis, as listed in the report that I just gave you. Also, I’ve been coordinating with both state police, helping to sift through the leads and compile what information was pertinent to the hunt. At this point, there are no reliable sightings of Hayes, but there are a few promising leads that they will track down as soon as they can.”

      Brody nodded and set the papers on top of an already large stack. “Well done. I didn’t think that you’d be able to track down all of this so quickly.”

      Surprised by the lack of hostility that had become the norm between them, Erin asked quickly, “Since I finished the reports, can I go assist Catherine at the crime scene?” She didn’t want to be stuck on paperwork all day.

      Brody shook his head, frowning. “No, you’re still under tight supervision and will be until I’m convinced that you are a committed team player. Catherine will manage by herself. You need to go and put together a comprehensive report on the victims and any similarities that they share. I want the crime scene evidence included in those reports as well. We’re missing something, something obvious, I just know it.”

      Erin nodded and trudged back to her desk, inwardly railing over the unfairness of being stuck on desk duty. All because some idiot reporter had dug up her past. Her eyes narrowed as she started assembling folders. Come to think of it, just how had the reporters made the connections between Erin and Eric anyway? The serial killer connection was obvious, since Eric had been the only one in this area for the last twenty plus years. But how had they made the connection to Erin? Hastings wasn’t an unusual name, and even though she’d been on television from the recent manhunt, she still looked a far cry from the young girl that she’d been back then. Turning her attention to the task at hand, Erin promised herself that she would take a nice long, hard look at whoever that ‘anonymous’ source was once this investigation was over.
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        * * *

      

      It was mid-afternoon when Catherine finally returned from the crime scene. She sat next to Erin, who took the opportunity of a friendly ear to air her grievances. “When I heard of the death of a thousand cuts, I never realized that they were talking about paper cuts,” she grumbled. “This is sheer torture.”

      Catherine offered her a tired smile. “At least you don’t have to organize them alphabetically by height, cross-referenced by color shade.”

      Erin snickered as she remembered the task set to initiate the newbies to the bureau a few years after she’d started. It was an impossible task, of course – they always were – but that year’s rookies had done their best to get the job accomplished. At least it was better than the task her year had been given, to sort the shoe tread database by thickness of rubber and smell of each rubber sample’s origins. She’d had nightmares about shoes for weeks after.

      Straightening, Erin slid Catherine the unopened soda she’d grabbed from the vending machine a short while before. “How bad is it? Is it the same guy, do you think?”

      Catherine sighed and took a large gulp of the soda. “It was… bad. I’m pretty sure that it’s the same killer – a woman alone, killed and left in a supplicating position.”

      Erin noticed her hesitation. “What was different, then?”

      Catherine drummed her fingers on the table. “She was posed on her knees like the others, but instead of on the bed or near the bedroom, she was in the living room, her hands tied to the chest of a large male statue she had, like she was begging for mercy or forgiveness. Her throat had been slit from behind, instead of being strangled like the others. Still, the victim choice and the fact that she was posed suggests it was the same guy.” She rubbed her face before continuing, “Forensics are going over the place inch by inch. Hopefully, he messed up and left us something to work with, maybe even a set of fingerprints that would match those from the first scene.”

      Erin frowned. “You think he’s escalating?”

      Catherine nodded. “This scene was more violent, more chaotic than the others. Like now he’s gotten a taste for killing and is losing his ability to control the need. And he’s only going to get more out of control with each kill.”

      Catherine’s phone rang, startling them. She looked at the screen and smiled warmly. “I need to take this – it’s my kids. Since I couldn’t make it home in time for Thanksgiving yesterday, I promised that I’d video chat with them this afternoon so they could tell me all about it. Tell Brody that I’ll get my reports done by tomorrow.”

      Erin nodded, smiling and greeting the kids before Catherine left in search of a quiet area to talk with them. Erin felt a touch of yearning and melancholy as she watched her go. It could be hard at times, during the holidays, to watch all the happy families celebrating together, even if it was at a distance, like Catherine had to endure this year.

      Staring blankly at a report, Erin found her thoughts turning to her own family. More specifically, to her twin. It had been years since she’d seen him, spoken to him, until this case. At times, she had hated him fiercely, while other times she’d missed him so badly that she wanted to curl up and sob her eyes out. However, in his time behind bars, Eric appeared to have released his hate and anger, to have changed and become a better person.

      It was bitter for Erin to admit, but seeing the changes in him had given her a fragile hope. Hope that her family might heal somehow, become something like a real family again, if only at a distance. Fear and loneliness raged in her, threatening to crush that fragile hope before it barely had a chance to take hold. But the fond warmth in Eric’s emerald eyes, the mirror of her own, when he had talked about Thanksgiving appeared in her mind and she sighed.

      It was time that she stopped hiding and went to see her father. Things were at a standstill in the case for the moment anyway, unless Hayes was captured or the newest forensic report came in.

      Standing, Erin headed to inform Brody about Catherine’s findings, her mind made up. It was time to allow herself a tiny bit of hope, hope that the future could be better, no matter how bitter the past.
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      Erin hadn’t been back to the home where she’d grown up in over a decade and a half. She parked her car at the curb and stared through the windshield, her stomach twisting in knots. From all outward appearances, the house hadn’t changed much since she’d lived there, half a lifetime ago. The house was still painted a respectable beige with white shutters. The lawn was neat and well kept, although it was light brown now instead of the verdant green that it was in summertime. Even the car in the driveway was the same, a sturdy dark blue Buick that had been chosen for durability over the trendy, newer models.

      She climbed out of the car and discreetly wiped her sweaty palms on her pants. She wasn’t ready for this – had tortured herself the whole way here imagining the worst ways this visit could go – but it was too late to back out now.

      She made her way up the sidewalk to the door, noting with faint amusement that even the welcome mat was the same. Taking a deep breath, she raised her fist and rapped firmly. She resisted the urge to fidget as she heard the familiar heavy tread making its way to the door.

      She didn’t know what she was expecting, but the man who opened the door certainly wasn’t it. Yes, it was her father, but he looked tired and worn, as if he’d been carrying a heavy burden for a long time. He’d been larger than life, a big, strong man, for as long as she could remember. But now, looking at him, he looked almost frail. A weariness clung to him that was almost palpable.

      Surprise filled his face when he saw her. “Erin,” he said quietly.

      Erin swallowed and forced a smile. “Hey, Dad. I’m in town on a case and thought I’d stop by for a bit.”

      He nodded, unlocking the screen door. “Saw you on TV, you’re working that case that’s on the news. Come in.”

      Erin followed him down the hall to the living room, an odd sensation washing over her, like she’d stepped into the past. As far as she could tell, nothing had changed since she’d left home. A sense of déjà vu crept along her back, making her itch to flee the house. Firmly tamping the urge down, she perched on the edge of the couch and studied her father. She hadn’t seen him since her graduation from Quantico, although they talked on the phone a few times during the year, usually her birthday and Christmas, the conversations brief, stiff, and stilted.

      He had aged heavily since she’d last seen him. There were new lines on his face and more gray in his hair, his green eyes tired. She and Eric had inherited their emerald eyes from him, although his had turned a dull, mossy green after their mother had died. Erin had been too young to notice the change or to really remember her mother, having only been three when she’d passed, but pictures of her father before and after her mother’s death showed the change clearly.

      Putting aside the old memories, she asked, “How have you been?”

      He shrugged. “Can’t complain. Plenty of work and the Lakers are doing well this year.”

      Erin couldn’t help the small smile, his words pretty much what she had expected. “Yes, but how are you doing? Your health?”

      “Doing fine, doctor gave me a clean bill of health at my last physical. My knee gives a bit of a twinge when it’s going to rain hard, but that rarely happens.” He rubbed the back of his neck before adding awkwardly, “And how about you? I know that your job is tough, hunting down criminals. You doing OK, staying safe?”

      Thinking of all the paperwork she’d been forced to deal with the past week, Erin was tempted to make a smart remark about it, but bit it back in time. Her father was a quiet man but insisted upon the proper respect being shown, both to one’s occupation and as a parent. It was all right to laugh and joke with friends, but sarcasm and irony were not to be used on him. “I’m doing well, my job keeps me busy traveling. We’re currently working on tracking down whoever it is killing these women, but my supervisor is very strict about making sure that the team is following all of the safety protocols.”

      He nodded. “Good, that’s good.”

      Erin tried to find something else to talk about, but her father had always been a man of few words, each attempt fizzling out after a couple of sentences. Glancing at her watch, she sighed inwardly when she noted that only fifteen minutes had passed, five of those sitting in awkward silence. Finally unable to bear the stifling atmosphere any longer, she stood. “I’m sorry I can’t stay any longer. I’ve got to get back, the case...”

      He immediately stood as well, the barest trace of relief crossing his face. “Of course, your work comes first. I’ll walk you out.”

      She nodded and fell into step with him. She hesitated at the door, wondering if she should hug him or say something, but decided against it. Instead, she simply said, “Take care, Dad.”

      Graham sighed and nodded. “You as well, Erin.”

      Erin turned and walked to her car, wondering why she had thought that things between them would have changed over the years. He’d always preferred Eric over her anyway, so she should be used to the disappointment. She was unlocking her car when he called to her.

      “I order pizza on Saturdays. For dinner. You’re welcome to come by tomorrow, if your work permits.”

      Erin looked over to find him standing on the porch watching her. She thought that he had gone back inside. She felt tears prick at her eyes when she saw how lonely he looked standing there. Clearing her throat quietly, she called back, “Sounds good.”

      Unable to force any more words past the lump in her throat, she climbed into her car and started it. When she looked back at the porch, he was already gone.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Erin found herself entering the prison yet again, her mood oddly pensive. The time here in California, in the place where she had grown up, had affected her more than she had expected it to. She didn’t know if this was a good thing or a bad thing. Only time would tell, she supposed.

      She was joined by Eric in the family visiting area instead of the private interrogation room where they’d met before. When he sat down, she noticed that he looked tired and worn today, although he still offered her a smile. She was surprised that he hadn’t refused to see her – he was still able to turn down visitor requests. “Why did you agree to meet with me?” she blurted out.

      He looked puzzled. “You’re my twin, why wouldn’t I meet with you?” Lowering his voice slightly, he said, “I suppose you have some more questions for me about the case?”

      She shook her head, feeling uneasy. When had she become someone who used people? If she hadn’t needed Eric’s possible insight, she would’ve never bothered to visit, content to leave him firmly in the past. Setting those thoughts aside to deal with later, she offered him a half-smile. “I actually came here just to talk with you today.”

      He brightened at that, a burden seeming to lift from his shoulders. “I’m glad that you did.”

      She picked at the table idly. “Has Dad ever visited you?”

      Eric nodded. “Twice a year, on our birthday and Thanksgiving. We also talk on the phone once a month. He would probably like to see you while you’re in town, even mentioned that you were here when I saw him on Thursday. He seemed surprised when I told him that I’d seen you, but he was relieved to hear that you looked well.”

      Erin met his eyes. “I went and saw him yesterday. I haven’t seen him in person since I graduated from Quantico. He looks… tired. We didn’t talk much, but he invited me back for dinner tonight.”

      Eric reached over and gently covered her hand, stilling her nervous fidgeting. “He told me once, a few years ago, that he regrets how some things turned out, that he wishes he could go back and do some things differently. He changed the subject immediately afterwards and we’ve never spoken of it again, but I think he misses us. He always shares about your phone calls when we speak. I always wanted to contact you, but after you’d sent back the first few letters unopened, I figured that you’d prefer not to hear from me.”

      Erin sighed. “I was angry for a long time about what happened. By the time I was no longer angry, I had built a life for myself and decided that the past should remain there. But now, I just don’t know anymore. Being back here, in Lancaster, with this case... It’s turning everything I thought I knew on its head.”

      “Take as long as you need to think things over,” said Eric. “You don’t have to make any decisions regarding anything. Especially when you’re under this much stress. I’ll wait as long as necessary until you get everything sorted in your mind. And if you decide that you want nothing to do with me going forward, I’ll understand that as well.” He grinned at her. “But I’m glad that we got a chance to meet face to face again, so I can tell you how proud I am of the woman you’ve become. You’re making the world a better place every day. I know that it couldn’t have been easy, considering everything, but you’ve stayed the course and are excelling at it.”

      Struggling with the urge to cry again, the second time in two days and both caused by family, Erin sought to lighten the mood. “Are you ever right that it wasn’t easy. There was this case when I first started, where, I kid you not, cheese stores were being robbed. Apparently, there are cheeses out there worth hundreds of dollars. Since I was a rookie, I was positioned in the worst spot during the stakeout, behind a case of the stinkiest cheese I’ve ever had the misfortune to smell. It took weeks for the smell to come out of my hair, and my nickname during that time was Little Bleu. I still can’t look at some cheeses without turning green.”

      Eric gave a bark of startled laughter at this, but their conversation shifted to easier topics, some of the odder cases she had worked on and some childhood pranks they had pulled.

      Erin nearly laughed herself sick when he reminded her of the go-kart they’d built to conquer “Death Hill,” as it was colloquially known in the area. She gasped between chuckles. “You told me that we would be legends in our neighborhood! And that pillows would actually work for airbags.”

      “Hey, at least I thought about safety features,” he protested laughingly. “And you climbed willingly into the go-kart. I didn’t force you.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You told me that I would be called Scaredy Eredy by the whole school. My pride couldn’t allow for that. I still can’t believe we made it as far down the hill as we did before crashing. I was solid road rash for a month.”

      He shrugged. “If you’ll recall, you used me as a crash mat. A broken wrist and shoulder. Still, totally worth it. It was epic.”

      “Yeah, like the Titanic,” she teased. “Engineers we were not.”

      When the guard announced that visiting hours were over, Erin was surprised to feel disappointment that their time was up. Standing, she offered him a genuine smile. “I’ll come back if I can.” She hesitated before adding, “It was good to catch up.”

      Eric smiled as well. “I hope I get to see you again.”

      Erin found herself leaving the prison with a much lighter heart than she had entered with. She’d missed it, that sense of family. Maybe there truly was still hope for all of them.
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        * * *

      

      Erin arrived at the house the same time that the pizza did. Paying the delivery driver, she took the box and knocked on the door. Graham opened it, seeming flustered when he realized that it was her standing on the other side.

      She held up the box. “Pizza’s here,” she said cheerfully.

      “Take it to the living room,” he said, holding the door for her. “I’ll bring the plates and stuff. You still drink that soda you liked?”

      Erin nodded. “Yes. Thanks.”

      Making her way to the living room, she set the pizza on the coffee table. She straightened and glanced around the familiar room. She frowned. She’d thought that the house hadn’t changed, but she didn’t remember the pictures on the far wall ever being there. Crossing the room, she took a moment to scan the various frames.

      There were the familiar childhood photos of her and Eric, as well as a couple of pictures of their family before her mother had died. But what surprised her was the fact that there were several framed newspaper clippings about her and the cases she had worked. She reached out and brushed a finger lightly over one of the frames that held a clipping from several years ago from a small-town newspaper.

      Her father cleared his throat behind her, and she yanked her hand back like she’d been burned, turning to face him. He was standing there in the doorway, a set of plates and napkins in his hands, his expression sad yet determined. He cleared his throat. “You’ve done a good job, at your work.”

      Pride swelled inside her. How she’d longed for him to have such things to say about her when she was actually living here with him. Remembering Eric’s words about her father’s regrets, Erin moved over and took the plates and napkins. “Thanks, Dad. I really love my job. If you get the drinks, I’ll set these out.”

      The stress lines at the corners of his eyes eased and he nodded, heading back into the kitchen without saying another word. Erin couldn’t help smiling as she moved back over to the coffee table, calling to him, “I saw Eric today...”
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was going smoother than she had expected – they were actually talking, even if the conversation was slightly stilted at times. As the meal wore on, Erin found herself gradually relaxing, enjoying herself, to the point where she jumped when her phone vibrated in her pocket. Fishing it out, she saw that it was Randy.

      “I gotta take this, it’s work,” she said apologetically.

      Graham stood. “I need a refill anyway. Take your time.”

      She waited until he’d left the room to answer. “Hey, Randy, what’s up?”

      He sighed. “Nothing good, I’m afraid, Erin.”

      She tensed, her free hand curling into a fist. “What’s going on?”

      Disappointment rang clear in Randy’s voice. “Brody called me. He wants you taken off the case and sent back to Atlanta as soon as possible. I was very upset to hear that – you know what my view on team dynamics are. The friction between you two doesn’t seem to be about your actions so much as it’s about your professional relationship.” He paused. “Brody is the team leader, I chose him for that position with great thought and consideration. Your determination to do things your own way regardless of his opinion is not acceptable. I chose you to be part of that team for a reason, Erin, but it is a team, not just you.”

      She couldn’t speak, unsure what to say to the gentle but clear censure in his voice. He continued speaking, obviously not needing her answer. “However, at this point, I’m not willing to lose a good agent from an active case. Which is why I’m calling with this warning as well as some information. Vernon Hayes’s vehicle has been found in a ditch outside Coyote Springs in Nevada. The rest of the team is already there, and I told Brody that I would inform you. Consider this a pep talk. I know you’ve got it in you to get this guy, if you go about it the right way. No more of this Hasty Hastings behavior, be the agent that I know you are. Now, don’t linger, you need to join them as soon as possible.”

      Erin swallowed back everything she wanted to say about Brody’s unfair treatment, not wanting to whine. Randy wouldn’t look favorably on that. “Thank you,” she simply said. “I appreciate you not benching me. And…” she hesitated, “thank you for believing in me. I’ll head there immediately.”

      Randy’s voice warmed. “Go get him, kid.”

      She hung up and managed to compose her expression before her father walked back into the room. “There’s been a break in the case, I gotta go,” she said regretfully.

      The skin around his eyes tightened and his smile seemed forced when he said firmly, “Of course, take care out there.”

      Of course, she thought. Work always comes first with him. But would it be too much to ask for him to actually say that he’s sorry that our meal got cut short? Her phone buzzed, probably a text from Sasha telling her to head to the location. It helped draw her from her thoughts and keep the irritation from her voice. “Goodnight, Dad.”

      Erin offered him a strained smile before swiftly exiting the house. At least they were finally getting somewhere with this case.
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      Erin arrived at the scene. Although she was still upset that Brody had gone to Randy and tried to have her removed, she expected he would be pleased they were catching a break. But their team leader was barking out orders like they were going out of style. In between fielding calls, he had agents running left and right.

      Catherine emerged from the frantic hustle and pulled Erin aside. “Hey, you’re here.”

      “I came as soon as I could. What’s going on?”

      Catherine raked a hand through her hair, exhaustion clear on her face. “Lack of evidence. This killer is smooth, gets in and out with minimal traces. With everything you found at his house, we’ve enough for a warrant for Hayes. But without something tying him to one of the scenes – without something tying him to this scene – well, I don’t like our chances in court if that’s what happens.”

      Erin shuddered, having had a few cases that had been dismissed for exactly that reason. Catherine pulled her a little further away. “Also, this is just a guess,” she murmured, “but I think that Hannady wants this case closed, no matter what. She’s calling several times a day, pressuring Brody for results. It’s strange, it’s like she just wants this case wrapped up, almost as if it doesn’t matter if we catch the killer as long as we arrest somebody.”

      Erin hadn’t known what to say to that, but a barked order from Brody sent them off to gather some information, the conversation finished for the time being.

      They returned to Lancaster well after midnight, closer to dawn. Erin had just enough time to shower and catch a quick nap before jumping headfirst back into the investigation once morning arrived. In that time, the CSI techs tore the vehicle apart, looking for the smallest scrap of evidence. One of those pieces of evidence was a receipt, which Brody sent Erin and Catherine to investigate. It felt like she’d been on the road all day since. The sun was already dropping toward the horizon as they pulled into the Dunkin’ Donuts at the outskirts of Vegas.

      “At least we’re driving the right way. Trying to drive west into the sun is killer this time of the year,” Erin grumbled.

      Catherine chuckled. “Someone’s a little hangry. Why don’t you grab something to eat while we’re here? It’s a little early, but who knows if we’ll get a chance to stop for dinner.”

      “I am not hangry.” Her stomach rumbled noisily and she flushed. “All right, maybe a little bit.”

      Catherine laughed heartily and they headed into the restaurant. While she spoke to the manager, Erin ordered for both of them. As she was fishing in her purse for her card, Catherine commanded, “Make those to-go, we need to head to Coyote Springs.”

      Erin sighed, but directed the employee to do as Catherine said.
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        * * *

      

      The Lewis family was just sitting down to dinner when they arrived, but Harvey agreed to speak to them. He told his family to continue without him and led them into the living room. “I don’t mean to be rude, but what could have possibly brought the FBI here?” he asked.

      “We just need to ask you a few questions about one of your customers,” Catherine replied. “According to your manager, you were the employee on shift when he came through.”

      He nodded. “I’ll help however I can.”

      Erin smiled, relieved that there was finally a cooperative witness in this case. She handed him a mugshot of Hayes. “Do you happen to remember this man?”

      He looked at the photo, his eyes widening before he handed it back. “I remember him. He gave me the creeps. Was in a giant rush too, kept glancing at his watch and the door as if he had someplace else to be.”

      “Hmm,” said Catherine, making a couple of notes. “Is there anything else you can remember about him?”

      Harvey frowned. “He wanted to know about car rental places in Vegas. I told him that I couldn’t help him, as I live in Coyote Springs and don’t know Vegas very well – not to that degree, anyway. He said the location didn’t matter, so long as it was a good agency. So I told him about Blake’s here in the Springs.”

      “Blake’s?” Catherine asked.

      He smiled. “Sorry, Blake’s Car Services. Locals just call it Blake’s. Good place, reliable vehicles. It’s closed now, though. He keeps banker’s hours.”

      She made another note. “I see. Is there anything else you can tell us?”

      Harvey shook his head. “No, soon as I told him about Blake’s, his order arrived and he rushed out the door. I was glad to see him go, I just got that weird vibe, you know?”

      Both Catherine and Erin thanked him for his time and left. Erin sighed as she climbed back into the car. “I don’t want to spend another four hours in the car, only to have to turn around and drive back up here first thing.”

      Catherine groaned and agreed. “Me either. Let me call Brody. There’s got to be a motel around here somewhere, and this way we can get to Blake’s first thing in the morning.”

      Erin searched for local motels on her phone while Catherine called Brody, glad that she didn’t have to talk to him. It was going to take her a while to forgive him for trying to pull her from the case. But until this was over, she was going to do her best to keep her head down and her nose clean. And that meant not fighting with Brody, no matter how much she wanted to chew him out.

      Catherine hung up. “He cleared it. Let’s head there and get some rest. I barely slept last night.”

      Erin let out a huff of relief. “Me too. There’s a little place with decent reviews close to here with some rooms available.”
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        * * *

      

      They checked into the small motel and immediately crashed, the past forty-eight hours catching up to them. Erin was out in a dead slumber as soon as her head hit the pillow.

      A large smash broke her sleep. Erin jerked upright. She fumbled for the light and her gun.

      “What was that?” came Catherine’s voice, confused but alert.

      Erin found the lamp, her eyes watering in the sudden light. “I don’t know!” She grabbed her gun and felt a chill. The curtains were blowing.

      “The window.” Erin eased out of the bed and moved toward the edge of the room, keeping out of the line of sight. She grabbed the sheer curtain and yanked it back, revealing a spiderweb of cracks, all radiating from the bullet hole sitting dead center in the windowpane. She calculated the trajectory and looked over to find a bullet hole in the wall above her bed.

      Whirling back around, she brought her gun up as she looked for the shooter, but the motel parking lot was eerily empty. “Call the police,” she said. “They’re gone, but we can’t risk them coming back and shooting us again.”
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        * * *

      

      Brody was livid when Catherine called him and informed him of what was going on. Erin looked over at Catherine talking to her phone screen, telling Brody there was no need for him to drive up here, and again was glad that she wasn’t the one talking to him. She was weary to her bones. But she couldn’t go to the new room the motel had given them until the police dismissed them.

      It took over three hours for the police to clear the scene and leave. There was no sign of the perpetrator anywhere. When the final police officer left, she headed to the new room, bolting the door firmly and collapsing into a chair. Catherine was perched cross-legged on her bed, looking as weary as Erin felt.

      Erin rubbed her face tiredly. “What did Brody decide? Is he still coming up tomorrow?”

      Catherine shook her head. “No, he agreed to stay in Lancaster for the moment. But he believes that this is tied to the case, that we’re on the right trail.”

      Erin nodded. “Yeah, that’s what I thought. We’re getting too close for comfort for somebody.” A yawn caught her by surprise, her mouth opening so widely that her jaw popped.

      Catherine shifted, the comforter rustling with her movements. “We should probably get some sleep.”

      Erin sighed. “Nah, I’m still wired from the adrenaline, even though I’m exhausted too. Let’s talk about something other than the case or the shooting. How are the munchkins doing?”

      Catherine’s eyes warmed at that, her body relaxing. “They’re doing good. Izzy’s whining about her next piano recital and how her teacher is too strict. Noah’s growing like a weed again. John said that he’s eating like a lumberjack right now.”

      Erin chuckled at that, the antics of Catherine’s kids never failing to amuse her. “What’s Izzy upset about? She adored her teacher, last I heard.”

      Catherine nodded, “Oh, she does, but Lisa doesn’t let her get away with anything. Izzy insisted upon learning ‘Clair de Lune’ for the recital, the difficult version. Lisa agreed, but told her she couldn’t cut any corners. Izzy promised, but she’s still trying to fudge some of the more difficult sections.”

      Erin found herself relaxing further into the chair. “I remember that phase, insisting that you can play the hard pieces. Mine was Liszt’s ‘Hungarian Rhapsody.’ Took me a solid year to learn after Eric told me that I couldn’t do it. Tell Izzy I’ll come to her recital if she learns the piece properly.”

      Catherine laughed. “I’ll pass that along. Now, Noah on the other hand...”

      They spoke for quite a while about Noah and Izzy until Erin found her eyes closing in the middle of a story about how Izzy had wanted to sew a tutu for Noah’s hamster. Before she could reply, she was sound asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Erin woke slowly to the smell of coffee, her neck stiff from sleeping in the chair. Opening her eyes, she accepted the cup that Catherine handed her. “I dreamed about ballerina hamsters all night thanks to your kids.”

      Catherine chuckled. “So that’s where I lost you. Didn’t realize you’d fallen asleep until you started snoring.”

      “I don’t snore!” Erin protested.

      Catherine smirked. “I beg to differ, but if you want, I can record you next time for solid proof.” Erin just glared at her, and Catherine held her hands up in surrender. “Anyway, you need to get up and get going. We’ve got a busy day ahead of us.”

      Erin stood and stretched, trying to work the kinks out of her back. “Have you spoken with Brody?”

      She nodded. “Yes, he wants us to continue investigating the rental agency.”

      “But what about the shooting here?”

      “He said to let the police handle it. It could be related to the case, or it could be totally random – this is a motel, after all. Not only that, but the rental place is a definite lead to Hayes.”

      Erin swallowed her argument and went to freshen up. Her gut was telling her that the two incidents were related, but Catherine was right; the rental agency was the most viable lead. Still, it galled her to leave a shooter running around unchecked. Then again, if Hayes was the murderer, it was more important to track him down first.

      She growled, irritated. Why was nothing about this case ever easy?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      By a stroke of luck, it was Blake himself that greeted them when they entered the rental agency. They showed him their badges and he quickly ushered them into his office, his salesman smile changing into a more businesslike attitude. “What can I do for you, agents?”

      Catherine handed him Hayes’s mugshot. “Has this gentleman come in to rent a vehicle?”

      Blake studied it for several moments. “As a matter of fact, he did. His name was Quinton Hicks, I believe.”

      Catherine shook her head. “That is Vernon Hayes, and he’s currently a suspect in an active murder investigation. Why didn’t you request a proof of ID for this man? Isn’t it best practice when renting a vehicle?”

      Blake’s face paled a shade. “He paid in cash and gave a generous bonus on top of that – said that he’d lost his ID in one of the Vegas casinos. It seemed harmless enough at the time. And—” he hesitated – “he had a gun, much like yours, at his waist. His eyes were dark and angry, although he was civil enough, so I didn’t want to risk any trouble. If you give me just a second, I can tell you exactly what vehicle he’s driving right now.”

      He hurried over to a filing cabinet and rifled quickly through it before pulling out a paper. “Ah, here it is. He rented a 2019 black Honda Accord. I even have the license plate – 952-X28. I’ll just make a copy and you can take it with you. It should have all the information you need.”

      Catherine took the copy with a stern warning to the man to always require ID or he would end up with agents in his business again, maybe even with a warrant for accessory. Blake turned completely white at that, and Catherine left without another word, Erin trailing after her.

      Erin waited until they were safely into their vehicle to laugh. “I thought he was going to pass out when you glared at him.”

      “I hate greedy idiots,” Catherine grumbled. “If Blake hadn’t been willing to overlook ID, Hayes wouldn’t have a different vehicle.”

      “Yeah, but this might be easier. Don’t most rental cars have a tracking device of some sort? Maybe Sasha will be able to track him somehow.”

      Catherine just shrugged and called Brody, putting him on speaker so that Erin could hear as well. He answered with a barked, “Innis.”

      “Agents Hannon and Hastings reporting in,” replied Catherine. “The lead was good. Hayes did rent a car, Erin’s sending the information to Sasha now. What do you want us to do next?”

      His voice was calmer as he answered, “Get in touch with both the California and Nevada state police and have them issue a BOLO. I’ll pull together a press conference and get a tip-line set up immediately. This might be the break that we were looking for. Good work.”

      He was gone before they could say anything else.

      Erin turned to Catherine. “You want California or Nevada?”
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        * * *

      

      Brody was true to his word and within ten minutes, he’d gotten the press conference set up with breaking news. Erin and Catherine heard it on the radio while they were waiting to talk with an available member of the state police. “He works fast,” Erin murmured grudgingly.

      Catherine sighed and started to say something, only to stop as her call was answered. “Yes, this is Agent Catherine Hannon, I need to put out a BOLO on a vehicle...”

      Erin’s own call was answered at that moment, and she quickly laid out the situation to the Nevada police, updating them on the case and getting the BOLO set up. She sighed as she hung up, praying that it wasn’t too late and that Hayes hadn’t managed to slip out of their net yet again. She drummed her fingers against the arm rest, her mind churning restlessly over the details of the case. I know that we’re missing something, she thought. But what?

      Catherine had just hung up when Erin’s phone rang again.

      “Do you know how many useless tips we’re getting because of your stupid tip-line?” Sasha snarled, without any greeting. “I’m getting buried in pointless tips. Some crackpot from New Jersey just called to inform us that it was his dead aunt’s car that the suspect was driving, not a black Honda Accord, because he saw it in a dream three years ago.”

      Erin couldn’t suppress a gleeful smile. Sasha deserved this for her actions the other day. “I don’t care how many worthless tips we’re getting,” she said bluntly. “There might be a worthwhile lead in there and it’s your job to sort through them.” She paused as if something had occurred to her before continuing in a mock-concerned tone. “Unless you’re saying that you’re not up for the task. I’m sure that we can probably find someone who’s capable of managing it—”

      Before she could even finish speaking, Sasha had hung up on her. Erin looked over at Catherine, who was watching her, and shrugged. “She deserved that for being so nasty. If she weren’t so good at her job—”

      “But she is, so you need to quit baiting her,” Catherine admonished. “Brody texted me. He wants us to stay in the area in case any new leads come in. What do you say we follow up with the police, see if they’ve found anything about the shooter yet?”

      Erin felt her mood lift even more. “Sounds like a plan.”

      They had only just pulled into the station when Sasha’s name flashed up on Erin’s phone again. Looking forward to tormenting the other woman a bit more, Erin quickly accepted the call.

      Once again, Sasha spoke before she could, her voice icy this time. “The car that Hayes rented was just tagged as buying a parking pass at McCarran International Airport. You’re the closest team.”

      Her animosity forgotten, Erin said immediately, “On it. Tha—”

      Sasha had hung up on her again.

      Erin turned to Catherine. “McCarran International Airport. A parking pass was purchased for the rental.”

      Catherine immediately reversed and peeled out of the parking lot, flipping on the vehicle’s police lights, although she thankfully left the siren off. Erin quickly fired off a text to the team.

      Hannon and Hastings en route. ETA hour and fifteen minutes. Please keep apprised of the situation.

      Settling her phone on her lap, Erin chewed lightly on her lower lip, deep in thought.

      “Out with it,” Catherine said sharply.

      Erin waited until Catherine had safely veered around a slow car before responding. “I’m excited that we finally have a fresh trail to follow.”

      “But?”

      Erin didn’t respond. She didn’t want to be the one always pouring water on the case just as it was heating up. Still, the words lay heavy on her tongue, demanding to be spoken. Would she agree with Erin’s thoughts? Or just brush them aside to concentrate on the hunt?

      But as usual, her mentor knew her too well to let her get away with saying nothing. “If you were focused entirely on the hunt, you’d be leaning forward in your seat, as if you were trying to urge the car to go faster.” She swerved around another vehicle. “But you won’t stop chewing on your lip, which means that you’re conflicted. Stop that before you make your lip bleed and just spit out what’s bothering you.”

      Erin shook her head. “It’s nothing. I’m just worried about the shooter is all. Don’t worry, I’m one hundred percent focused. Like you should be on the road.”

      “Hmph.” Catherine sped up even more.

      Erin couldn’t tell her that she was still conflicted over the unidentified fingerprints from the first scene, how they didn’t fit with their current theory of Hayes’s guilt. Not only that, but Randy’s warnings were flashing through her brain, making her cautious of going against her team right now. Catherine hadn’t supported Erin’s doubts the last time she mentioned it.

      No, she’d just let it all lie for a little while. It wouldn’t do to be distracted during a pursuit. They could work it all out once they finally had the man in custody.

      Erin turned her mind to the coming showdown with Hayes. They were going to get him this time, she just knew it.
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      They made it to the airport in just under forty minutes, Catherine’s driving managing to cover the distance in nearly half the time it should have. To Erin’s surprise, they were met at the entrance by both airport security and the Las Vegas SWAT team.

      They pulled on their bulletproof vests as they joined the group. “What’s going on?” Catherine asked.

      The SWAT team leader nodded to the head of airport security, a grey-haired man who appeared to be in his sixties but still fit and agile. The man stepped forward and spoke. “Carter Smith. Vernon Hayes walked into the airport fifty minutes ago and made his way over to the ticket desk, requesting a ticket for the next flight to Hawaii. As the assistant was entering the information, a red flag popped up with the information that the FBI were searching for a man by the name of either Vernon Hayes or Quinton Hicks along with a BOLO for his car.”

      He gestured to where a young woman was giving an officer a statement. “Thankfully, Veronica is smart and thinks on her feet. She asked if he had purchased a parking pass for his vehicle, stating that there was a discount for passengers who left their cars at the airport. The license number was the same one as the BOLO, so she pressed the button for security and quickly forwarded the information to my office while pretending to complete the transaction.”

      “Smart girl,” Catherine murmured approvingly. “So, I’m assuming something went wrong?”

      Smith nodded. “Unfortunately, he saw security closing in and pulled out a gun. He would’ve taken Veronica hostage, but she managed to get away. Hayes fired his gun at the security personnel, then took cover in the nearest bathroom. Security immediately called SWAT and cleared the area. We were working on a plan to get him out of there when you arrived. Is there anything you can add?”

      “He’s wanted in connection with the string of murders that have been on the news lately,” Catherine replied. “He has a record as a violent offender, but it’s usually physical fights – he has never used a gun before in any of his altercations. We need to capture him alive if at all possible.”

      The others nodded their understanding. The SWAT leader led them over to where they had a table set up with maps of the airport. “This particular restroom has two entrances. The suspect appears to be holed up in the middle, but most of his focus seems to be on the right-hand entrance here, the door he entered the restroom through. Our current plan is to send in a team with ballistic shields through that door to distract him while a second, smaller team tries to sneak up on him from behind by using this left entrance.”

      “I’d like to be with the second team,” Erin immediately volunteered.

      Catherine nodded. “I’ll stay here and coordinate. Be careful.”

      It took several minutes to get everyone wired up and ready to go. Erin shifted from foot to foot, adrenaline starting to hum through her veins. They were so close, they had to get him this time.

      According to the plan, Erin’s team would wait until they heard the other team leader demanding that Hayes show himself. Then they would slip into the bathroom, their near silent footsteps covered by the noise of the other team’s voices. They heard the words they needed and inched forward.

      They crept to the aisle of stalls Hayes was holed up in. He was right there.

      A burst of gunfire erupted. The explosive sounds echoed off the tile and metal in the restroom. Erin winced. What now? There was no way to actually enter the row of stalls without being seen – or shot.

      The stalls had a gap at the bottom – now that was an idea. Erin eyed the other members of the team. They were all too large in their gear to fit underneath. But she would fit. If she was very careful, she could crawl from stall to stall without being seen and surprise Hayes that way.

      She pulled the team leader aside and quickly murmured her idea under the cover of the loud negotiations going on. He looked dubious, but gave the go-ahead.

      She took a deep breath. Please, God, let this work. She got on her hands and knees, checked the space. It would be a little bit tight, but she could do it.

      Gathering her courage, she slipped into the first stall. She paused. Hayes hadn’t noticed. He was too busy cursing out the other team, squeezing off yet another shot at them. He had to be getting low on ammo anytime now, surely?

      Erin army-crawled down the row of stalls, keeping her movements slow and even so as to not draw attention to herself, forcing her breath to come steadily and quietly. She stopped at the stall next to the one where Hayes was hiding behind the half-closed door. It was critical that she time this exactly right. She would not get a second shot at this.

      She waited for her moment – when he started to step forward to fire another shot at the team. As soon as he lifted his foot, she reached out and grabbed it, yanking hard and throwing him off-balance. He fell heavily on the floor, hitting his head against the door on the way down. He hit the ground and lost his grip on the gun. It skidded across the floor and out of reach.

      Erin sprinted out of her stall. Kneeling on the small of his back, she grabbed Hayes’s arm, cuffed it, and reached for the second one. He was starting to recover and struggled weakly, but Erin moved quickly and closed the second cuff around his hand.

      She let out a long breath. I can’t believe that actually worked! she thought, a little giddy from success. Brody will have to acknowledge that I’m a team player after this. Composing herself, she called, “All clear.”

      Both teams rounded the corner cautiously, moving forward more confidently when they saw that she had him subdued on the ground. Breathing hard, she pushed some of her hair out of her face. “His gun’s over there – don’t know if it has any bullets left or not.”

      A SWAT member offered her a hand up. “You good?”

      She grinned and accepted his help. “Not a scratch. Help me get him on his feet so I can arrest him.”

      He did as she asked, hauling a red-faced Vernon Hayes to standing. She smirked at him. “Hey, remember me?”

      He scowled and looked away. Erin led him from the restroom. “Vernon Hayes, you are under arrest for fleeing from federal agents, using a false name, and recklessly discharging a firearm. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law...”

      They reached her vehicle and she shoved him into the backseat, making sure that he was tightly secured before locking it. The SWAT member who’d followed her in case of trouble grinned. “Reckless discharge of a firearm? Didn’t you say that he was wanted for murder?”

      She gave him a half-smile. “Lawyers can be so picky sometimes. All of these charges can be easily verified by airport security footage and a witness. And there’s nothing to say that we can’t add additional charges while he’s in custody.” She held out her hand. “Thanks for the backup.”

      He shook it easily. “No problem. This is hardly one of the interesting cases. After all, when in Vegas...”

      Erin laughed. “Still, we appreciate it. We’ve been chasing this guy for days.”

      Catherine chose that moment to join them. “All right, both SWAT and airport security have signed over full custody of Hayes to us. They’ll send all of the footage to Sasha. Ready to head back to Lancaster?”

      Erin nodded as the SWAT member quietly excused himself and rejoined his team. “Am I ever. Just glad that we finally caught him.”

      Catherine nodded and climbed into the driver’s seat. “What’s this I hear about you crawling through the bathroom stalls?”

      Now that the adrenaline and urgency of the situation had faded, Erin couldn’t stop from shuddering. “I don’t even want to think about it. As soon as we get back, I’m going to take a long, long shower.”

      Catherine just laughed as she started the SUV. “Well, we’d better get going then.”
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        * * *

      

      Erin made her way to the observation room, having taken advantage of the police station’s showers after handing over custody of Hayes to Brody. But when she entered, the atmosphere was tense rather than triumphant, as she’d left it. Shoving a strand of damp hair behind her ear, she moved over to the window. On the other side, Brody was sitting across from Hayes, who was handcuffed to the table. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      The officer simply reached over and turned up the sound of the speaker so she could hear better. As she listened, Erin’s heart sank. With each question, it only became clearer that Hayes was a psycho who idolized killers, but that he was not one himself. He had alibis for the times of the murders – even Sandy Morrison’s, the murder their court case against him would rest on. According to him, he’d been holed up in a motel on the outskirts of Vegas.

      “Why’d you run from the FBI if you weren’t guilty?” Brody asked.

      Erin perked up, curious about that herself.

      “I was scared,” Hayes readily admitted. “You were going to find my shrine.”

      Brody pulled out a crime scene photo and laid it on the table. “Is this the shrine that you’re talking about? What exactly is it?”

      Hayes stared at the photo greedily, a sick light in his eyes. He reached out to touch it, but Brody pulled it back out of reach. Hayes pointed at it instead. “This is everyone that deserves to be punished, to be hurt.”

      “Most of the pictures on here are of nuns and women of faith. Why should they be hurt?” asked Brody.

      Hayes’s face contorted into a terrifying mask. “Women of faith? Lies. These women are nothing but the devil disguised! They deserve to be hurt like they hurt me. All through school, when they would cane my hands or make me copy chapter after chapter of theological text. ‘Your flesh is evil, only by the mortification of the flesh can your soul be saved. There is wickedness in you, a devil in your eyes, you must repent, become new.’” He slammed his fist down on the table. “Repent! Repent! Repent!” he screamed.

      “Calm yourself at once,” Brody said coldly.

      Hayes looked down at the table, breathing heavily for several moments. When he looked back up, the twisted grin on his face sent chills down Erin’s spine. He spoke slowly, a dark glee dripping from every word. “When I first saw the news, I knew that this guy was just like me, removing treacherous filth from this world. That these women had deserved everything they’d gotten, and then some. I knew they were evil, so I added their pictures in honor of the killer’s work. It was their fault, they deserved it.” He pointed at the crime scene photo again. “Like that one there, in the bottom corner. She’s not one of mine, but she got what was coming to her. And that one second from the right on the top. She suffered, suffered like she’d put others through. I only wish that I’d been able to witness her penance.”

      Unable to stomach any more of the evil spewing from Vernon Hayes’s crooked mouth, Erin took his list of alibis and went to track them down. It took her hours to track down all of the information, and it was long past dinnertime when she finished. She made her way over to where Brody was dealing with the never-ending paperwork and reported to him that all of the alibis had checked out.

      Brody looked grim, exhaustion clear on his face. “Good work, thank you,” he said quietly. “It’s been a long day, go back to the hotel and get some rest. Get something to eat, too.”

      Still queasy from earlier, Erin almost refused but stopped herself at the last moment. “You should get some rest and food as well,” she said. “The team needs you at the top of your game.”

      He gave her a half-hearted smile and waved her away, but it was better than the outright hostility between them before. She would take what she could.
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        * * *

      

      Walking into her room, the first thing that Erin saw was the crime board she’d assembled sitting upright on her desk. She crossed the room in three strides and stood before it, staring dispassionately at the mugshots and notes of evidence. Anger shot through her. She reached out and ripped Hayes’s face off the board, shredded it, and dumped it in the trash.

      Remembering Hayes’s fixation on the picture of the shrine, Erin shuddered. He was irrational, obsessed, twisted. But he wasn’t the man they were looking for.

      Eric’s words came back to her, telling her that she knew more that she thought she did, that she should follow her gut. The words spun almost mockingly through her brain, reminding her how she had shoved away the doubts that his fingerprints didn’t match, that something was off. That something just didn’t fit.

      Her hands curled into fists as she stared at the board. What was her gut trying to tell her? There had been nothing but false leads on this case. They kept running into dead end after dead end. There was nothing that jumped out at her that said that this was the path to follow, this was the key that would stop any other helpless women from being murdered.

      She sank to her knees. A tear trickled down her face. Why, oh why, had she ever decided to come back to Lancaster? Yes, her team had been requested, but she should’ve pleaded exhaustion from the previous case. She should’ve told Randy to go ahead and order her to return to Atlanta, that she wasn’t doing any good here in Lancaster. This just wasn’t where she was meant to be.

      Another tear trailed down her face. It had been fifteen years, nearly half her life, but her emotions felt as raw as if it had been just yesterday. There was no hope here, not in this town, not for her. What happened with Eric was happening all over again – her inability to stop a monster from preying on the innocent, stealing their light from the world. She had to stop it, to protect them, but how – how could she fight the monster when she couldn’t even find them?
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      He hummed happily as he carefully assembled the ingredients for a sandwich on the counter. Things had been going so well for him lately. He’d managed to get rid of Sandy Morrison, making the world a safer place for all of mankind. And the police still had no clue who he really was.

      He thought about all the news items about the murders and the manhunt for Vernon Hayes. He chuckled. It was so satisfying to see the truth of his work out there on so many screens. Now everyone knew that these Jezebels had been removed from the world, where they couldn’t ensnare and harm anyone else. Every time he took one out, he saved countless others from having to suffer at their hands.

      He sighed. Still, it was hard to see Vernon Hayes being touted as the mastermind behind all of this. He didn’t know what the man had done to draw the FBI’s attention, but it frustrated him that he wasn’t being recognized for his crusade to save the world. And that VanRijn should never have been a suspect. That guy had been much too weak to deal with the evil that was his wife. If he hadn’t taken care of it, VanRijn probably would’ve spent years dealing with the woman, being played like a puppet on a string.

      Carefully spreading mayonnaise across his bread, he couldn’t stop the smile. He couldn’t deny that it had been fun watching the police and FBI running around, chasing their tails. The fact that they couldn’t find him only strengthened his belief that his cause was just, that he had been blessed. It was better if he stayed out of the spotlight. That way, he could see the true nature of his targets, the side that they never showed in the light. And they could never see him coming from the shadows.

      The sound for breaking news suddenly blared across the room, drawing his attention to the TV. Video footage was playing from a helicopter circling over the Las Vegas airport. Shootout at McCarran Intl.: Manhunt suspect Vernon Hayes captured after fierce stand-off with SWAT and airport security.

      He turned up the volume and listened as they reported the incident. There was even footage of Hayes being led from the airport in cuffs and placed in a vehicle. Moving closer to the TV, he studied the agent leading Hayes and smiled when he saw who it was.

      Erin Hastings. She had been in the news almost as much as the murders and the manhunt had, the reporters talking endlessly about her connection with Lancaster and her relationship to one of California’s most notable serial killers. They had thoroughly dissected her case record, which, honestly, was fairly impressive. She was probably feeling happy right now, certain that they’d managed to capture the man behind the murders.

      How disappointed would she be, he wondered, when she found out that they had the wrong man after all? Would her confidence take a hit, make her step back and consider leaving with the rest of her team? Would she go back to Atlanta with her tail between her legs? Or would it only make her dig her heels in more, determined to find the true mastermind behind all of this? He watched as they played the clip again, studying her expression, her movements. No, she wasn’t the type to give up easily, was determined to get to the truth of the matter. She might’ve even been a good ally for him, once, having lived with a man who had taken evil from the world. But she’d been with the FBI for too long, trained vigorously into a narrow mindset that supposedly determined right from wrong.

      He scoffed, turning his attention back to making his sandwich, making sure to put together each layer with precision before placing the second piece of bread on top. These morals, these laws, they were what allowed these evil women to prosper. They allowed women to throw away men who spent precious time and energy providing for them, making sure that their every need was met. They allowed women to toss good men aside as if they were nothing more than garbage.

      Setting the butter knife in the sink to be washed later, he carried his plate over to his desk and powered on his computer. He chewed thoughtfully as the machine whirred into action. He couldn’t become complacent – that was how evil flourished. He needed to get back to work.

      Setting aside his sandwich, he pulled up the website for public divorce records in the state of Nevada.

      It was time to figure out who was next.
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      Erin walked confidently into the police department, careful not to show any of the previous night’s weakness in her demeanor. Yes, they had suffered a setback, but they had managed to get a criminal off the streets. Now they could start again on finding the killer. This was not the time for her to have a meltdown – there were people out there depending on her team to catch the killer before he struck again.

      She stopped at the coffee pot, cheerfully greeting a few of the local officers. She was determined to make the most of this day and start fresh. But when she walked into the conference room, the atmosphere was as tense as it had been yesterday. She slipped into the only available chair next to Catherine, wondering if something had happened that she was unaware of.

      Brody nodded. “Good, we’re all here. As I’m sure you are all aware of by now, Hayes was not the killer. I’ve turned custody of him over to the Vegas Metro and they will handle it from this point forward. Since Hastings did not charge him with anything pertaining to this investigation, he won’t be released for inaccurate charges, a small blessing in this situation. Because of his record and his attack on a federal agent, he’s looking at a lengthy prison stint, even with good behavior. Good work, everyone, on tracking him down.”

      He looked at each of them in turn, his expression unhappy. “However, this also means that we are back to square one. The brass is not happy about the lack of progress in the case and quite frankly, neither am I. We should’ve caught him by now. One of the reasons that our team was specifically chosen was our high case-closure rate, but this investigation is making us look incompetent to several important people in both the bureau and other offices. There have even been suggestions that if we’re incapable of solving this case in a timely manner, another team will have to be called in to take our place.”

      There was an intake of breath from the room. Sasha scowled fiercely. “There’s only so much we can do with what we’re given. They still haven’t sent over the report for the Sandy Morrison forensics. How am I supposed to compare the data if I have nothing to compare it with?”

      “Noted,” came Brody’s crisp reply. “I’ll speak with the lab and see if a rush can’t be put on the evidence. However, at the moment, we are out of leads. Chief Hannady will be very unhappy if she discovers this – I’m doing my best to keep her off our backs, but she wants those closed-case stats. Do any of y’all have a suggestion?”

      Erin raised her hand hesitantly. Brody nodded for her to speak. She took a deep breath. “Why don’t we all go over the information again and come up with individual strategies for moving forward on the case, only focusing this time on why each of the suspects so far has been eliminated. If we all look it over individually, one of us might notice a valuable lead.”

      She held her breath as he thought it over.

      “That’s not a bad idea.” She let out a soft sigh of relief. He looked around the table. “Anyone else?” One by one, they all shook their heads. “Very well, since we have no leads and no other ideas, we’ll each review the evidence. I expect your reports on my desk by this evening. Clear? Good, get to work.”

      Relieved that Brody hadn’t yelled at her, Erin hurried to gather up the necessary files. “I’m going to take these back to my hotel room where I can concentrate,” she told Brody and Catherine. “I’ll have my report done by this evening, as requested.”

      Brody waved her away irritably, and Erin left before he could change his mind.
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        * * *

      

      On her way back to the hotel, Erin detoured to the prison. She almost brought the files in with her, but stopped herself at the last second. If Brody found out about these conversational visits, she could always say that she was just catching up with her brother. However, if she took the actual case files inside and Brody found out, she would be lucky if she were only suspended from the bureau and not fired outright. She could possibly even face criminal charges for sharing the details of an active case with a convicted felon.

      As she waited for Eric in the cool interrogation room, she couldn’t help but wonder if this was the right choice, coming and seeing him about the case. It went against everything she’d learned in Quantico. But Eric had proven to have insights into the case that she simply didn’t.

      Sighing, she rubbed wearily at her temple. She didn’t know what she was doing anymore, and it was making her second guess her every move. She’d been so confident starting out on this case, but it just kept turning out wrong no matter how hard she tried.

      Eric grinned when he entered the room, clearly happy to see her. As soon as the guard stepped out, he said, “Congrats, I saw that you’d caught your suspect. Are you all right? The news didn’t report any injuries during the arrest.”

      Erin stood and started to pace, filled with nervous energy. Her voice was clipped as she admitted, “I’m fine, not a scratch on me. Turns out he was the wrong guy. We’re back to square one on the case. No, even worse than square one, because we have absolutely no leads. We’re at a dead end.”

      Eric watched as she crossed the room back and forth. “Maybe that’s because your guy’s like me.”

      Erin halted, staring at him as she tried to decipher what he meant. She moved back to the table and gripped the back of the chair in a white-knuckled grip. “What do you mean?”

      He appeared to struggle to organize his thoughts before answering slowly, “Think about it, Er. I just snapped. There were none of those warning signs that profilers like to carry on about. I never had the homicidal triad or anything like that. No arson, no animal cruelty, no bed-wetting. I was just an ordinary, untroubled kid. Didn’t have a rap sheet or juvie record, didn’t struggle in school, wasn’t an anti-social loner. There was no trail for investigators to follow when they were building my profile.”

      Erin swallowed hard, the pain from that time washing back over her. She’d thought they were a normal family until Eric’s sudden arrest when their lives were upended by the investigation. No aspect of their lives had remained private or untouched as the police had searched for evidence, for a reason behind those senseless murders. Some of her distress must have shown on her face, causing him to shift uneasily in his seat and continue.

      “Maybe that’s what you need to look for, someone who appears to be normal, to be just living their lives. Because even if they appear like a regular person, something about them will ring false to you. When everything was happening with me, you knew that something was off, even if you never said anything. You were uneasy around me, something about me made you uncomfortable, even if we never talked about it.”

      Erin sank slowly into the chair, turning that over in her mind several times. What he said made sense. Eric hadn’t had any red flags in his life, had been a normal kid raised by a single parent. There was the usual amount of childish mischief and the occasional visit to the principal’s office, but what kid wasn’t called on the carpet occasionally? If that was the case, what if this killer didn’t have any red flags either? What if he was just Joe Normal? That one neighbor that everyone was aware of, but no one really knew. Sometimes the most monstrous of all appeared charming. It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility that this killer was too.

      After all, Alice Newman had been killed in broad daylight, on her way back to work after lunch at her favorite restaurant. Her co-workers had said that she had a habit of lingering over lunch there. Since she was most likely running late, she wouldn’t have bothered to look at anything that would’ve required a significant amount of time. What had caused her to pause in her rush, to drop her guard long enough for the killer to take her?

      She met her brother’s eyes for the first time since he’d arrived. “Thank you, I appreciate your insight.”

      Eric grinned at that, the dimple in his right cheek appearing as he admitted, “Welcome. You used to always come to me when something was bothering you. It’s nice that things are starting to get back to normal.”

      Erin stared at him, anger suddenly boiling through her. Normal? They were sitting in a prison interrogation room, him in shackles, for killing six women. How could he ever think that things would go back to the way they were, before he’d become a killer?

      Her throat was tight and dry. Her voice came out in a rasp as she snapped, “If that’s what you’re waiting for, forget it. Things will never be ‘normal’ again. That ended years ago.”

      She pounded on the door for the guard. He opened it. “We’re done here, thanks,” she said.

      She swept from the room without looking back, her stomach in knots. If only she’d listened to that little voice telling her not to come.
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        * * *

      

      Sitting on the floor of her room with the folders scattered open around her, Erin groaned. She’d already been through this information over half a dozen times, and nothing was jumping out at her. All of the suspects’ alibis checked out, their whereabouts were documented and verified. And until the forensics from the Morrison crime scene were returned, all the evidence was accounted for.

      Something niggled at the back of her mind. There was something that didn’t fit with the rest of the evidence. Now what was it again? It took several minutes of looking through the various folders for her stressed brain to remember. Fingerprints, the mysterious fingerprints at the Cook scene. The one piece of evidence that had bothered her so badly when they were tracking Hayes. How could she possibly have forgotten about those?

      Knowing that Sasha had personally entered the prints into the database and probably had them rigged with several different alarms if it looked like there was even a remote chance of a match, Erin realized that there had been no new criminals that had been fingerprinted since the case began. They were still unknown.

      She grabbed the Cook file and skimmed it until she found the section she was looking for. Unknown fingerprints. Location – shattered back window. Found with trace of blood, O-, DNA male, unknown. Now on file. Other locations – Valerie Cook’s bedroom on the light switch, bedside table, and headboard. No other matches found in the Cook residence.

      She chewed on her lip as she turned the information over in her mind. Why had the fingerprints been found only in Valerie’s room? Rayna was the one who had been strangled and posed. They had been working under the assumption that Rayna was the intended victim and that Valerie had the misfortune to either return early or to have been in the wrong place at the wrong time, a tragic casualty to a sadistic killer. But what if Valerie had been the target instead, and Rayna had been the one unfortunate enough to get caught up in it?

      She shook her head, drumming her fingers on her thigh. No, that theory didn’t make any sense either. All the other victims had been divorced, and quite a few had worked for the same company as Rayna. If you looked at what the women had in common, Valerie was clearly an outlier. But the only unexplained piece of evidence seemed to center directly on her. It made no sense and it nagged at Erin. She didn’t like loose ends, and she despised having more questions than answers.

      She frowned. She needed to get into the Cook residence and take a look for herself, get a feel for the home, for Valerie and Rayna. Maybe then she would be able to put the evidence together in a way that was logical. Now she just had to work out how she was going to persuade Brody to let her go there.
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      Erin rubbed her neck, trying to ease the tension knotted there from the long day. Since the revelation that Vernon Hayes was not their killer, the whole team had been scrambling to try to find a new lead. She glanced at her watch – almost eight p.m. Where had the day gone? It was lucky that she was a federal agent because prisons did not permit civilian visitors this late.

      Eric and the guard arrived, drawing her from her thoughts. Guilt gnawed at her when she saw the wariness in Eric’s eyes, the tension in his posture. Before she could say anything, the guard cuffed Eric to the table and gave the usual warning before leaving them alone. Erin searched for something to say, but kept coming up blank.

      Eric was the one to end the silence. “I didn’t think that I’d see you again, after yesterday.”

      She grimaced. “I shouldn’t have acted that way. It wasn’t right, I’m sorry.”

      The apprehension in his eyes eased fractionally. “You had a rough day. And I doubt things have gotten any better, with how tired you look.”

      Erin chuckled. “I look that good, huh?” He tried to backpedal, but she waved it away. “Things aren’t going so well. The higher-ups want this case closed. Yesterday. At this point, I don’t think they even care if we have the right man or not, as long as someone is convicted of the crime. I think they would’ve even tried to blame it on Hayes if they could’ve. We’ve been working around the clock, and they’re still not satisfied, keep saying that we can do more.” She gave a short, frustrated sigh. “Don’t they think we would get this guy if we could? That we’re not trying our hardest to find him?”

      Eric nodded, resting his hands on the table. “I’m sure they’re just as frustrated as you are. Have you been able to find any more viable suspects? Someone that just felt… off?”

      Doubt speared through her once again. Why was she even here, talking with him? Eric had never been trained, had spent nearly half of his life behind prison bars. Was she a fool for even thinking he could’ve helped her? What had she wanted from him? For him to tell her that yes, it was Allen Cook? Or no, it was this other person? Maybe even that it was Hayes and that they had already captured the killer.

      She raked a hand through her hair, shoving the short strands behind her ear. What was she even doing here? There was still so much work to be done, a killer to catch. She shouldn’t just be here chatting with her twin. “I don’t want to talk about the case right now,” she said. “I just wanted to apologize for storming out of here yesterday.”

      He shrugged, but she could tell that he was disappointed. Yet another thing for her to add to her growing pile of guilt. She was the one who had come here, asking questions. Of course he would be curious about how the case was going. It was probably all anyone could talk about right now.

      “Then we won’t talk about the case. Could you–” he hesitated – “Would you be willing to tell me a little bit about your life now? Or just even something about Atlanta? I understand if you don’t want to, but–”

      She interrupted him gently. “There’s this bakery, about two blocks from my apartment, that makes the best almond poppy-seed muffins. Even better than the ones we used to get from Clara’s. I stop by there so often that the workers there don’t even have to ask for my order anymore, they just have it bagged up and waiting for me.”

      He chuckled at that, relaxing into his seat. “You lived on those muffins our senior year. I remember how you nearly blacked my eye once for trying to steal a bite of one.”

      She shrugged. “You survived. I remember also tripping Sarah for saying that they’d make me fat.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Sarah?”

      “You remember her – head cheerleader, always had her nose stuck in the air. Thought that she was soooo much better just because her daddy had appeared in a couple of commercials, always bragging about how he ‘had connections’ and how she would be getting her big break soon.”

      He laughed at that. “Ah, you’re right, I do remember her. She was a royal pain. So this bakery you like, do they have bear claws?”

      She nodded. “They’re my boss’s favorite. If I need to bribe my way into his good graces or possibly get out of punishment paperwork, I bring a box of assorted goodies from Louisa’s. However, I always make sure that there are two freshly baked claws set aside just for Randy. It only works every few times, but it has worked, so I keep trying.”

      He leaned forward in his chair, as though absorbed by this peek into her life. “Do you live far from where you work?”

      “It depends. I was lucky enough to score an apartment nearby, but some days the traffic makes the commute ten times longer than it normally takes.”

      As she described Atlanta and some of her daily routines, Erin was careful to keep most of the personal details out of it, not sure exactly how much she truly wanted him to know. After all, she had built a life excluding both him and their father from it. But now that the possibility of repairing their relationship lay before her, the temptation was too much to pass up. And so, she allowed him a glimpse into her daily life, but not the havens that she had found, her home and friends – not yet. Still, she could see herself possibly sharing those too someday.

      When the guard returned, indicating that their time was up, Erin found herself genuinely sad to leave. It had been nice to take a breather from the case, to just be. She bid Eric a warm goodbye and promised to visit when she could. His answering smile lifted her spirits, and she found herself returning to the car with a much lighter step than she had walked in with.

      They would never return to how they’d once been. But maybe, just maybe, they could find their way forward to a new relationship, a different ‘normal.’
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        * * *

      

      Erin pulled up to the Cook residence. Brody had permitted her to visit the scene, on condition that she share any findings with him first. It irked her a bit that her every move was still being dictated and explained like she was an unruly child. But she was here now, and she planned to make the most of it.

      She sat and observed the house from the SUV. It was dark, no porch or interior light on. The light from the streetlamp gleamed dully on the crime scene tape as it swayed in the gentle breeze. It gave the house a bereft feel to it, an air of melancholy. Some of her teammates disagreed with her, but she felt the big events left their mark on a place, whether good or bad. A birthday party or a wedding could leave a place with a joyous vibe, whereas a violent crime or an illness could leave an indefinable sadness and gloom. She had a knack for picking up a place’s feeling, even if her team mocked her that it was all in her head.

      There was a tap on her window. She turned to find a familiar plainclothes officer standing there. Brody must’ve sent him to escort her through the crime scene. Hmm, odd. Had Brody sent the officer to protect her from the killer? Or because he still didn’t trust her?

      She didn’t have time for his mind games. Holding up a hand, she quickly checked that she had her gun, badge, and cell before joining him. “Thanks for taking time from your patrol.”

      Officer Scott nodded. “It was a quiet night anyway. Front door?”

      She thought that over for a moment then shook her head. “Back door, please. I want to see where the killer is believed to have entered the residence. There’s a window broken in the rear, right?”

      He didn’t say a word, just headed around the side of the building, although he did lift his flashlight a little higher, making it easier for her to see. She snorted inwardly – such a chatty fellow. But at least she had access to the crime scene, which was more than she had expected from Brody.

      While he unlocked the door, Erin took the opportunity to tug on a pair of gloves. She didn’t need to be accused of contaminating a crime scene. The rubber stubbornly bunched at one knuckle, and she tugged impatiently at it. She hated wearing these. They always made her hands so hot and sweaty, not to mention that she felt like a cat with socks on. Still, they were a necessary evil.

      Officer Scott was watching her with a grin. “My partner hates gloves too. Torture devices, she calls them. You’d think that someone would’ve made a better version by now.”

      Erin wrinkled her nose. “They’re all too busy trying to build a better mousetrap. Is it all right if I turn on the lights?”

      In response, he leaned through the door and flicked on the light. Erin blinked rapidly, her night vision ruined by the abrupt change. “Sorry, should’ve warned you,” he said. “I’ll wait out here. You go ahead and take your time.”

      Already absorbed in the crime scene, Erin nodded. She checked the photos from evidence against what she saw in front of her. The window on the door had been broken inward, right above the lock. The photos showed a tiny smear of dried blood on one of the jagged shards, but no sign of blood or blood droplets beyond that. Not a serious wound, then. As she stepped inside, she heard the soft crunch of glass under her shoes. Definitely broken in, not out, so not someone trying to make it look like a break-in after the fact.

      Taking a deep breath, she tried to visualize the events of that night. It was late, almost midnight on a Friday night. Rayna would’ve undoubtedly been tired from a long work week. She’d been dressed for bed. Had the killer stalked them first? Waiting until the lights went out and his prey was comfortable to enter? Or had it simply been a crime of opportunity, a dark house with two sleeping women inside. Had the quiet tinkle of breaking glass woken the women? From the evidence, it seemed that both of them had been killed in their bedrooms, which suggested not.

      So, the killer had broken out the window and slipped inside quickly, not wanting to draw anyone’s attention. He would have paused, listening to see if either occupant had woken. Met with only silence, he would have moved to execute his plan. Erin crept down the hallway, following the imaginary killer. No, this was no random crime of opportunity. He had stalked his prey, knew their routines and the layout of their home. It hadn’t been a burglary – the intent was murder. The killer had headed straight for Rayna’s room and strangled her.

      Erin paused in the doorway, surveying the master bedroom. Strangulation was such a personal crime. The killer had wanted to show his strength and dominance over his victim. He’d wanted to personally feel the life leave his prey. There was a high chance that Rayna had known her killer. Although… Erin paused. The connection may only have been in the killer’s mind. Perhaps it was someone who Rayna had crossed paths with, someone she had smiled politely at while waiting in line for coffee or thanked for holding the door for her. She immediately discarded the idea. No, if it were that kind of killer, there would be clues to his presence. Notes and gifts that grew increasingly threatening as the women had ignored them, for example.

      What had happened next? Rayna was dead at the killer’s hand, and satisfaction would have flooded the killer. All that would have been left to do to complete the ritual was to pose Rayna for when she was found. The killer would have moved her to wherever they considered the prime viewing location. Had he meant it to be the hallway, or somewhere else? Had he been disturbed? A sudden noise, maybe? Maybe the killer hadn’t realized that there was a second person living in the home, and when Valerie came to investigate the noise, it had startled him?

      According to Sasha, Valerie’s social media indicated that she was going to be out for most of the night with friends attending a concert. Also, Valerie had been dressed in street clothes, jeans and a band T-shirt, which backed up that story. What had brought her home early, right into the hands of a killer?

      Erin moved over to the doorway of Valerie’s room. Valerie’s and Rayna’s deaths had been polar opposites. Rayna had been strangled while Valerie had suffered a single blow to the head. Thinking back over the crime scene reports, Erin couldn’t remember any weapon or object found at the scene that could account for the blow. Had the killer brought a weapon? Or had he used something at hand and then taken it with him to keep it from being used for evidence? Would that object have given them the insight into the killer that they needed to catch him? She made a mental note to investigate the weapon further.

      She returned her thoughts to the two women. Rayna had been posed degradingly for all to see, while Valerie had been tenderly tucked into bed and made to appear as if she were only sleeping. Why was there such a disparity between the two? And why were the mystery fingerprints only found here in Valerie’s room?

      She sighed. Too many questions, not enough answers.
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        * * *

      

      Erin spent nearly an hour at the Cook residence but gave up in frustration, no new insights miraculously occurring to her. Yawning, she dialed Catherine and put it on Bluetooth before putting the car into gear. It rang several times. Erin was about to hang up when Catherine finally answered.

      “Erin, there you are. Did you get my text?”

      “Yeah, I’m on my way back to the hotel now. There was nothing new that I could see at the Cook scene. What about you, any new leads your way?”

      Weariness laced Catherine’s voice. “No. Honestly, I’m starting to wonder if we’re not dealing with multiple killers here.”

      Dread shot through her. “Don’t even think that again!” Erin practically shouted. God, this case was making everyone crazy. Herself included.

      Instead of a tired chuckle like Erin half-expected, Catherine’s voice was dead serious. “It is possible, Erin. None of the murders has been exactly the same. There have been enough differences that people could be gleaning the details from the newspaper and using it to get rid of those they consider problems or obstacles. Maybe that’s why we’re having so much trouble finding a suspect: Because there’s not one suspect, there’s four. And they’re using the Cook murders to cover their own trails, all under the guise of a serial.”

      “I hope you’re wrong. One killer is bad enough. If this is multiples…” She sighed. “It’s frustrating how he seems to be always just one step ahead of us.”

      And there was the tired chuckle. “We’re practically back at square one. At this point in time, he’s worlds ahead of us.” She abruptly sobered. “Hannady’s been calling Brody daily, badgering him for results. I’m beginning to think that it doesn’t matter to her if we catch the actual killer so long as she has someone to blame for this mess.”

      Her words echoed Erin’s thoughts exactly. The way this case was going, it was looking more and more likely that Erin’s worst nightmare might come true – that the killer would get away with it.

      Erin couldn’t keep the quiver from her voice. “I know our work shouldn’t feel personal, but this case does. Fifteen years, Cath. Fifteen years is a really long time. Yet somehow, being back here, it feels like it’s only been a day.” She let out a shaky exhale. “I couldn’t stop Eric back then.. Maybe this is my second chance.”

      Before Catherine could reply, a beeping sound interrupted them.

      “That’s Brody. I’ve gotta take this,” Catherine said. “Drive safely back to the hotel and I’ll call you back as soon as I can.”

      Erin agreed and hung up. Her own phone rang not even two minutes later. Was that Catherine already? She glanced at the screen. Brody. She answered it immediately.

      Brody didn’t mince his words. “You need to get to the station right away. Forensics found something.”

      Her fatigue drained away. “On my way.”
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      Erin strode into the station, the crisp night air clearing away the last of her fatigue entirely. There was a different feeling from the defeated, downcast place that she had left only hours earlier. The air was alive and crackling with energy and anticipation. As she reached the conference room, Brody grinned at her, throwing her off slightly. It was a significant development, then, if Brody was happy to see her.

      As soon as she had taken her customary seat, Brody announced, “We finally got the autopsy report for Sandy Morrison. The medical examiner was able to locate a tissue sample under her fingernails. Upon further testing, it was discovered to be male DNA. However, there was no match on record, so the suspect does not appear to be in the system at this point in time.”

      Go Sandy. That meant the woman had not gone down without a fight, that she had managed to mark her attacker and get them definitive proof as to who the killer was. Her trip to the Cook residence still fresh in her mind, a thought occurred to Erin. “Is it possible that the DNA could belong to the same guy whose fingerprints were found at the Cook scene?”

      The others murmured quietly, their expressions excited.

      “Since neither one is on file, I have nothing to compare them to,” Sasha replied. “However, find me a suspect and I’ll be able to tell you for certain one way or the other. As soon as the full DNA panel report comes in, I suspect that I’ll be able to tell you even more than that.”

      Brody spoke up before everyone could start talking again. “It’ll be a few days before we get the full panel – they’re backed up at the lab. Right now, it’s late and there’s nothing further that we can pursue at the moment. Head back to the hotel and get some rest. It’s going to be a long day tomorrow, and I need everyone at the top of their game.”

      “That includes you, Agent Innis,” Catherine said firmly. “You need to get some rest as well. Don’t think we don’t know that you’re planning to stay here and go over the case files yet again. Get some rest; it will all still be here in the morning, and maybe that will help you look at it with fresh eyes.”

      Brody grumbled but caved, showing them exactly how exhausted he was. Erin couldn’t help the brief wave of sympathy that washed through her. She and Brody had been at each other’s throats for this entire case, but it couldn’t be easy for him to be dealing with all the pressure from above. It was one of the reasons that Erin was glad that she was not actually the team leader. She liked to do her job and help people, but dealing with the necessary politics seemed exhausting and just like something she would loathe.

      Beside her, Catherine yawned.

      “Need a ride back to the hotel?” Erin asked.

      “That would be great. I’m so tired I can barely see straight.”

      Erin chuckled. “Good thing I’m driving, then.” She guided Catherine back to the SUV and started the familiar journey to the hotel. “Do you have the case files?” she asked. “There’s something that I’m curious about.”

      Catherine dug around in her briefcase. “Yeah, I have most of them here. What’s up?”

      “Well, I spent nearly an hour going over the Cook scene with a fine-tooth comb, but nothing. It was the first scene, the lodestone, if you will. That should be the one that speaks to us most. But there’s nothing besides the unidentified fingerprints and a bit of blood on the broken window. There wasn’t even enough blood to pull DNA from it, just barely enough to determine gender and blood type, and they used the entire sample to get those results.”

      Catherine frowned, pulling out the list of evidence. “The fingerprints that were the reason you had doubts about Hayes. What about them?”

      Erin hesitated, searching for the right words. “Have they ever been run against everyone involved in this case? I’m sure that they were compared with Hayes, but what about Allen Cook, Fromm, or VanRijn? None of them have records that I’m aware of, so were their fingerprints ever compared, if only for the purpose of elimination?”

      Catherine quickly flipped through the files. “I’m sure that the Lancaster PD compared them to what they had on file. Let me see. Ah, here it is. Unknown prints were compared to both Cecil Fromm and Warner VanRijn. No match.” A long pause. “Huh, this is odd.”

      Erin turned the corner. “What?”

      “They weren’t able to verify whether or not the prints were Cook’s.”

      Erin glanced at her before turning her attention back to the road. “That doesn’t make any sense, especially as he’s a guard at a children’s museum. Any job working with children requires fingerprinting. They have to be on file, both locally and federally.”

      “Give me just a moment.” Catherine pulled out her phone. “Hey, Sasha, do you have a minute? This won’t take long, promise.”

      Erin listened intently, but the speaker was too low for her to catch what Sasha said. Catherine rolled her eyes at whatever the other woman said but replied calmly, “I just need to know why Cook’s prints weren’t verified against the unknown set.” A pause. “Yes, I’ll wait.”

      Catherine muted her phone. “Ugh, she’s insufferable. You’d think that I’d just asked her to dig through the cold-case room instead of check a simple piece of information.”

      Maybe if we actually exiled Sasha to the cold-case room, we’d all have some peace for a while.

      The uncharitable words floated into Erin’s head. She was still upset over the other agent’s actions. But Sasha was indisputably the best at her job, so Erin swallowed them. Before she could find a more suitable reply, the tech was back.

      “Yes, I’m still here. Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Thanks.” Catherine ended the call.

      Erin raised an eyebrow. “What did she say?”

      “The digital scans of his prints were corrupted when they were uploaded to the database. However, because all of his background checks came in clean, they decided that it wasn’t an issue, just made a note in his file to get his fingerprints at his annual review, which isn’t for another eight months. Sasha’s going to do her best to try and repair the data, but she doesn’t hold out much hope, as it looks like the error was in the machine that originally uploaded the prints.”

      She was unable to resist this time. “So, there’s something the queen of tech can’t do after all. How surprising.”

      Catherine laughed while Erin drummed her fingers impatiently on the steering wheel. “Well, there’s nothing for it, I suppose. I’m just going to have to go to Pahrump tomorrow and get Allen Cook’s prints. If I leave early, I should be able to return in time to get some work done.”

      Erin pulled into her assigned spot at the hotel. Returning the files to her briefcase, Catherine cautioned, “I’d check with Brody first. You know we’ve already looked into Cook and cleared him.”

      Erin returned Catherine’s fixed gaze. “I know. We just need to be sure. This case has been so unusual, I don’t want to be accused of skipping over basic practices. Because whenever we catch this guy, the attorneys, both sides, are gonna tear this case apart down to the last detail. I’d prefer not to be fired over a rookie mistake, thank you very much.”

      They were walking into the lobby when Erin’s phone rang. Who in the world could possibly be calling her at almost midnight?

      Her heart jerked. It was the number for the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation. Ignoring Catherine’s inquisitive stare, Erin took a couple of steps away for privacy before answering. “Agent Hastings.”

      A male voice she didn’t recognize spoke. “Is this Erin Hastings?”

      A cold feeling washed over her, and she swallowed hard. “This is she.”

      “My name is Officer Wells. I’m calling you from California State Prison in Lancaster. I regret to inform you that there has been an incident involving your brother Eric.”

      Her legs suddenly refused to support her, and she sank into one of the ugly beige chairs that were scattered around the lobby. “Is he—?”

      “He’s not dead, although his condition is critical. He’s been moved to the Los Angeles Community Hospital.”

      Relief flooded her, followed immediately by a cold anger. Her words crackled with ice. “What happened?”

      “The matter is still under investigation.” Wells’s voice was firm. “All we know at this point is that he was attacked in his cell by another inmate. It was only a few moments before a guard was able to pull the attacker off of your brother, but during that time, inmate Eric Hastings was severely wounded. If you’ll excuse me, I still need to notify your father of the situation.”

      Her manners kicked in. “I understand. Thank you for informing me.” Without waiting to hear his response, she hung up.

      When she looked up, the rest of the team were gathered in the lobby staring at her. She pushed herself shakily to her feet, praying that her legs would hold her. To her relief, she managed to stay upright. Sprawling on the floor would’ve just been too much after everything else that had happened.

      “I’ve got to go, my brother’s in the hospital,” she blurted out.

      She searched Brody and Catherine’s expressions, but there was no disapproval, only concern and sympathy. Catherine shoved her briefcase in Brody’s arms and announced, “I’ll take you. You’re pale as a sheet and clearly in no condition to drive. Give me the keys.”

      Erin handed them over numbly and let Catherine lead her from the hotel, her mind swimming. They had just started to reconnect, to start repairing the hurt from their past. Why did this have to happen now? Was this her fault somehow?

      “Keep me updated and be careful,” Brody called after them.

      Erin lifted her hand in reply, unable to speak through her shock. Her mind was just dizzying circles of why, why, why.
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        * * *

      

      It was a good thing that Catherine had driven, because Erin could remember nothing of the drive to the hospital. But the moment she stepped out of the SUV, her mind immediately calmed. Nothing would be solved if she went to pieces right at this moment. It was too late to stop what had happened, to change it. No, she had to deal with the reality of how things were now. The first thing she needed to face was Eric. She needed to know if her brother was still alive.

      She believed that she would know if her twin was gone from this world, but a small, terrified part of her insisted that she needed to see him with her own eyes. That she could then somehow fix it, heal him. Straightening her shoulders, she strode into the hospital, barely registering the quiet whoosh of the automatic doors.

      The reception room was almost empty. Only an elderly woman and what was most likely her teenage grandson were sitting patiently in chairs toward the back. It was an ideal spot, sheltered from the cold midnight air that rushed in every time the doors opened. She made her way to the desk and showed her badge to the nurse sitting there in neon purple scrubs. “I am Agent Erin Hastings. I received a call that my brother Eric Hastings was brought to this hospital tonight. What is his condition?”

      The nurse flashed her a practiced smile. “One moment, Agent. Let me just take a look.” It seemed like an eternity to Erin before she finally answered, her expression darker. “Oh yes. Inmate Eric Hastings was admitted to this facility almost an hour ago. He’s in emergency surgery.” She glanced around and beckoned over a nurse in pale pink scrubs with little blue teddy bears scattered across them. “Marlene here can show you where the family waiting room for surgeries is.”

      Erin nodded and turned her attention to Marlene. “If you wouldn’t mind?”

      Marlene smiled at her, her smile genuine even with her obvious exhaustion. “It’s no problem at all. If you’ll please follow me.”

      As Erin followed her through halls that smelled of disinfectant, only one thought now looped endlessly through her mind. Please, don’t let it be too late.
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      Erin looked up to see her father standing in the door of the waiting room. His hair was mussed and his jacket on crooked, but at that moment he was the most wonderful sight that Erin had ever seen. He held out his arms to her and before she knew it, she was across the room in his protective hold.

      “It’s gonna be OK, baby girl,” he murmured. “Your brother’s strong, he’s gonna pull through this. It’s going to be all right.”

      She allowed herself to draw strength from him for several moments, then gently pulled back. “He’s in surgery right now, they couldn’t tell me anything except that his condition is critical. He lost a lot of blood.”

      He nodded. “Did they say what happened?”

      She shook her head, lowering her voice. “Only that there was a fight and he was jumped in his cell.”

      He looked over her shoulder. “Who is that?”

      Erin shoved a lock of hair behind her ear. “Where are my manners?” She moved over to where Catherine was sitting scrolling on her phone to give them the illusion of privacy. “Dad, this is my co-worker, Catherine. Catherine, this is my dad, Graham.”

      While they exchanged the usual polite greetings, Erin excused herself in search of a coffee machine. She didn’t really need the caffeine, but she needed a moment to compose herself. The week had been an exhausting one, and it was only late Wednesday. Actually, it must be early Thursday now. She was bone-tired, and what did she have to show for this investigation? More murdered women, no killer in custody, and she was keeping vigil at the hospital, with her brother’s life hanging in the balance, instead of working the case.

      It wasn’t fair! Being torn in two different directions. Choosing between the case and her family. She hated Lancaster. The place meant nothing but ill news for her. With a cry, she slammed her fist against the wall.

      The quiet ding signaling that the coffee was done drew her from her spiral, and she hastily wiped her cheeks, looking around guiltily. Thankfully, the area was free of any nurses and patients, so no one had witnessed her meltdown.

      She would deal with this like she dealt with everything else, by putting one foot in front of the other. As she carefully navigated herself back along the corridor holding the three cups, she cleared her mind using one of the techniques she’d learned at the academy. She was no good to anyone, her father, Brody, Eric, or the victims, if she allowed herself to go to pieces now. Later, after the case was over, she could. But not now, there was too much riding on it.

      Catherine met her right outside the room, obviously having been waiting for her. “Since your dad is here, I’m gonna go ahead and go back to the hotel. I’ve called a cab, so here are the car keys. Stay as long as you need to, Brody will understand.”

      “Hannady won’t,” Erin said bitterly. Holding up her hand before Catherine could respond, Erin offered her a tired smile. “Sorry, I’m a bit on edge right now. I probably shouldn’t even be drinking coffee. This is yours, by the way.”

      Catherine accepted the cup. “It’s all right. Things have been so crazy, for you more than any of us. I’d stay, but the team can’t afford to have two agents out right now. But please, let me know as soon as you know anything. Anything at all.”

      Erin nodded. “I will, you have my word. Depending on how everything goes, I’ll do my best to come in later.”

      “Erin—”

      She shook her head. “No, Cath, women are dying. We have to stop the killer. Otherwise, we’ll have another body on our hands in the next few days if he sticks to pattern.”

      Catherine hugged her hard, careful of the coffee. “Your brother is going to pull through and we are going to catch this bastard. I promise you, Erin, we will get him.”

      Erin relaxed into her hug. “I know. This team always catches the bastard.” She fixed a smile. “Now, you need to go get some rest while you can. I’ve got to go and check on Dad.” Catherine’s phone chirped. “See? That’s probably your cab right now. Go. I’ll be fine.”

      Catherine gave her one last quick hug before taking off. Putting on her most confident expression, Erin entered the waiting room.

      Her dad was sitting in a chair, his shoulders slumped, looking every one of his years. Erin sat next to him and wordlessly handed him his coffee. He cradled it in his hands. To think that she hadn’t seen her brother or father for fifteen years and now she was sitting with her dad, praying that she would get another chance to see her twin alive. Surely the doctor would be in with news soon?

      As if this thought had been a foretelling, the doctor came through the door. “Are you the family of Eric Hastings?”

      Erin and Graham both stood, although it was Graham that spoke. “Yes, that’s us.”

      “He was stabbed several times. There was a lot to repair. But—” the doctor smiled at them – “He came through the surgery just fine. With a little bit of time and luck, he should heal up as good as new. He’s very strong.”

      Erin felt the knot in her throat relax. “When can we see him?”

      The doctor consulted his chart. “He’s in recovery now, to make sure that he comes out of the anesthesia all right. After that, he’ll be moved to a room in ICU, and you can see him then. It should be another half-hour or so. But I will warn you, we have him on some pretty heavy-duty painkillers, so he’ll probably just be sleeping for the next several hours. You can sit with him, though.”

      They thanked him and he left. Erin sank back into her seat, relief welling through her. He was going to pull through.
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        * * *

      

      The relief was fleeting. Seeing her twin lying there in ICU swathed in bandages, Erin felt edgy and wired. She wanted to be out there, finding out who had dared to do this to him, to her family. However, the California prison system was out of her jurisdiction, so she had no choice but to let the matter be investigated by others.

      She refrained from pacing, but barely. Her father was already anxious enough. She had to admit, it was rather nice having him there to support her. For all three of them to be together, even if there was a guard posted at the door.

      Still, she wasn’t willing to just sit there and do nothing. If she couldn’t help at the hospital, there was another active case that she could work on. She glanced at her cell. It was not quite four in the morning. If she left now, she could be to Pahrump and back before the whole day was gone.

      She made her way over to the side of the bed and stared down at Eric. His sleep seemed to be a peaceful one, his expression relaxed. Bending over, she murmured, “You were supposed to be staying out of trouble. I’ll be back when I can.” She pressed a kiss to his forehead.

      She turned to the door and found her father standing there. “I suppose you have to go. Are you sure you can’t stay until he wakes up fully?”

      “I can’t, Dad. This guy that we’re hunting, he’s going to hurt someone else soon if we don’t catch him. Besides, you heard the doctor, Eric’ll probably sleep for the next several hours. I’ll try to make it back as soon as I can. Please keep me updated.”

      He sighed but nodded. “Of course. Are you sure that you’re OK to drive?”

      “Yeah, I couldn’t sleep right now even if I wanted to. Take care, Dad. Get some rest if you can.”

      He hugged her, surprising her. “Be careful out there. I have one child already in the hospital, don’t make it two.”

      “I’ll do my best.” She hugged him back quickly. “I really do have to go.”

      He let her go and pushed her gently toward the door. “Go and catch ‘em. We’ll be here.”

      Erin strode from the room, determination filling her from head to foot.
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        * * *

      

      It took over six hours to reach Pahrump, an overturned semi on the highway causing traffic to slow to an agonizing crawl. She arrived at Allen Cook’s home at just after ten a.m., hoping it was still early enough that he wouldn’t have turned in after his night shift.

      Those hopes were dashed when he yanked opened the door, obviously irate at having been disturbed, only to smooth out his frown when he saw that it was her on the other side of the screen door. “Agent, what brings you here? Did you catch the culprit?”

      “This kind of thing really isn’t best discussed on the doorstep, Mr. Cook. May I come in?”

      He opened the door and invited her in, even though he clearly didn’t want to. Once they were settled in the living room, Erin spoke. “We have not yet apprehended the man behind your family’s murders. I would like to ask you a few more questions to clear up a few issues that we’ve recently run into.”

      He leaned back in his chair, his tone cool. “Can we make this quick? I’d actually like to get some sleep before work again tonight.”

      Well now, that was different. Maybe it was because he’d just woken up, but he was presenting an entirely different demeanor than he’d had the last time they’d talked. Still, it wouldn’t do to get ahead of herself. Better to start off easy and work her way to the harder questions. “Mr. Cook, can you verify your alibis for the dates of the murders?”

      “I was at work, except for the one that died during the day. Then I was home, sleeping, like I should be now.”

      She smiled insincerely. “I’ll try to make this as quick as possible. However, it’s important to make sure that we get this all correct. Are you aware that besides your wife and daughter, three other women have died?”

      “I’m aware. It’s been all over the news.”

      She made a small note. “It turns out that two of the three women worked for the same company as your ex-wife. Would you have any idea if they were specifically targeted because they worked for that company? Did she perhaps speak to you at all about anything suspicious about her workplace?”

      His eyes turned icy. “We didn’t speak about her work. It was half the reason we were divorced. Her boss at that company has no morals. It’s no surprise that women from that company were targeted if they’re the same as him.”

      “What do you mean about morals?”

      “She divorced me because of that company, threw away years that we’d spent together. The other women working there were just like her, throwing away their families for a job that is worthless in the end.”

      Erin couldn’t keep the surprise from her voice. “Are you saying that because a woman is divorced, she had questionable morals?”

      He was calm, but his words were cold. “They made vows, ‘until death do us part,’ only to throw it all away. It makes them fickle at the very least, but most likely calculated deceivers who only want what a man can provide until something better in their minds comes along.”

      Was this what he thought of his own ex-wife? Making a snap decision to leave his daughter out of the questions, Erin put this to him. “What about your wife, Rayna? Didn’t you say in your statement that you had moved out to Nevada to try and repair your relationship with her? Do you think that what happened to her was because she was divorced?”

      He shrugged. “It’s your job to figure out who killed her and why. As a matter of fact, I’m growing increasingly concerned by the lack of progress that the FBI has made in this case. I thought that your team was one of the best in the country.”

      Erin remained calm. “We’re working around the clock to catch this killer. Please let me reassure you that we’re doing everything we can to put Rayna’s spirit to rest in peace. I hope you can understand that.”

      “Even if you catch the killer, it won’t change anything. Rayna is dead. No matter what reason you discover for that, it is what it is.”

      Erin blinked at that, trying to process what he’d just said. Even if they were divorced, those were chilling words for a man who’d supposedly been trying to reconcile with his ex-wife. Before she could wrap her head around it, he stood and gestured toward the door, “If that’s all, Agent Hastings?”

      “Actually, I came here today in order to get some fingerprints from you. In order to eliminate you, you understand.”

      He stalked over to his recycling bin and fished out a Heineken bottle. He held it out to her, his thumb pressed to the neck of the bottle. She got the impression he was enjoying this.

      She swallowed. “I need to take your fingerprints with ink, Mr. Cook. All ten of them.”

      She rolled his fingertips over the ink as quickly as she possibly could without risking her accuracy. Cook sat in silence, wearing his unnerving smile the whole time.

      At last, she had what she needed. “Thank you for your time. We’ll keep you informed should anything change in the case.”

      She turned and walked confidently from the house, her shoulder blades crawling with the sensation of him trying to burn a hole through her with his gaze. It wasn’t until she was safely in the SUV that she allowed herself to look back at the house, only to find him watching her from the screen door. He gave a short wave and stepped back inside, slamming the door hard enough that the wreath attached to the outside danced from the force.

      Erin wasted no time getting out of there. Maybe she was just tired from everything that had happened, but that interview had left her with a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. She was so done with this case. Shooting a quick text to Catherine that she was on her way back, Erin resolved to think about anything but the investigation on the drive back.
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        * * *

      

      The accident had been cleared by the time Erin drove back through, shaving a good portion of the trip off. She’d spent most of the drive thinking about Eric. Although the attack had been horrible, she had to admit that she was relieved that it had happened after she and Eric had started to mend their relationship. If they still weren’t talking, she didn’t know what she would’ve felt. Not only that, but it had been nice to have her father to lean on. They had been able to come together like any other family would. It wasn’t the Thanksgiving family reunion many would’ve chosen, but to her it had been priceless.

      It was only when she reached the outskirts of Lancaster that she reluctantly turned her attention back to the serial case. The ease with which Allen had given her his prints made her wonder if she had just wasted the better part of a day for something that would have no benefit to the case. And yet his whole demeanor and his hostile answers raised a host of red flags in her mind. He needed further investigation, but she would need to present her suspicions carefully to Brody.

      When she reached the station, Brody was in the middle of yet another press conference. Erin slunk around the side, taking great care to make sure she wasn’t noticed. She slipped into the empty conference room and sat, taking a minute to compose herself. Her fatigue was beginning to catch up with her, but she had the feeling that the day was far from over yet.

      She texted Catherine asking where the team was. Her dad had left a message, too. There had been no change with Eric. He was resting as comfortably as could be expected.

      Catherine texted her back – the team had just gone to fetch dinner, and she’d grab some for Erin as well. She added that Sasha should also be at the station if she needed her help.

      Erin grimaced at the phone and set it on the table, leaning back in the chair and closing her eyes, just for a moment.
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        * * *

      

      That moment turned into several, as she dozed off in her chair. It was Brody returning from the press conference that woke her. “Hastings.”

      She blinked, trying to orient herself, expecting a lecture.

      However, he just asked, “How’s your brother?”

      “He’s going to pull through, thank you.” She bit her lip. “Do you have a moment?”

      He nodded, sitting at the table. “Yeah, what’s up?”

      The team chose that moment to pile into the conference room, loaded down with Chinese food. Erin’s stomach growled noisily, and Brody grinned. “Eat something. We can talk later.”

      Midway through the meal, Sasha walked in. The chatter died away as they took in the expression on her face. It was one that they’d never seen, an uncharacteristic seriousness that immediately got their attention. Whatever she had to say looked to be important.

      “I just got a call that I think you all need to know about. A woman named Abigail Davidson called the tip-line to report a person of interest. According to her, her tenant, a young man named Benjamin Watt, has been acting highly suspicious. He keeps strange hours, often out until late in the night. She wrote it off as part of being a college student until one day when she went to do laundry and found bloodstains on the side of the washer. She claims that she discovered the blood the day after the Cook murders, but again, didn’t think much of it. Until she started realizing that the hours he was out coincided with the times that the murders where happening.”

      “That’s not much to go on,” Brody said.

      Sasha agreed. “That’s what I said. But she then told me that she was down changing the furnace filter when she found a sketchbook left lying out. She flipped through it and found it filled with pictures of a young woman labelled Valerie Cook. She described them as ‘terribly creepy sketches of the woman in submissive poses.’ She found it this morning and has been terrified ever since. She didn’t work up the courage to call until Watt had left for his evening classes. And get this – she says that she still has the rag she used to clean up the blood off the washing machine.”

      The mood in the room immediately shifted. This could be the big break they needed.

      Erin felt a surge of energy. It was about time their luck changed. She looked over at Brody. She had to hand it to him for dealing with all of those press conferences – it looked like they were really paying off.

      He threw down his chopsticks. “Let’s go, team. Hastings, you’re with me. We need to interview Abigail Davidson – now.”
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      Eager to be back out into the field, even if it was under Brody’s direct supervision, she jumped at the chance. To be honest, she hadn’t expected that Brody would take her out again after the disastrous interview where Hayes had fled.

      The ride to the Davidson house was quiet, something that Erin greatly appreciated. Reclining the seat ever so slightly, she closed her eyes to rest and give herself a chance to think. She wanted this case over with. Hopefully, this would be the scene where she would finally find the evidence she needed, that one missing piece that would bring everything into focus. After everything, she wanted to be the one to solve the case. To prove that Randy’s trust in her was not misplaced. That Brody was wrong for having ever thought that she was incompetent. Most of all, to prove to herself that she wasn’t the same scared teen she’d been all those years ago, but a capable adult who could protect others. That all the pain and turmoil she’d endured since she’d come back was a worthwhile price for the lives she could save from this monstrous killer.

      She peeked at Brody from under her lashes before allowing her eyes to close again. If she was to be the one to crack the case, she’d need to be on the top of her game. It would be challenging to stay a step ahead of the others. There was a reason that their team was one of the best. Still, if she followed her gut, there was a chance she could do it. Everyone had always told her she had good intuition, to follow her hunches, and she had learned to trust them, over time. It was one of the reasons she and Brody clashed so badly. He liked hard evidence, and sometimes she couldn’t say why something needed investigating.

      She chewed absently on her lip, feeling vaguely guilty. With the frequent clashes she and Brody had had during this case, it felt wrong to even think about hiding anything more from him. But what were the chances of him allowing her to freely pursue anything, given the way this case had of randomly zigging and zagging every which way?

      On the other hand, would she really be able to hide things from her team, once she found a lead of any value? It would be hard to conceal something, no matter how badly she wanted to end the case herself.

      The car came to a stop. “We’re here,” Brody announced.

      She put the seat back upright, shoving aside her swirling thoughts. Right now, they had a witness to interrogate.

      Erin hastily straightened her hair as they walked to the door. Brody knocked firmly, standing far enough back that they could be easily seen through the peephole holding up their badges. It took a moment, but they heard the sound of a chain being drawn, and the door opened a crack. A raspy woman’s voice demanded, “Let me see one of them close up.”

      Brody handed his ID over and allowed the woman to examine it. She opened the door wider and motioned for them to come in. “You can never be too careful these days, all sorts of people out there. I’m so glad that you came, I’ve been fearful ever since I found that horrible thing.”

      “Ms. Davidson, I’m Agent Innis and this is Agent Hastings. Let’s all sit down, and you can tell us why exactly you think that your tenant Benjamin Watt is involved in this matter.”

      Abigail led them to the living room, and Erin took the opportunity to discreetly inspect her. She seemed to be in her mid-fifties, with brassy blonde hair, and was a heavy smoker, if her voice was anything to go off. She seemed to be one of those women who were nosy and kept an eye on the neighborhood, but didn’t actively meddle like a Karen in charge of a HOA. She appeared to have been quite shaken by whatever it was that she had witnessed.

      “Why don’t you start at the beginning?” Brody asked calmly once they were all seated. “Tell us about Benjamin Watt and why you’re renting a room to him.”

      She nodded, picking nervously at the hem of her sweater. “I take in a renter to help cover expenses. Everything costs so much these days, you know? So I take in college students, usually young ladies, but occasionally a quiet young man will come by and take the room. None of that partying and loud music. Benjamin’s been with me just a little over a year now, going to a community college to get an art degree.”

      “OK, can you tell us any more about his character?”

      “He usually keeps to himself and is quiet, even if he comes and goes at odd hours. I always thought that it had something to do with the lighting, being an artist and all, you know? I never would’ve thought anything until I saw that art book. Then with that and the blood, I just knew. I thought that I would be safe if I was careful and went with the quiet students, but who would’ve known that there were guys like him out there?”

      Brody’s phone pinged and he glanced down. “We got the warrant,” he murmured to Erin, then turned back to Abigail. “I can understand your concern, Ms. Davidson. Would it be possible for you to let us into his apartment so that we can assess whether or not Mr. Watt is truly a danger?”

      She rose, smoothing down her sweater in broad, flustered strokes. “Of course. If you’ll give me just a moment, I’ll go and fetch the key.”

      Once she was out of the room, Erin asked, “How did you manage to get a search warrant off a phone tip?”

      Brody smirked. “I’ve been working with a PR rep to deal with all the press briefings. One of the things that she suggested was getting a statement from a local judge about the proper procedure for evidence-gathering in situations like this, so as to get the press off our backs a little bit. The judge she suggested was Judge Evans, who works with both the Lancaster PD and the FBI bureau here. He’s given me a warrant for any information pertaining to the recent string of murders. It’s a fairly generalized warrant, but if we find anything concrete, I’ll apply for a more specific one.”

      Abigail walked back in. “I found it. If you’ll follow me, please.”

      They stood and followed her down to the basement, the narrow hallway pressing in on them, even if it was well lit. A plain white door greeted them at the bottom of the stairs, and Ms. Davidson quickly unlocked it. “Usually, this door is open. It just leads to the laundry and furnace room, but I didn’t feel safe.” She opened the door onto another short hallway that ended in a door, while a room to their left appeared to contain the washer and dryer as well as the furnace.

      She quickly opened the second door and ushered them inside. “He should be out at school right now. I heard him leave around seven – that’s when he usually leaves for class on Thursdays. That’s when I called you, when I knew he wouldn’t overhear me.”

      Erin left her in the capable hands of Brody and started walking through the apartment. At first glance, it looked like a typical college kid’s place. Some takeout boxes on the counter, hoodies and clothes tossed carelessly over furniture, books scattered on the floor. Then she caught sight of the posters on the walls of UFC fighters, dozens of them. In the corner stood a punching dummy, one that appeared to be used consistently, judging from the wear on it.

      Raising her voice slightly, she called, “Ms. Davidson, how would you describe Mr. Watt?”

      “Well, quiet, a loner,” came Abigail’s voice from the other room. “Skinny kid, dressed all in black like one of those goth kids. Why do you ask?”

      They walked in and Abigail covered her mouth in shock. “I-I had no idea, he had all of these.”

      Brody raised an eyebrow and gave Erin a meaningful glance. He handed her a notebook. “Take a look at this. It was on the dining room table.”

      Erin flipped through it. The art in the notebook was done well, even if the portrayals were rather dark. Like Abigail had said on the phone, most of the images in the book were of females drawn in submissive poses. Another interesting thing was how many of the pictures bore the name Valerie Cook. But there were two pages that really caught her attention. One of the pictures labelled with Valerie’s name depicted a woman on her knees reaching up to a man. On the opposite page, several featureless women were drawn on their knees with their hands out in front of them. The resemblance to the posed corpses of Jessica, Rayna, and Sandy was undeniable.

      She tapped discreetly on the two pages so as not to draw Ms. Davidson’s attention, and Brody nodded grimly. Erin placed the sketchbook into an evidence bag while Brody turned to the landlady. “Ms. Davidson, would you mind getting me that cloth that you mentioned earlier while I call in a forensics team? There is indeed enough evidence here to warrant further investigation. Thank you for your tip, it’s been of great assistance.”
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        * * *

      

      Erin looked around the apartment as the forensics team worked, a feeling of disbelief and disconnectedness washing over her. If she’d had to describe an ideal, if not obvious, suspect for the murders, Benjamin Watt fit most of her imagined description perfectly. All the hallmarks were there. Brody was speaking with the head of Forensics, Donna Sibanda, and Erin tuned into their conversation.

      “The rag that Ms. Davidson gave me was sitting in the trash can in the laundry room all this time, as she rarely empties it. Which is a blessing for us, in this case. Will you be able to get a useful sample from it?”

      Traces of Donna’s Zimbabwean homeland lingered in her voice, the cadence mellow and reassuring as she spoke. “It might be difficult to get a sample, but the lab and I will prioritize this evidence, make sure that it is first in line for testing. I will get this information back to you so that you can catch this murderer.”

      Brody thanked her and turned his attention back to Erin, frowning. “Call it a day. There’s nothing more for you to do here tonight.” He checked his watch and swore quietly enough that the rest of the people in the room couldn’t hear. “It’s one now. I’ll be so glad when this case is over and we can actually sleep again. Go back to the hotel and get some rest. Don’t bother coming in before noon – I doubt the evidence will be ready before then, and I can always call you if anything changes.”

      It was hard to work up the energy to nod and smile, but Erin managed to find a small reserve. “Thanks, Brody. You should come back as well. You’re getting less sleep than the rest of the team combined.”

      He shrugged tiredly. “No rest for the wicked. Get lost, Hastings.”

      Not wanting to upset him when they seemed to have reached a truce, Erin left him to it.
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        * * *

      

      Since Brody had given her the morning off, Erin took advantage of it to go to see Eric. She’d slept hard and deep and had woken up rested for the first time since the case had started. It was just after nine when she reached the hospital. Her knees went weak with relief when she walked into the room and found him sitting up talking to the TV. Laughing, she sat before her legs gave out. “I forgot your habit of arguing with the TV. You know that they can’t hear you?”

      His face brightened at her laughter, and he switched it off. “Ah, it’s all just crap, anyway. I didn’t think I’d be seeing you. Figured you had some big break on your case that you’d be busy with.”

      She shrugged. “Possibly. We’ll see where it goes.” She allowed her seriousness to leak into her voice, letting him know that this was important. “How did this happen?”

      It was his turn to shrug. “One of the other inmates overheard that I was meeting with a fed. They thought that I was ratting someone out, so I could get time reduced or something. So they jumped me to send a message to keep my mouth shut.”

      She balled her hands into fists. So it had happened because of her meetings with him. She’d been so worried that Brody would give her hell over meeting up with him that she had never stopped to think about the danger she had been putting her twin in. She knew how inmates viewed those who spoke with cops. He was in this bed because of her. “I’m so sorry, Eric,” she said, her voice hoarse. “This is all my fault.”

      He laughed, only to fall silent when she didn’t join in. He reached out and gently took her hand. “Er, this is not your fault. You can’t add this to all the burdens that you already carry. I’m the one who put myself in prison, and it was because of my actions. I can’t help but wonder if that’s why this case is messing with you so badly. Because of me and my past.”

      She squeezed his hand. “I have my own problems,” she admitted. “I’ve blamed you for a lot of things, I won’t lie. But I’ve got a lot of crap that I need to work through and deal with. I’ve turned a blind eye to a lot of baggage that I’m carrying, and I think that it’s time I started actually dealing with it.” She sighed. “We’ve got a viable suspect now and if everything goes well, the case will be solved and I’ll be gone in a few days. Then you won’t have to worry about this kind of thing anymore.”

      Eric dropped in the bed, his eyes turning sad. “I wouldn’t mind if you stayed around longer. I’d like to talk to you about my case sometime.”

      Remembering his insistence that he’d only killed four, not six women, Erin hesitated. She shook her head. “It’s been fifteen years. I don’t think I’ll be able to help you with this one.”

      Eric nodded, releasing her hand. Before she could add anything else, the doctor came in and shooed her out. Erin left, promising him that she’d do her best to visit him again when she could.

      Walking to the parking lot, Erin’s stomach churned uneasily. Somewhere out there was another woman with their killer’s target on her back. She had to stop him before it was too late. She called Brody, who answered on the third ring. “Innis.”

      She swallowed hard. “Hey, Brody, any updates?”

      “Watt didn’t return last night – kid’s in the wind. Don’t know if someone tipped him off or he saw us and spooked. Donna called, said that the prints from the scene will be in by noon. The blood from the rag by tomorrow morning latest.”

      Erin felt the vice around her heart ease fractionally. “Wow, she does work fast. Since I’m not helping at the current scene and you’re still waiting on evidence, why don’t I drive to the community college and see what I can find out? If I remember right, Valerie attended there as well – maybe that’s where the connection started.”

      “Good idea. I’ll send Catherine over and you two can canvass the college, see what you come up with. I’ll keep you posted on the evidence.”

      Without bothering to say goodbye, he hung up. Erin tossed her phone onto the passenger seat and started the car. The college had to hold the key to where this all started.
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      Erin sat on a bench under a tree at the entrance of the college, waiting for Catherine, surveying the students from behind her sunglasses. College campuses were the same across the country, and she amused herself by picking out the various stereotypes. There was the hungover party guy who’d started the weekend early but whose parents had threatened to pull funding if he had any more bad grades stumbling to his Friday morning class. The single mom who was going back to school to finish her degree walking briskly by after having dropped her kids off at school, one of their hand-me-down Spiderman backpacks slung over her shoulder. The giggling trio of college freshettes strolling across campus talking about boys and sipping their Starbucks.

      Catherine dropped down onto the bench beside her while she was smiling at the last group. “Having fun?”

      Erin slid her shades up to the top of her head and nodded at the girls. “All these college students think that they’re so unique, when they’re really just a thousand and one variations of the same thing.”

      Catherine glanced over. “Ah, yes, the giggling sugar-highs. How’s your brother?”

      “He’s awake. We were able to talk for a few minutes before the doctor shooed me out. How’s your morning been?”

      Catherine groaned. “Brody put me on tracking down Watt’s family. Talk about tension. He’s an only child, parents live up in Santa Clara. They say that they haven’t seen him since he left for college. Talked to him briefly at Thanksgiving, but haven’t seen him in person for a long while.”

      Erin grimaced, the situation hitting a bit close to home. “That’s rough. They say what caused the split?”

      “According to them, they found drugs in his room his senior year. They threatened police if it happened again, and he said that he hated them and never wanted to see them again. A pretty typical blow-up, although it seems like he followed through on his threat. They couldn’t give me anything else to go on.”

      “So, potential rough home life, possible drug use. Those could contribute, I suppose. Let’s go see if we can track down anyone who actually knows this kid.”
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, they had next to nothing to show for their efforts. None of his teachers even remembered him other than as a kid who sat at the back of the class and rarely spoke. The administration office had refused to hand over his records without an official warrant, and at the moment, Watt was only a person of interest and not a definite suspect. The only reason they even knew what classes he took was that Ms. Davidson had a copy of his schedule. When Erin checked in with her, she said that Benjamin hadn’t been home, and that he was supposed to have two Friday morning classes. He hadn’t shown in either of them.

      At that point, they’d switched tack and started asking about Valerie. According to the other students, she was a sweet girl, always willing to help a friend out or share homework. When asked about her personality, they said that she was usually cheerful and upbeat, but that she’d seemed stressed lately about her dad. When pressed, she’d admitted that her parents had divorced and that she and her mom and moved cross-country for a new start. She’d not expected her dad to follow them and try to fix things. None of them knew exactly what had happened between Valerie’s parents, and Valerie had shut down any time they’d pushed the subject.

      Only one of Valerie’s friends knew Benjamin when they asked about him. Alison Cardiff had shared several classes with Valerie as they were in the same major. According to her, Benjamin had approached Valerie early in the semester and asked her out. Valerie had turned him down kindly, saying that she just wanted to focus on school and didn’t want any relationships at that point.

      Catherine asked, “How did he take the rejection?”

      Alison shrugged, playing with the cuffs of her long-sleeved tee. “He was cool about it, I guess. Didn’t shout or try to pressure her or anything. Kinda just slunk away. And he wasn’t one of those creepy stalker types, like changing all his classes to hers after that or anything. We didn’t even really see him around after that, just occasionally in the dining hall at meal times. They’d nod at each other, but he didn’t seem hung up on her or anything.”

      Erin asked, concerned over some of what Alison had said. “You sound very sure of that. Are you dealing with a stalker?”

      Alison shook her head. “No. It happened with another girl, a business major. She took out a restraining order against him, and the guy ended up getting expelled. The college did a training after that, on what to look for.” She shrugged. “Can I, um, go now? I have class in twenty minutes and the prof is a stickler about taking attendance.”

      Erin nodded and handed her a card. “Of course. If you think of anything, please call me at this number.”

      As Alison hurried away, Erin thumped her head down at the table. “Well, this was a waste of time. Did you hear anything from Brody yet? About the evidence? It was supposed to be in by noon, I think.”

      Catherine checked her phone. “No, nothing.”

      Erin sighed, adjusting her posture so she could rest more comfortably on the table and closed her eyes. None of this was making any sense. If Watt had been a druggie, people would’ve noticed him. Also, while it might make sense for him to have targeted Valerie – if Alison’s story was to be believed – how could they explain his connection to the rest of the victims? Why would a twenty-year-old college student target divorced women in two different states? Then again, the evidence against him did seem to be compelling. She groaned, feeling the beginning of a headache tugging at her temples.

      Catherine nudged her gently upright. “Let’s grab something to eat. You always get grumpy when your blood sugar starts to drop.”

      “Do not.”

      Catherine laughed. “You do too. C’mon, you know I’m right.”
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        * * *

      

      They were halfway through lunch, and Erin was feeling better, although she refused to admit it to Catherine, when the call from Brody finally came in. Erin quickly put it on speaker so Catherine could hear. “Hastings.”

      Brody was downright gleeful. “We’ve got him. Those mystery prints from the first scene were Watt. He was there the night that they died. Now all we have to do is find him. I’ll be holding a press conference in just a little while along with Chief Sims. Erin, you’re the best at fugitive apprehension, so you’re in charge of the task force responsible for locating Watt and bringing him in. Catherine, I want you to stay with her and help her coordinate her efforts with the rest of the team.”

      Erin looked at Catherine, wide-eyed, unable to believe what she’d just heard. Catherine grinned at her and shot her a thumbs-up before answering Brody, “Of course. Do you want us to return to the station?”

      His tone was firm. “No, this place is going to be a feeding frenzy as soon as we do the press conference. I’ll send the officers your way. Keep in touch. I want to be informed of everything that’s happening. Understand?”

      Erin answered, “Yes, sir. I’ll do my best.”

      “See that you do.” He hung up.

      Erin stared in disbelief at Catherine. “I didn’t think he would trust me with a task force.”

      Catherine calmly took another bite of her sandwich. “You’ve been toeing the line, as hard as that must’ve been for you. Brody isn’t one to be petty and waste a valuable asset just because you two aren’t seeing eye to eye at the moment. What do you plan to do?”

      Erin thought it over as she ate. “We’ll canvass the college again. Someone here has to know something. And with more people, we’ll be able to cover more ground. Maybe send a pair of local police back to Watt’s house to see if they can find any indication of where he might have run. What do you think?”

      “It’s worth a shot. After all, what do we have to lose at this point? If we don’t find something, anything soon—” Catherine allowed the words to trail off, her expression grim.

      Erin swallowed hard, answering past the lump in her throat. “At least we have more people out there, looking for him. We’ll go over everything with a fine-tooth comb. We’ll catch him no matter what.”

      Taking another bite, she thought grimly, We can’t rush this, can’t afford to miss something, no matter how small. But we’re running out of time. We’ve got to find him now. Before another innocent woman dies.

      Standing, she abruptly gathered up the remains of her lunch, “C’mon, we need to get moving.”

      Catherine sighed but obediently stood and grabbed the last bite of her sandwich, popping it into her mouth. Once she finished chewing, she grumbled irritably, sliding on her sunglasses, “Let’s go catch him.”
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        * * *

      

      Brody stared out at the assembled reporters, his face a mask of tranquility. He hated reporters, even if they were useful in situations like this. All they ever seemed to do was stir up trouble – look at the mess they’d pulled with Hastings. Why couldn’t they just have left it in the past where it belonged? Instead, they’d caused a headache for him and his entire team and made his job even harder. They should have been informing the public without scaring them, teaching them how to be smart and watchful. All they’d ended up doing was painting a target straight on Sandy Morrison with that ridiculous interview. He’d done his best to discourage any more footage like that, but it was only a matter of time until they found another pretty face to make a quick story and put her straight in a madman’s crosshairs.

      His phone vibrated and he glanced at it, half-expecting it to be Hannady again. Why Hannady – someone so far up in the chain of command – personally wanted this case closed puzzled him. He was getting more irritated by the day. He did not appreciate having his every move monitored. The incoming message was just a link from Grant, so he set it aside until after the conference.

      Chief Sims caught his eye and nodded subtly to him, indicating that it was time to begin. Shoving aside his personal feelings, Brody stepped up to the podium. Another woman’s life was at stake, and he had a job to do. “Welcome, ladies and gentlemen of the press. As I’m sure you all know from the several recent press conferences, I’m Special Agent Brody Innis. My team and I have been working hard to discover who is behind these heinous acts and to bring peace and closure to the families of the women who have died.”

      He took a deep breath. He had to play this just right. “Today, I’m coming to you, the public, for help once again. Thanks to all of the tips that we’ve received, we have located a person of interest in this case.” He nodded to Sims, and she put the college ID picture of Watt up on the screen. “As you’ll see on the screen behind me, it’s imperative that we locate Benjamin Watt for questioning about the events of one of the murders. Benjamin Watt is a California native and is currently a freshman attending Antelope Valley College. If you have any information about Mr. Watt or his current whereabouts, I encourage you to call the tip-line number listed on the screen. Also, do not approach Watt, just call the number. I’ll take your questions now.”

      A grey-haired gentleman raised his hand. “Is Watt wanted for murder?”

      Brody shook his head, making sure that his seething anger was carefully hidden. That question was just asking for someone to get hurt – either Watt or someone else. “At this point in time, no. Right now, all we want to do is ask him some questions about what he might have seen during one of these tragic events. Next.”

      A woman this time. “Do you consider Benjamin Watt a threat to the members of this community?”

      Brody tightened his grip on the podium, but smiled reassuringly. “At this time, he is not believed to be a threat. We are simply telling people to not approach him because accidents can happen when tensions are high. The community here is on edge because of recent events, and we would prefer not to add to the list of tragedies if we can at all avoid it.”

      Another woman spoke next, her deep red suit bringing out the underlying mahogany tone in her skin and hair and giving her a professional air. “What information can you give us about the case? Have you found any compelling evidence that might catch the killer?” Brody was pretty sure she was an anchor for a local station.

      Brody nodded. “Right now, my team and I are pursuing several promising leads. However, I cannot discuss them at this time while they are part of an active investigation. Once again, I ask that if you have any information concerning Benjamin Watt or his current whereabouts, to please call the number on the screen. Thank you for your time.”

      He turned and walked back into the station, keeping his pace steady, determined but unhurried. One should never look like they were fleeing from the press, something that one of their instructors from Quantico had drilled into them long ago. Even if they were all vultures.

      Entering the station, he released the breath that he was holding before composing himself again. Hannady would probably call again once she saw the press conference. He’d like to have something more concrete to offer her this time to get her off of his back.

      He needed to close this case – and soon. Before he had to deal with yet another murdered woman. He would do everything in his power to keep that from happening.
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        * * *

      

      He listened to the news with only half an ear as he scanned the web page. It would’ve been better if Agent Hastings had been the one to do the press conference. The way her emerald eyes seemed to stare straight into a person, daring them to conceal the truth from her fierce gaze, was fascinating. It added a whole new level to the game that he was playing with the FBI and those hapless local police officers.

      Yes, he’d made a few mistakes, but he was still a free man, which only confirmed to him that he was doing the right thing, cleansing the world. They would never catch him until his mission was complete, no matter how long that would take.

      As he waited for the next page to load, he thought idly about Agent Hastings. It was a shame she didn’t fit his criteria. He’d love to see her on her knees before him, begging for mercy. Those defiant eyes would be filled with fear and horror at the growing realization that there was nothing she could do to absolve herself of her sins and save herself.

      Maybe he could make an exception to his preferred victims, just this once…
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      Erin couldn’t believe the difference it made to have a team at her disposal. They were able to cover the campus much more efficiently, moving from building to building in a more thorough manner than she and Catherine had been able to achieve earlier. They hadn’t advanced on their results yet – no one knew much about Benjamin, if they recognized him at all. It was still early in the hunt, though, so she wasn’t worried.

      Half an hour in, she received a call from Sasha. “Hastings.”

      Sasha’s tone was acerbic as ever. “We’ve received a reliable tip passed on from the LAPD that Watt was seen entering a residence in Los Angeles. Someone called it in after hearing the press conference. I’ve sent the address to your phone. Innis wants you to take the task force there immediately and apprehend him.”

      Holding on to her temper, Erin forced herself to respond politely. “Thank you. Please inform Agent Innis that we’re en route now.”

      Sasha gave a long-suffering sigh. “Fine, but I’m not your messenger service, Hastings.”

      Before Erin could respond, she had already hung up. But instead of the irritation she would usually feel, she only felt anticipation. “Catherine,” she called. “Watt’s been seen in L.A. We need to take the team and get down there ASAP.”
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        * * *

      

      Erin had Catherine drive as she made calls in order to secure the necessary warrants. It took nearly the whole ride, and she was placed on hold several times, but by the time they hit the outskirts of L.A., she had successfully acquired all the necessary paperwork.

      When they reached the address, it only took a moment for the team to put on their protective gear and set up a plan. Erin, Catherine, and one of the officers would enter the residence from the front while two covered the back door and one covered the side door.

      Erin counted mentally to a hundred to allow the others to get into place. As soon as she hit one hundred, she moved, striding up the walk with Catherine and the officer hot on her heels. Freeing her gun, she counted down silently from three with her left hand, slammed open the door and entered the house.

      “FBI!” she yelled in her most thundering voice. “Get on the ground with your hands where we can see them! Immediately!”

      The man in the living room dropped to the ground and did as he was bid. Leaving Catherine to guard the man, Erin quickly swept the house. No one else was there. Frustration welled inside her. She couldn’t be entirely sure, but the man hadn’t appeared to be Watt. Ms. Davidson had described him as skinny and goth and this man was a portly redhead.

      Returning to the living room, she said curtly, “The residence is clear – it’s just him. Let him up.”

      The man pushed up to a sitting position, looking pale and shaken. Erin crouched in front of him, her expression stern. “What’s your name?”

      “X-x-xavier Wh-whedon, ma’am.”

      Holstering her gun in the hopes that it might reassure him slightly, Erin pressed him further. “We received information that Benjamin Watt was seen entering this residence. Where is he?”

      The man folded immediately, not even trying to deny or protest his interest. “Ben’s a friend from middle school. He came here, said he was in some trouble and needed help. A p-place to crash for a couple of nights. I t-told him that I didn’t want nothing to do with d-drugs, but he said that it was girl trouble. I told him he could st-stay for a couple of nights, that was it.”

      Erin held on to her patience with a white-knuckled grip. “And where is he now?”

      “I d-don’t know. I swear! Five minutes before you guys got here, he looked out the w-window, got all spooked. He took off on f-foot, heading that way.”

      Standing, Erin moved away from him, resisting the urge to hit the wall. They’d been so close. Still, five minutes wasn’t that much of a lead. If they hurried, they might still be able to catch him.

      She barked orders. “Cath, you, White, and Wells are with me. Santos and Hughes will stay here and search the residence again.” She turned to Officer Santos. “See if Watt left anything that might give us a clue as to where he might be headed next. Also, interrogate Whedon, he might know more than he realizes or more than he’s telling us. I don’t think he’s a threat to us, though.”

      Santos nodded. “Leave it to us.”

      Erin turned and jogged from the house, the others hot on her heels. They jumped into their vehicles and immediately headed in the direction Whedon had pointed them in. She prayed that she wasn’t making a mistake by blindly following it. He might’ve been trying to throw them off his friend’s trail. On the other hand, his fear had been genuine, and he hadn’t seemed to be lying.

      Luck was on her side. She spotted Watt running down the sidewalk just a couple of miles away. “Hit the sirens,” she told Catherine. She quickly used the radio for the other two. “Suspect is in sight. We’re in pursuit.”

      The radio crackled immediately. “Ten-four. We see him.”

      As soon as the sirens whooped to life, Watt looked over his shoulder, his eyes wide. He abandoned the sidewalk and ran into a five-story parking garage. They immediately screeched in after him, but in that brief time, he’d vanished. Erin cursed, jumping from the car before it was fully stopped. She looked around frantically. She couldn’t see him.

      The other three joined her. “Spread out,” she snarled. “Catherine, you’re with me. White and Wells, take the north side, we’ll take the south. Stay together and be careful. A cornered suspect is a dangerous one.”

      They chorused, “Yes, ma’am.” Pulling their firearms, they moved cautiously away while Erin strode in the other direction, Catherine right behind her. Since the garage entrance and exit were the same, there was a high possibility that he was still in the building. It was agonizingly slow work to clear each floor, going row by row, making sure that he wasn’t hiding behind a pillar or under a car.

      Her body tight with adrenaline, Erin found herself pulling ahead of Catherine, energy thrumming through her. She distantly heard White and Wells calling back and forth as they cleared their half of the garage. But her focus was on checking each car and watching Catherine’s back, to make sure Watt wasn’t sneaking up on her. They had almost cleared the second levels when Erin caught a noise from the level above. Knowing that Catherine would follow, Erin made her way to the third level, her senses heightened.

      As she reached the next floor, she saw a shadow running across the far wall. She grabbed her radio. “Suspect’s on the third level. I repeat, suspect’s on the third level. Attempting to get visual confirmation now.”

      She moved carefully up the ramp, her eyes straining to get a glimpse of Watt. He was up here, but where?

      She rounded the corner and was tackled, the momentum driving her to the ground and forcing the air from her, her head slamming against the concrete floor. Dazed, she tried to push her assailant off, but they rained down blows on her head and torso. She tried to curl into a ball, bringing her hands up to protect her head and give her a second to recover so she could defend herself, pain screaming through her body.

      Something must have startled him, because the blows ended as abruptly as they had started. He stayed on her, pinning her for several more seconds, then pushed to his feet and sprinted further into the garage.

      Erin curled her body tighter, trying to not throw up. She needed to get up, to defend herself. She needed to let her team know that Watt was there. Drawing a shaky breath into her oxygen-deprived lungs, she forced open her eyes. Cars and tarmac danced and blurred before her in a disorientating mirage. She needed to get up – he was getting away. She rolled to her hands and knees, but even that simple action caused her head to swim sickeningly and her stomach to lurch.

      The others appeared. “Erin!” Catherine cried.

      They all converged on her, although White and Wells remained on guard. “He’s heading up,” Erin gasped. “Be careful, he snuck up and jumped me round a corner.”

      Catherine immediately assumed charge. “Go after him. We can’t let him get away. But whatever you do, don’t get separated. I’ll stay with her.”

      As soon as they were gone, Catherine eased Erin into a sitting position. “How badly are you hurt?”

      Unable to stand the sudden shift, Erin leaned over and gave in to the urge to throw up. She wiped her mouth roughly on her sleeve. “Sorry.”

      Catherine gently grabbed her face and tilted it to where she could see Erin’s eyes. “Did you hit your head?”

      Now that she’d caught her breath, Erin felt her head start to clear. “Yeah. He rushed me, knocked me down. I hit my head then.”

      Catherine held up a finger and moved it back and forth. “Follow my finger.”

      Erin did her best, but the movement made her nauseous again.

      “Looks like you’ve got a concussion. Are you hurt anywhere else?”

      Embarrassment sizzled through her. “Not really. He hit me several times, but I’ve had worse in hand-to-hand training. I feel like an idiot. I can’t believe he got the jump on me.”

      Relief and disapproval colored Catherine’s voice. “It’s a miracle that you aren’t hurt worse. Or dead. Maybe the headache you’re going to deal with will drive home the lesson that you don’t leave your partner behind.”

      Erin tried her best to focus on the other woman. “It happened so fast, you couldn’t have done anything. He jumped me. Took me by surprise. I can’t believe it. You couldn’t have done anything.”

      Catherine sighed. “Excessive repeating and singular focus. You are definitely concussed. We’re going to talk about this when your brain isn’t scrambled, I promise you.”

      The other two officers returned. “How is she?”

      “She has a concussion, hit her head during the scuffle,” Catherine answered. “Other than that, she’s going to be OK. You didn’t find him?”

      Wells shook his head. “Just a fire extinguisher on the fifth floor, looks like he used it to bust through a security door. What should we do now?”

      Erin’s head throbbed. “We have to find him,” she said softly. “If we lose him now, he’ll go into hiding and then we’ll never catch him. Do you know how many people there are in California? I’ll tell you. Waaaay too many. It’ll be like looking for a needle in a haystack.”

      Catherine sighed. “Sorry, Erin.” Turning to the others, she said firmly, “I’ll lead. We need to get as many people as we possibly can in on the search. He’s close – we can’t lose this opportunity. Officer Wells, is there some way that we could arrange a ride to take Agent Hastings back to the Lancaster PD? She’s not fit to be in the field at the moment.”

      Erin wanted to protest that she was perfectly capable of chasing down Watt, but managed to swallow it down. She’d made a stupid choice and now she was paying for it. If she stayed, she would pull the team down. Those dead women were more important than her pride.

      Still, it stung, being shuffled back to headquarters like an unruly child. Taking a deep breath to push down the nausea, Erin slowly got to her feet, her eyes finally refocusing. “It’s OK, Catherine. I’ll go back. But please, be careful. Watt’s obviously more dangerous than we thought.”

      Relief that Erin wasn’t going to fight her command shone clearly on her face. “I promise, Erin. We’ll get him. But you need to get checked out.”

      Erin started to nod, but stopped when the room tilted and spun. “I will. Pinkie promise.”

      Wells spoke. “Hold on for just a bit, Agent Hastings. One of my colleagues will be here with a ride for you in just a few minutes.”

      Erin waved her understanding and stumbled over to sit on one of the concrete barriers. Whoever it was, she just hoped they had pain medicine with them.
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      Erin walked into the conference room, holding back the sigh that wanted to escape. She’d hated being poked and prodded by medical, even if she was grateful they were there. She was a bad patient, always had been. She simply did not have the patience to sit around, especially now, when it was mainly just bumps and bruises from the altercation. Straightening her shoulders, she ignored the faint throbbing in her head. She’d taken enough painkillers to take the edge off, and that would have to suffice.

      She focused on Brody. “All right, what’s my task? Should I go back and assist Catherine?”

      Disbelief practically dripped from his words. “Surely you don’t think that you’re going back out into the field? You’re injured.”

      “I’m fine.” She said, more aggressively than she had intended. “It’s mainly just bumps and bruises anyway. You heard the medic, same as me. You’re the one that put me in charge of the task force to apprehend Watt, and I will be there when he’s taken into custody. I’ve worked too hard on this case to be sidelined by a few minor injuries!”

      Her head throbbed hard and she staggered, dropping into a chair as the room swam around her.

      When she could see again, Brody’s expression was implacable. “You’ve got a concussion.” He crossed his arms. “You’re not going anywhere unless it’s to your hotel room to lie down.”

      Her entire being rebelled at the thought of being sent to her room like a misbehaving child. “I’m not going back to the hotel.”

      “Then you stay in that chair.” Brody turned back to his screen, ending the discussion.

      Erin wished desperately that she could stand up and storm from the room. But the way her head was still throbbing, she knew that it would be more of a careening lurch, which would ruin any image of strength that she wished to portray. She caught eyes with Sasha, who smirked at her from across the room. Erin closed her mouth and swallowed her retort – she didn’t need to give the woman any more ammunition to use against her. Agent Grant had taken to leaving the more outrageous articles she could find about Erin in the middle of the conference room table for everyone to see, yet was somehow still ‘too busy’ to investigate the anonymous source.

      Dr. Donna Sibanda joined them in the conference room, drawing Erin from her increasingly dark thoughts. The tension in the room lessened at her arrival, and even the permanent scowl on Brody’s face eased a little. Giving Erin a warning look, which she took to mean that she was not to move from the chair, Brody stood to greet the pathologist. “Please tell me that you have some good news for us?”

      She smiled. “I do. Well, good news for you, not for that poor murdered girl. Although maybe it is good news for her as well, since it will help you catch her killer.” She paused and tapped her chin. “The bloody rag – the one from the garbage – it is definitely her blood. Not only that, but I found skin cells that are a match to the other items we took from Mr. Watt’s home. I do not know if he is the killer, but he was there the night Valarie Cook died.”

      “You’re absolutely certain?”

      She nodded. “The tests do not lie. They tell the story that the dead leave behind. I will send you all the results as soon as my team and I are done, but it is certain. I hope that this helps with your case. If you gather any more evidence, send it to me immediately.”

      Brody and Donna talked for several more minutes, but Erin tuned most of it out. All the tension had left her body at the pathologist’s news. Finally! They had finally gotten a solid piece of evidence linking a suspect to an actual victim. Not circumstantial, but solid, concrete evidence.

      Now all they had to do was catch the suspect. This was the second time in this case that a suspect had managed to flee federal agents and successfully escape. They had had nothing but bad luck since this case began, spending more time chasing their own tails then actually finding the killer.

      Stop it! She abruptly scolded herself. We’ve found the suspect and Catherine will have him in custody soon. She trusted Catherine implicitly. She and her team were out there, and they would get him. She’s got this under control. Just gotta be patient, Hastings.

      She rubbed her temple discreetly. Oh, how she hated her reputation as Hasty Hastings, but she couldn’t deny the validity of it.

      She was struggling to ignore the part of her that desperately wanted to be the one to bring in Watt. Straightening, she drummed her fingers on the table. She should be out there with the rest of the team hunting the man down. She would go stir crazy if she had to remain at the police station for what was, in her opinion, only a bad headache. And it wasn’t even that bad with the painkillers. She was functioning just fine.

      She mentally ran through the case and where they were in the process. Sasha was digging through Watt’s online presence with a fine-tooth comb. Mo was building a profile of the man from all the information and would have it back to them, hopefully by the end of the day. Brody was overseeing the entire operation as well as communicating with the Chief of Staff. Catherine was currently in charge of the manhunt, but before that, she and Erin had been...

      Erin snapped her fingers. That was it! She and Catherine had been interviewing the college about Benjamin Watt. Surely Brody wouldn’t deem that too dangerous for her. She stood and was relieved when the room stayed as it was instead of swimming like it had earlier. She strode over to Brody’s desk.

      “Yes, Agent Hastings?”

      His frosty tone was not encouraging. He must be expecting her to ask to join the manhunt again. She clenched her jaw, shooting a bolt of pain through her head, and forced politeness into her words. “Agent Hannon and I had not finished interviewing the college students, staff, and professors when we received the call that Watt had been spotted. Can I go and finish up interviewing them? Just to cover all of our bases.”

      Brody seemed to seriously consider it for several moments. But he shook his head. “No, no field work until at least twenty-four hours have passed, just to be on the safe side. If you still want to cover that angle, I’m sure that phone interviews will suffice.”

      “But I need to be able to see their faces, their body language,” she protested weakly. “It’s just a mild concussion, so it won’t strain me at all. I’m perfectly fine.”

      “Erin, you know the protocol about injuries in the field. You’ve worked for the bureau long enough to know that I’m speaking the truth of the matter. No matter how much ya squawk over the matter, understand? If you need to see their faces and body language, arrange a video conference. There’s a little room where it’s quiet that you can set up in, so you won’t be disturbed. We can reassess about you returning to the field tomorrow morning.”

      Hearing the slight drawl in his voice, she felt the fight leaving her. Brody really did care for his people – that was one of the traits that made him such a good team leader. And he was right, it was policy for any agent with a head injury to be kept from the field and, depending on the seriousness of the injury, under close observation anywhere from twenty-four hours up to a week or more. That he was permitting her to remain in the office at all was a big concession on his part. Especially considering their recent antagonism. The only other choice she had at the moment was to return to her hotel room.

      She sighed. “OK, but I’m not sure how many I’ll be able to get hold of on such short notice.”

      He stood. “Just do your best. If you’ll follow me, the room is this way. Agent Grant already has it all set up with a computer and router, so you should be ready to go.”
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      “All right, thank you for your time. And should you remember anything, anything at all, please contact me. Have a nice rest of your day.” Ending the video chat, Erin slumped into her chair. Yet another dead end. Benjamin Watt had attended the professor’s class every Tuesday and Thursday morning faithfully since the semester began, but there had been nothing remarkable about him. In the professor’s words, he had been “shockingly average, just another quiet college kid, trying to find himself, to reinvent himself into an adult.”

      She rubbed at her forehead, trying to ease the growing ache behind her eyes. Listening to all of Watt’s professors was like listening to a song on repeat. He was a quiet kid, but not a dangerously quiet one. There were no warning signs about him. He was average in all of his classes, usually carrying a B grade. He attended classes faithfully and turned in his work, but since he was neither a genius nor struggling, little extra attention had been paid to him. No wonder he had latched on Valerie, if the girl had been kind to him, had “seen” him. For some people, there was nothing harder than being invisible, just part of the masses. Was Watt like that?

      She glanced down at her notes, frowning as she realized how they’d gotten progressively sloppier with each interview, the sentences becoming shorter and more disjointed. On the last interview, she’d only jotted down four words, “knows absolutely nothing relevant.” And she had misspelled the word “absolutely.”

      A sharp pain shot through her eye, and she gently pressed it with the heel of her hand. How long had she been at this anyway? And why am I even bothering? she thought bleakly. She’d turned up nothing. Nothing at all. The pain finally passed, and she slowly pulled her hand away, relieved that the throbbing didn’t return.

      She turned her attention back to the list of professors, but couldn’t make herself reach for it. What was the point? She should be out in the field, not making useless phone calls. But no, here she sat, wasting time because she’d made a stupid rookie mistake.

      Her head gave another throb and she looked at the clock. Nearly five and there had still been no information about the manhunt. Why hadn’t Catherine called? Had Watt evaded them? She was beginning to think they may as well give up on this case entirely and go home.

      She placed her head on the desk, the cool table offering her some temporary relief. The painkillers from earlier were beginning to wear off with a vengeance. Since she was adding absolutely nothing of value to the case, she decided she should do as Brody had advised earlier and go back to her hotel room. If they needed her – which she doubted – or managed to actually capture Watt, they could get hold of her there just as easily. Better that she get some rest and let this headache pass so that she could be at the top of her game.

      She told Brody that she was leaving and trudged out of the station. Things would look better in the morning. She hoped.
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      Erin was just arriving at the station when the news came in. Catherine had apprehended Watt and was bringing him back to Lancaster. As soon as Brody hung up, she turned to him. “I want to be part of the interrogation.”

      He frowned. “Catherine will take the lead, of course,” she added quickly. “I just want to sit in on it. I was this close to catching him yesterday. I want to look him in the eye as he tells his story. Please, let me take part.”

      “What’s your current condition? And don’t lie to me.” He eyeballed her. “You left early yesterday. I know that’s not like you.”

      “I’m doing much better,” she answered immediately. “I had a trace of a headache when I woke up this morning, but other than that, nothing. You can pull me from the interrogation at any time.”

      “Very well, you can sit in,” he said uneasily. “But if your condition worsens, I want you to inform me immediately. Also, you’re not to set foot outside of the station when he’s brought in. The reporters are already gathering outside and it’s gonna be a mob. We don’t need to add fuel to the fire.”

      Remembering all too well the invasive press of reporters and their screamed questions from Eric’s trial, Erin shuddered. She had no desire to repeat the experience in any way, shape, or form. “Don’t worry, I want nothing to do with that. I’ll stay out of sight.”

      “You do that. Agent Hannon should be arriving with Watt in half an hour. Be prepared and stay out of view of the lobby.”

      She nodded and headed to her desk. She needed to refresh her memory on all the information they had on Watt before he arrived.
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      She had just closed the last file when she heard a commotion outside. They were here. She made her way out to the lobby, careful to stay out of the line of sight from the door and windows. Brody was out there somewhere in the middle of the commotion, but she couldn’t see him through the crush of reporters.

      A flurry of flashes erupted as every newspaper tried to capture the best image of Watt. Brody had been on the phone all morning, talking to the newspapers and stations about not releasing the story, at least not quite yet. Erin had the feeling that several of them would disregard it and publish whatever they wanted to anyway.

      The door swung open and Brody and Catherine hurried in, Watt carefully sandwiched in between them in an attempt to partially conceal him from view. Erin could still hear the reporters screaming questions about when they’d caught the “Second Killer of Lancaster.”

      Her stomach rolled when she heard that. The Killer of Lancaster. That was the name the press had bestowed upon her brother.

      Of all the titles, why did they have to use that one? she thought sickly. Couldn’t they have come up with something new? Why do they have to name murders at all? It’s a disgusting practice.

      She was yanked from her thoughts when Brody called her name, his expression grim. “Hastings, you’re with Hannon. I’m going to go deal with the mob. That’s the last thing that we need.”

      She immediately joined Catherine as Brody headed back outside. “Interrogation Three is ready.”

      Catherine nodded and steered Watt down the hallway, Erin falling into step on his other side. Neither of them spoke until they were secured in the interrogation room, seated across from Watt. Catherine checked the interrogation was being recorded, and after a bit of small talk, started the formalities. “Agent Catherine Hannon, lead investigator of the search team. Please state your name, age, and occupation for the record.”

      He slumped in the chair across from them, a skinny kid dressed entirely in black – black shoes, black jeans, black hoodie. “Benjamin Joseph Watt, nineteen, college student,” he mumbled.

      “Mr. Watt, have you been read your Miranda rights, and do you understand these rights as they have been read to you?”

      He nodded slowly. “Yeah, I understand.”

      “Very well, Mr. Watt, you’ve been brought in for questioning regarding the deaths of Rayna and Valerie Cook, Jessica VanRijn, Alice Newman, and Sandy Morrison. Are you happy to answer our questions at this time?”

      “Yes,” he replied.

      “Where were you on the night of November third?”

      “Studying, in the library, I think. I had a test – no, a paper – due the next day.” He fidgeted with the hem of his hoodie.

      Catherine made a note. “And what class would that have been for?”

      “Calculus. I mean, psych. It was about the behavior exhibited in group dynamics, how it’s different from preferential loners.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “What exactly is a preferential loner?”

      His eyes narrowed before he looked away. “Someone that choses to be alone, usually an introvert or an innovator. Versus someone that’s ostracized by those around them.”

      “I see,” Catherine said. “And can anyone confirm that you were there that night, studying for your test?”

      He shook his head. “No. The place was crammed with students, so I was tucked off to the back. Plus, I left a couple of times, to get food. When the librarian wasn’t at the desk. Cause they don’t permit food in the library. Of course.”

      Erin tried to catch his eye, but he kept looking down and away. It was a sure sign of an unpracticed liar. Practiced liars always made sure to meet your eyes and almost ooze sincerity. Agitation, she thought instinctively. A mixture of guilt and uncertainty. Watt is flustered and definitely hiding something. But is he guilty of murder?

      Catherine continued to grill him about his whereabouts and alibi, but his answers were elusive. Plausible but not probable. And as soon as he gave one, like the library, he would change it moments later, like he was taking the bus and got the route lines mixed up. He claimed he’d also been at the park, eating a cheap pizza and feeding the ducks to celebrate a good test score.

      Catherine was exceedingly patient with him, especially considering that she hadn’t gotten much sleep the night before because of the manhunt. Finally, she abandoned the alibi matter and switched to a different tack. “Why did you run from the FBI?”

      He shrank further into his chair. “I was home, came back to grab a textbook, although Ms. Davidson didn’t know it. She’s nosy, about my comings and goings, so I’ve learned to be real quiet. I heard her call you guys, say that I was the one who k-killed Valerie. I didn’t do it, but she’d said I did.” He looked down at his knees, steadfastly avoiding the detectives’ gaze. “I knew that you guys wouldn’t believe me, so I took off. I needed to think, to figure things out. To find the truth – cause I wasn’t the one who did that horrible, horrible thing. So, I just grabbed my backpack and took off.”

      Catherine made a note. “So, you deny that you had anything to do with the deaths of Rayna or Valerie Cook?”

      The words burst out of him. “Yes! I didn’t kill them. I would never hurt her, never!”

      “I see.” She tapped her pencil on the notepad twice before stopping herself. She nodded, as if making a decision, before speaking again. “Where were you on November seventh, thirteenth, and twenty-fourth?”

      Erin knew that Catherine was hoping that the change in the line of questioning would throw Benjamin off-kilter, but the slightest furrow in her colleague’s brow and faint lines around her eyes suggested that she was doubting Watt’s guilt. Those two facial giveaways tended to appear when there was a conflict of information and behavior on the suspect’s part, and were only evident to those who knew her well. Outwardly, she was the picture of cool, calm, and collected.

      Erin agreed with Catherine’s inward reservations. Watt was fidgety and under strain, but he didn’t have that calculated air that would have been needed to carry off these killings. The murdered women had been killed with a cold, almost detached mentality. This killer was neat and methodical, with strict attention to detail. The way that he was rambling and switching his story, Watt just didn’t have that level of control, especially in high-stress situations.

      Still, it was best not to jump to conclusions, see how Watt responded to the questions. But no matter how many questions Catherine asked him about those dates and his alibi, he wouldn’t answer. He had shut down and was just staring blankly at the table. He wouldn’t say a word.

      Keeping in mind her promise to let Catherine lead the interrogation, Erin hastily scribbled a note. Ask him about Valerie Cook. About what she was like. Folding it so that Watt couldn’t read it, she slid it over to Catherine.

      Catherine raised an eyebrow at her, but obediently took the note and read it. She nodded and tucked the note into her notebook. “Mr. Watt, why don’t we start at the beginning. Why don’t you tell me about Valerie Cook. You went to college with her?”

      At this question, life seemed to return to Benjamin’s face, and he straightened, his demeanor calmer. “Yeah, she was in my psych class. She sat two rows ahead of me, had the prettiest dark hair that I’d ever seen, like a raven’s wing. And she was kind. She’d ask how your day was and actually listen, not pretend to listen and then blow you off. I asked her out, but she said no. Her friends laughed at me, but she didn’t.”

      He looked down at his hands before looking up and finally meeting their eyes. “But, I really liked her, ya know? I thought that I’d ask her out again, but when her friends weren’t around. So, I waited for the right time. I followed her, a few times, but there were always people around. I tried, once, to talk to her on the bus, but I couldn’t find the courage to speak to her. She got off, and I followed, I didn’t mean to, but I did. And then, I saw where she lived.” He frowned. “I saw that her mom was there, and I didn’t want to look like a creep, so I left. But somehow, I found myself back there, that night, just staring at the house.”

      He inhaled a shaky breath, his hands starting to tremble a little. “I didn’t mean to stalk her, I didn’t mean her any harm, I swear! All I wanted to do was talk to her – just talk. But then, one night, I went there and the back window was broken. I was scared, but I was worried that Valerie was hurt somehow. Before I knew it, I was there, in the house. I found her, her mom, in the hallway. She was naked and she was on her hands and knees. Dead.”

      His shaking increased, but the words were almost pouring out of him, like he’d held the words in for too long. “There was obviously nothing I could do for her, so I kept going. And I found her, I found Valerie, in the living room. She was dead, her eyes just staring blankly at the ceiling. It was like she was accusing me – why wasn’t I  there to save her, to stop her death? She was still dressed. I couldn’t leave her there, like that, all alone. So I picked her up and took her to her room. I tucked her in, so that she wouldn’t be cold, so she would be safe.” He shook his head, as if to shake away the memory. “I heard a noise. I thought that the killer had come back. I ran. I’m not proud of it, but I ran.”

      “If that’s what happened, why didn’t you call the police?” Catherine said quietly.

      He slammed a hand down on the table. “I didn’t want this to happen. To be arrested while the real killer went free. Don’t you think that I knew it looked bad? I couldn’t risk it.”

      Erin finally spoke up, her voice firm. “It still looks pretty bad for you, Ben.” She leaned closer to him. “Is there any way you can prove your story?”

      His hands clenched and a muscle in his jaw twitched. “I want a lawyer now.”

      Erin’s scowl was mirrored by Catherine before they managed to smooth their expressions. “Mr. Watt, can we just review what you have already told us and then we’ll talk about lawyers?”

      He shook his head. “No. I want my lawyer.”

      Catherine sighed and Erin rose, heading to the door.
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        * * *

      

      It took an hour for his lawyer to arrive, and Erin disliked her on sight. A petite woman with sky-high heels, a stiff black suit, and hair scraped back into a tight bun, her whole attitude was predatory, like a shark scenting blood in the water. She introduced herself as Irene Daniels, attorney. Erin could practically see the word underlined when she said it.

      As soon as she sat next to Benjamin, he relaxed, the tension leaving him entirely. Erin and Catherine were forced to give them several minutes of privacy to go over the situation, but the agents watched them through the observation window like hawks. Finally, the lawyer waved them back in.

      “This is gonna be fun,” Catherine muttered. “I don’t think he did it, but that shark in lawyer’s clothing is gonna make us work for every inch.”

      Benjamin was much more composed this time. He managed to tell his story in a careful, orderly manner for his lawyer, obviously having spent the time waiting for her to order his thoughts. He’d been working on his psych paper in the library. He could show the date that he’d submitted it to the professor, even the fact that he’d gotten a B on it. He’d submitted it just after eleven thirty p.m. He’d been so happy to have it done that he’d decided to swing by the Cooks’ place on his way home, just to see Valerie. That’s when he’d found everything.

      Once he finished speaking, Catherine asked simply, “Why didn’t you provide this alibi the first time we asked?”

      “My client informed me that he was worried that he would be blamed for Ms. Cook’s death,” Irene cut in. “By placing himself at the crime scene, he has implicated himself. Something that he does not have to do, by law. He has the right to remain silent.”

      Catherine tried again. “When you first discovered Ms. Cook, why didn’t you call for help, like an ambulance?”

      Irene placed a hand sympathetically on Watt’s shoulder. “My client was extremely distressed. Ms. Cook was clearly beyond help at the time of discovery. Yes, he most likely should have called for help, but he’d just lost someone that he cared for deeply. He was distraught and not thinking clearly.”

      Catherine pinched the bridge of her nose, but plowed on. “How often would you walk by the Cooks’ residence on your way home?”

      “Why is that question germane to the investigation?” Irene chipped in.

      Both Catherine and Erin sighed at that. “If this was on Mr. Watt’s regular route, maybe he noticed something out of place that night. Something that didn’t make any sense at the time, but now it does, after everything happened. Is that the case, Mr. Watt?”

      Irene smiled blandly at them. “Mr. Watt declines to comment on this matter at this time.”

      And so it went. It was extremely irksome, but they couldn’t really work around it.

      As her headache started to return, Erin finally broke in. “Ms. Daniels, your client has already refused to provide any alibis for the time of the murders. By his own admission, he was at the first crime scene. He was there the night that they were murdered, and we have evidence to prove this.”

      Irene turned her attention to Erin, her eyes narrowing. “Agent, I—”

      “I do have an alibi. Alibis. For the others,” Benjamin interrupted her.

      Of course he has an alibi now that his lawyer is here. “Mr. Watt, what were your whereabouts on the seventh, thirteenth, and twenty-fourth?” Erin gave Irene a warning glance, daring her to let her client answer this one.

      He shrugged. “I don’t know where I was on the twenty-fourth. It was an ordinary day, I guess. But on the seventh, I was at McDonald’s, here in Lancaster. On the thirteenth, I was home, asleep. I had an early test the next day, didn’t want to oversleep.”

      Erin nodded, rising from the table. “Excuse me for a minute, I’m going to go and verify your alibi for the seventh.”

      Great. Watt was looking less and less like the killer, and now she had to deal with Sasha. This day was just getting better. Maybe she could at least get some painkillers while she was out and about.
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        * * *

      

      Another hour passed with Catherine and Irene fencing verbally. Erin wondered sardonically if Irene was getting paid by the hour or by the word. However, she was finding it increasingly hard to appreciate the lawyer’s maneuvering. Her headache was deepening in intensity despite the painkillers she had taken. She was on her last nerve.

      Before she could open her mouth and throw her whole career to the wind, there was a knock at the door. Saved by the bell. She opened it and found an officer outside. “Yes?”

      He handed her a grainy black-and-white surveillance picture. “Agent Grant asked that I pass this on to you. She said that Mr. Watt was indeed at McDonald’s on that date. Surveillance has him there at midnight. Anything else, ma’am?”

      She shook her head. “No, thank you, officer. That will be all.”

      As he walked away, she rubbed her temple wearily. There went another suspect. On the plus side, they now had their mystery fingerprints. But they were once more short a murder suspect. Wonderful.

      She was greeted back into the room by Irene’s smirk. “Well, agents, does the FBI plan to charge my client or not?”

      Erin sighed and shook her head. “No. At least not with murder.” She walked over and murmured in Catherine’s ear, “Let’s hurry up and turn him over to the Lancaster PD. We need to get back to hunting the real killer. Plus, you probably need some sleep.”

      Catherine shook her head and stood. “Agent Hastings, if you’d call an officer in?” She turned back to Daniels and Watt. “Benjamin Watt, we are holding you for assaulting an officer and contaminating a crime scene.”

      Satisfied to see the dismay on Watt’s and Daniels’s faces, Erin did as Catherine asked. Leaving both of them to the police officers, they left the room.

      “I just spent the last who-knows-how-long hunting that little creep and he’s not guilty. Well, of murder, anyway. And that Daniels woman is a snake. I knew I should’ve smacked that kid while I got the chance. I still can’t believe he got the jump on you,” Catherine muttered angrily. She looked at Erin out of the corner of her eye. “Speaking of which, how’s the head?”

      Erin sighed. “Mild concussion, I’m fine. Although that shark woman didn’t do me any favors with her nit-picking. What about you? You gonna catch some sleep or do I need to find you some coffee?”

      Catherine offered her a slight smile. “No rest for the wicked. Caffeine it is.”

      They walked into the conference room right as Brody put down his phone.

      “Sorry, he wasn’t our guy. Lancaster is processing him,” Erin said regretfully.

      Brody nodded. “I know, Grant told me. Still, we’ll throw everything we can at him, especially for daring to touch one of my people. Speaking of which, that call just now was the Nevada state police. They said that they have the ballistics on that bullet. Can you follow up on that? I need to go speak with the press, yet again, to inform them that Watt is not the killer.”

      Erin gathered her determination. “Um, can I drive out there instead? I have a hunch that I want to follow up on.”

      Brody studied her. She had half-expected him to be angry, but he was almost thoughtful. “And what hunch might that be?”

      She took a deep breath. “Well, since we’re now back at square one, I’ve been thinking. Actually, I spent most of the night running through scenarios of what if Watt wasn’t the killer. And I realized a few things. One, we’ve been relying on Gary Hubert for Allen Cook’s alibi. But have we ever investigated Gary himself? Also, we haven’t checked out the museum, seen if the security cameras can be circumvented. We have no other leads at the moment, and I just want to make sure that all of the loose ends are tied up. We’re missing something, and it’s driving me crazy that I can’t figure out what it is. Of all the people involved in this, Cook seems the most plausible suspect to me.”

      Brody gave a resigned nod. “Very well. You’re right, we don’t have any other leads at the moment. But you are still on light duty, understand? This is a fact-finding trip only, Hastings. Hannon, you’re to go back to the hotel and rest. Good job on catching Watt.” Before they could reply, he was already gone.

      Catherine gave Erin a wry smile. “Looks like I’m gonna get that nap after all. Be careful. Watch your back.”

      Erin smiled, ignoring the throb that pounded through her temples. “When am I ever not careful? Get some rest, I’ll be back before you can even miss me.”

      She didn’t wait for Catherine’s reply, but simply headed for the parking lot. She had some ground to cover.
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        * * *

      

      Erin was relieved when the car dinged at her, indicating it was in need of gas. The drive had been miserable, her headache increasing the longer she drove. It had hurt her head to listen to music, but when she’d turned it off, the silence had been just as excruciating. She’d ended up finding one of those ambient noise stations, wind through the forest or something like that, and just let the quiet sounds fill the car.

      She wasn’t that far from Pahrump, but she pulled into the next service station that she saw. She needed a bit of time to prepare herself before she reached the town anyway. The way her head was swimming, she wouldn’t be coherent enough to make any sense. She carefully parked at the pump and stepped out.

      The fresh air struck her face, and the headache faded slightly. Quickly getting the gas going, she leaned against the car and breathed deeply, trying to settle her body. The slamming of a car door caught her attention and she looked up. She blinked.

      No, she was seeing correctly. There, at the pump across from her, was Allen Cook sitting in a gleaming Ferrari. Erin wasn’t much of a car person, but Eric had spent most of their teens drooling over sports cars, so it was one of the few brands that she recognized on sight.

      Allen looked up and their eyes locked. Neither averted their gaze and several moments passed. He suddenly grinned and waved at her. Before she could even begin to think how to respond, he pulled out and was gone.

      Erin’s brain clicked back into motion. According to Allen Cook’s statement, he drove a serviceable beige Honda about ten years old. But that was definitely not the car that she’d just seen. He’d never mentioned in any of his interviews that he had access to other cars.

      Interesting. His alibi rested heavily on the fact that his car was always in the parking lot during his shifts at the museum.

      The car finished filling at that moment, drawing her from her thoughts. She climbed back into the car and pulled out her phone. She Googled directions to the museum but saw that it closed early on Sundays. That wouldn’t do at all – she needed to examine the museum, and she didn’t want to rely on just the night guards for that information. Not if they were covering something up.

      She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. There was also the mystery of Allen Cook in a Ferrari. How could he afford that?

      She made up her mind. She wasn’t up for the drive back to Lancaster, especially empty-handed. No, she would stay in Pahrump and start fresh in the morning. She shot a quick text to Brody, not wanting to talk to him. Museum closes early on Sundays. Spending the night in Pahrump, will investigate early tomorrow. Will notify if anything comes up.

      His response came back quickly. Understood. No news here. Fact-finding only!

      She found the exclamation mark a bit excessive, but let it go and set off in search of a motel. Her head was pounding, and she needed to just lie down for a little while. She could handle everything tomorrow.
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      It wasn’t until she woke up that she remembered what she was doing in Nevada to start with. The NSP had called saying that they had the ballistics for the shooting case. It took two cups of coffee and some painkillers before she felt awake enough to have an intelligible conversation. But when she called back to set up an appointment to discuss the ballistics, she was informed that it wouldn’t be possible at the moment, because they’d just had a breakthrough on a major case.

      Erin understood, but that left her with a whole day stretching empty before her. It was hard to think through the persistent headache, but she would slog forward. First things first, she needed to check in with the team to see if there had been any developments.

      She punched in Catherine’s number, eyeing the packet of painkillers and debating taking a couple more. Why wouldn’t her headache go away? Why was everything taking so long to sort out?

      Thankfully, Catherine picked up on the third ring. “Hannon.”

      Erin settled more comfortably in her chair. “Hey, Catherine, it’s me. Any updates on the case?”

      Catherine’s sigh carried clearly through the phone. “No. We’re just sifting through the same evidence, looking for something, anything. What about you?”

      “NSP were too busy to talk to me about the bullet, so there’s that.”

      Catherine’s voice sharpened. “What are you not telling me?”

      A flicker of amusement flared inside her. “I was going to tell you, you just didn’t give me a chance. It was just, kinda weird, is all.”

      “Can’t be any weirder than anything else we’ve dealt with on this case. Might as well just spit it out.”

      “Well, I was almost to Pahrump when I needed to stop for gas. I pulled into the next station and was filling up. However, there at the pump across from mine was Allen Cook.”

      “Cook lives in Pahrump,” Catherine said patiently. “There’s nothing odd about that.”

      Erin winced as her scowl sent a spike of pain through her temples. “Of course I know that. The thing is, he was driving a Ferrari. A very nice Ferrari.”

      “Are you sure that it was really him and not just someone that looked like him?”

      “No, it was him. When he saw me, he just stared at me for several moments, the weirdest look on his face. Then he grinned and waved at me before leaving. It creeped me out, honestly. I know that I came here to double-check his alibi, to clear him. But now, I’m leaning more and more toward him as a prime suspect. One of the biggest parts of his alibi was that his car was always in the parking lot at work. But if he has access to different cars, that puts a big hole in his story.”

      Catherine was silent for a few minutes. Erin let her process it.

      “Go with your gut,” she said eventually. “If you think that something’s off in his story, follow the stray thread. But remember, you’re supposed to be taking it easy – this is a fact-finding trip only. You have good intuition, Erin, and you seem to have finally settled whatever was unsettling you. Don’t get sloppy at this point of the investigation.”

      Erin nodded, not that Catherine could see. “I’ll be careful, fact-finding only, scout’s honor. Keep me in the loop if anything happens there.”

      “I will. And let us know at once if anything changes on your end.”

      Erin smiled. She was such a mom. “Will do. I’ll call you later.”

      She hung up the phone, grateful that Catherine hadn’t immediately shut down her idea. Eric was right, I just needed to have confidence in myself, she thought happily. And the worst that can happen if this hunch doesn’t play out is that we’re back to square one. Which is where we are anyway. So nothing lost there.

      Pulling out a notebook, she settled herself at the room’s desk. If she was going to investigate Cook, she’d better look into him with the same thoroughness as if he were the prime suspect in the investigation. And if he was the prime suspect, she would also be working under the assumption that he could be the killer.

      She tapped the pencil distractedly on the pad while she thought. It had been around ten days since the killer had last struck, the longest period between murders yet. Serial killers usually had diminishing time between kills, needing that bloody high more with each murder. That told her that they were in a race against time before he attacked again. He was most likely getting ready to strike any time now.

      That meant either clearing Cook or confirming that he was the killer was of the utmost importance. If he was the killer, he was undoubtedly already hunting his next victim. Still, she didn’t know if Cook truly was their man or just a guy who gave off a weird vibe. Perhaps her concussion was throwing her perception off a bit. She frowned at that thought. She was perfectly capable. Other than a headache, she was fine – there was no way that it was interfering with her work at all.

      She started her notes: Allen Cook. Relation to the investigation: Ex-husband and father to the first two murder victims. Occupation: Night guard at Pahrump Children’s Museum. Alibi for time of murders: Work, with security cameras showing his car in the parking lot all night. In the case of Alice Newman, his car was at the garage having work done (confirmed with garage). Evidence: None found of his presence in any of the crime scenes, including Cook scene.

      By all rights, his story should be airtight. But her gut told her there was more to this. Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to think rationally. After all the twists and turns of this case, not to mention the recent friction between them, Brody would not accept a gut feeling as proper evidence. She moved down three lines and continued.

      Possible holes in alibi: Allen Cook lives alone – no one to vouch whether or not he was truly home as he claimed on the day of Alice’s murder. Was recently seen driving a Ferrari. During several interviews, Cook made no mention of having access to other cars, let alone such a high-end one. He works the night shift with only one other guard. Unsure of the security at the museum – he could slip out without being seen.

      She tapped the pencil again. That was it, that was where she needed to start. Could Cook get in and out of the museum without being picked up on-camera? If he was the killer, was his co-worker in on it, covering up for his absences or maybe even participating in the killings? Nothing at the murder scenes had indicated that it was the work of more than one person, but that didn’t rule it out entirely.

      She needed to see the building with her own eyes. Mind made up, she called the museum director and arranged to visit the museum that night. That way, she would arrive in the middle of Allen’s shift and get a feel for how things were run there. She asked him not to tell the guards that she was coming, and although the director was puzzled, he agreed readily enough. He even told her that the night guards’ shift started at seven, so to visit any time after that, although he did urge her to also come by during the day tomorrow when it was actually open.

      Erin shot Catherine and Brody a text of her plans to drop by the museum that night to look at the security set-up. What she didn’t tell them was that she was almost hoping that she’d catch Cook in the act of slipping out of the museum. But even if she didn’t catch him sneaking out, both Cook and Hubert would be aware that the FBI was looking more closely into their stories. Maybe that would be enough to deter them from carrying out any plans they had.

      She just wanted this case to be over. Going to lie down and rest until it was time to leave, Erin silently pleaded. Please, please don’t let it be a dead end this time.
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      As Erin stepped out of the SUV, she glanced at her watch. Three a.m. Perfect. She had played around with the idea of showing up at the beginning of the night guards’ shift but had decided against it. If she arrived right in the middle of the shift, there was a chance that she would find either Cook or Hubert absent from the museum. She might even catch one of them coming or leaving. As she had carefully cruised into the parking lot, she had confirmed that both guards’ cars were there. So if either one of them were gone now, she’d know that they were leaving by a different vehicle.

      Wondering exactly how good the security was, she walked around the outside of the building, examining it for cameras. There were only a few, pointed mostly at either the parking lot or the entrance. The lighting around the outside was also pitiful – only two floodlights by the entrance and a light on the American flag, as required for any flag flying at night.

      In addition to that, the response time of the guards was extremely sloppy. She’d been clearly casing the place for ten minutes before a security guard – not Cook, so she assumed Gary Hubert – emerged from the building. “You there! What are you doing?”

      His yell sent a spike of pain through her temples. She swallowed against it and pulled out her badge. “Agent Erin Hastings. I talked with Director Whipley this afternoon, and he gave me permission to stop by tonight and inspect the museum.”

      The guard spluttered incoherently for a moment before moving forward and inspecting her badge. Confusion was clear on his face. “I’m sorry, Agent Hastings. Ma’am. It’s just, our boss didn’t say anything about a visitor to us.”

      She smiled. “It was rather last minute, I’m afraid. I’m one of the agents working the case for the murders of Rayna and Valerie Cook. May I come in and look around? I’ll need to speak with you and Mr. Cook as well, Mr. Hubert.”

      He shifted uneasily, as though wanting to refuse. Letting her into the museum, he told her, “You can look around, but please, please don’t touch anything. Don’t want the alarms going off, they take forever to reset and make the most awful racket. Leaves your ears ringing for hours afterwards. Only had it happen once, when I accidently tripped and used one to steady myself. Boss scolded me good about it, but just gave me a warning in the end.”

      Before she could answer, he hurried off, obviously in search of Cook. Hmm, they were both here then. She told herself that she wasn’t disappointed, but she knew that she was lying to herself. She had so wanted to catch one of them in the act.

      While she waited, she took the opportunity to look around. The exhibits were charming in a small-town American way. But the security around them could easily be circumvented. It was as shoddy on the inside as it was on the outside. Only a few exhibits were locked under glass, and none of the cameras covered the walkways, just the artifacts themselves. The night lighting was also so dim that even if the camera did pick up anything, it would be hard to distinguish it as anything more than a rogue shadow.

      She heard the guards before she saw them. Two sets of footsteps, one slower and heavier than the other. The second set was crisp and fast, each step echoing off the hallway like a gunshot. Although it was guesswork at this moment, she was pretty sure that the second steps belonged to Cook. Hubert had struck her as a more mild-mannered person, a people-pleaser.

      She’d just moved back to the middle of the room when the pair rounded the corner and she saw that she was right. They stopped a few feet away and Erin nodded cordially at them. “Evening, gentlemen. Thank you for seeing me.”

      To her surprise, Cook didn’t even pretend to be polite. His face was filled with anger. Gary shifted awkwardly while Allen spoke, menace underlying his voice. “This is harassment. First you show up at my home, then you follow me to the gas station yesterday. Now you show up at my place of work? I will sue both the police department and the FBI unless this ceases at once.”

      Gary took a subtle step back and away from Allen, but Erin stood her ground. “Mr. Cook, we are in the middle of an active murder investigation. It would be negligent if we did not follow every single angle and lead. You do want your wife and daughter’s killer caught, don’t you?”

      This seemed to catch him off guard, but he quickly recovered. His anger morphed into implacability. “Of course I want the killer caught,” he said coolly. “Which is why you should be out tracking down real leads and not harassing me. You have already interviewed me multiple times and have investigated my alibi. You need to leave now. If I see you again, I will file a restraining order against you. And I mean it, I will sue the FBI for harassment and stalking. Is that clear, Agent Hastings?”

      She offered him an insincere smile. “I’ll be sure to make a note of that. Since I’ve gotten what I needed here tonight, I’ll be on my way. But I promise you, Mr. Cook. We will discover who killed your wife and daughter as well as those other women. And they will pay for their crimes. Have a good rest of your night.”

      She nodded at Gary, who was doing his best to make himself invisible, before turning and walking steadily from the building. That was not as easy as it should have been, with the way the floor lurched under her feet. Her balance was off from the headache, and she just wanted it to be gone already.

      She climbed into the car and sat for several minutes, settling herself. That had been a little nerve-wracking, facing down two possible murder suspects when she wasn’t at her best. When her head finally settled, she started the car and made her way back to her hotel.

      Well, that hadn’t gone exactly like she’d expected, she mused. She was disappointed that they’d both been there, but Allen’s anger had been interesting. Plus, he had confirmed that it was him who she’d seen the day before and not someone else, like she’d half-convinced herself. He’d mentioned his alibi, which was getting shakier by the minute. She hadn’t seen an exit route from inside the museum, though her inspection had shown her that it wouldn’t be hard to find one. She doubted the staff areas were even monitored, given how lax the security was in the public parts.

      She pulled to a stop at a red light, drumming her fingers on the steering wheel. The problem was, she couldn’t prove anything at the moment. All she had was a handful of circumstantial possibilities. If, if, if, she thought sourly. He’s a good suspect, but everything about him starts with “if.” If he leaves his work, if he drives a different car, if he had a reason to hate his ex-wife. I don’t need “if,” I need certainty.

      The light switched to green, and she started forward slowly, her mind swimming with how to prove that Allen’s alibi was utterly false. She’d barely made it halfway across the intersection when her world exploded around her.

      Glass shattered and metal shrieked as her body jerked sideways. The airbag deployed, filling the air with the acrid stench of gunpowder. The SUV skidded to a stop – it felt like an eternity, but it took seconds at most.

      Her ears ringing and head reeling, she shakily fumbled her belt off and opened the door. She nearly fell out but steadied herself, her brain finally catching up with the fact that she’d been hit. She swiped at her bloody nose. She’d been struck on the passenger side and shoved across the intersection.

      She sucked in a deep breath. Where was the other car?

      She stumbled around the back of the SUV, her head screaming at her, her vision a storm of clashing colors. The other person had struck her straight on. They could be seriously injured. She had to check on them.

      She rounded the rear of the SUV and saw a red Dodge Ram truck buried in the side of her vehicle. She took a step toward it. The doors opened and three or four men spilled out, their faces red with anger. “Are you all right?” she called.

      The driver turned toward her, his face bright red. “You brok’ m’ truck,” he slurred.

      Leaning on the SUV, her legs still trembling, she took a few steps closer. “Is anyone hurt?”

      Her nose belatedly caught up with the reality of the situation as she caught the reek of liquor on the men. The fact that she could smell it over the smell of burnt rubber and smoke let her know exactly how drunk the men were. She took them in, the spots in her vision clearing now. These weren’t young men, not teenagers or college students – these were middle-aged men who should’ve known better than to drink and drive.

      A couple of them were yelling at her, and each other, while one had wandered off and sat down on the edge of the road. The driver was still slurring at her, accusing her of deliberately hitting his new truck and calling her all sorts of names.

      Erin thought about telling them that they’d struck a federal agent, but quickly squashed it. They were so sloshed that they wouldn’t register anything she said to them. Clarity was returning with every passing moment, and she realized that she had a serious problem on her hands. Taking a step away from the drunks, she turned over the situation.

      No one appeared to have been seriously hurt, which was a small miracle in and of itself. And she was clearly not the one at fault – she’d had the green light. She looked up and around and spotted the traffic cams. Yep, she could prove easily that she wasn’t the one who caused this accident.

      She hesitated. If it came out that she was in an accident, medical would have to examine her yet again, and Brody would definitely yank her from the case. This was the second time that she’d been injured solo in the field. She looked over at the vehicles and sighed. Her SUV was totaled, the passenger side completely caved in. The drunks were getting more belligerent by the second. Also, there were four of them and only one of her.

      She reluctantly dialed 911 and waited until the operator picked up. “Hi, this is FBI Agent Erin Hastings and I’m calling to report a two-car crash at West and Main. My vehicle was struck by a truck carrying four men. There doesn’t appear to be any major injuries, but we will need both police and EMS, please.”

      The woman’s soothing voice came down the line. “Very well, Agent Hastings. Help is on the way. Is there any additional information that you can give me on the situation?”

      With one eye on the drunks, Erin told the operator, “Yes, I believe the occupants of the other vehicle are intoxicated. Their behavior also seems to be quite aggressive, and they’re growing more agitated. I’m alone, so if the officers could get here soon, I would really appreciate it.”
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        * * *

      

      Erin stayed on the phone with the operator until the police arrived a few minutes later. Satisfied that there was no fuel leaking, Erin was perched in the driver’s seat of the crumpled SUV, wishing desperately for an Advil. The majority of the responders headed for the men while a single officer and medic made their way over to where she was.

      Erin offered them a tired smile. “I’m sure this isn’t what you were expecting tonight.”

      They both smiled back at her. “I could say the same thing about you, ma’am. Patrick here is going to look you over before I take your statement, if you don’t mind.”

      She shook her head. “Of course not. However, if I may?” The officer nodded for her to go ahead. “You might want to help your friends out with those gentlemen. They are… less than happy, about this turn of events.”

      The noise on the other side of the SUV increased drastically, and the officer nodded and headed off. Patrick knelt in front of her and took her wrist, checking her pulse. “What about you?”

      “Oh, I’m not thrilled about this either, but it won’t change what happened. My boss is going to have my head when I report in.”

      He shrugged. “I can always write you up a note, although it looks like your face should be pitiful enough to keep them from yelling at you. It looks like the airbag did its job and kept you safe, but you got a bloody nose and possibly a couple of black eyes in the bargain.”

      She groaned at that. “Please tell me you have some ice and Advil. I really, really don’t want to spend the next few weeks looking like I lost a fight.”

      He laughed. “Let’s finish checking you over, see if there’s anything more serious going on. If there isn’t, I bet you we can find those for you.” The volume on the other side increased even more, and he observed calmly, “They seem to be all right.”

      “They’re drunk,” she said. “Totally wasted. They wouldn’t feel a thing, even if they’d lost a limb. However, I think that worked in their favor as their bodies were boneless enough not to tense against impact. They’ll be feeling it tomorrow though, I guarantee it.”

      “I’m sure that you will as well.” He walked her through a thorough examination, his quips and wry comments keeping her amused rather than irritated. He’d just finished up and reluctantly pronounced her OK to be on her own when the officer returned. Handing her the ice pack and a couple of painkillers, he left the officer to take her statement.

      Her head was still a wreck, but her nerves had stilled, and the ice helped ease the headache enough for her to give her statement in a logical fashion. The officer informed her that the other driver was being arrested for drunk driving and that the other men were also going to jail to at least sleep it off, if not to be arrested as well.

      Erin sighed and examined her car. “I understand and I agree. But this is going to be a hassle. I was only in town for a case.”

      “I’m sure that we’ll be able to get it all sorted out,” he said sympathetically. “Would you like a ride back to your motel? Because your car is totaled.”

      “Not my car, just a loaner.” She offered him a tired half-smile. “Just let me grab my purse and phone and then I’d love a ride, thanks.”

      She quickly gathered her belongings and crawled into the police car, her head throbbing fit to burst. Placing the ice pack back over her face, she thought tiredly, Brody’s gonna have kittens when he finds out. Catherine too. Great. Just great.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

        

      

    

    
      Erin scowled blearily at her reflection. The medic’s prediction of black eyes had come true, but they were thankfully not the worst ones she’d ever received. No, that dubious honor belonged to a ninety-seven-year-old woman named Rose. She was petite, not even five foot tall and maybe ninety pounds sopping wet. She’d been mugged during one of the cases Erin’s team was investigating. Erin had managed to retrieve the purse and had been bringing it back to her. However, Rose had been understandably upset and disoriented by her encounter with the mugger and had come at Erin swinging. Her fists were so small that they’d managed to fit neatly under the orbital ridge that protected the eye, and she socked Erin a good one. Her eye had immediately swelled shut, and Erin had known that it was going to be a doozy.

      The rest of the team had razzed Erin endlessly about getting her ass kicked by a little old lady. But it had given them all a bright spot of humor during a draining case, so Erin couldn’t begrudge Rose the black eye. Plus, she had baked some excellent cookies as an apology. Erin was still working on wheedling the recipe from her.

      A knock on the door drew her from her personal scrutiny. She found a young man standing there wearing the shirt with the logo of the car rental company the officer had directed her to the night before.

      He gaped at her, and she might’ve been amused if her head hadn’t been hurting so badly. “Car crash,” she said. “Airbags save lives but sometimes make you look like you went three rounds with Rocky.”

      He nodded, suddenly reminded of why he was there. “Right, I knew that. Sorry, ma’am. We have the car in the parking lot. If I can just see some ID and you sign some paperwork?”

      Snagging the clipboard from his hand, she handed him her badge. His eyes widened and Erin found a real smile for the first time that day. “Don’t worry, the car will be safe. It wasn’t the investigation – it was a drunk driver that hit me.”

      He nodded wordlessly at that, his eyes going even wider. Erin quickly filled out the paperwork and handed it back. She was impressed when he carefully checked over the paperwork before handing her the keys. Blake’s Car Services could learn some things from this kid. He left immediately afterward, and she let out a sigh of relief. Her headache was making her cranky and she was not fit for company.

      She made her way down to the lobby and returned the key, ignoring the look the receptionist gave her. To her relief, the rental agency had sent over another SUV. She slipped on her sunglasses, smiling grimly at her reflection as she adjusted the rearview mirror. Time to go face the music.
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        * * *

      

      “Thank God,” Erin groaned when she saw the Lancaster city limit sign. The drive back from Pahrump had been sheer hell. Last night’s accident had given her whiplash, and her concussion was next level. Her body had rebelled for the entire ride. She probably shouldn’t have even driven. Her headache was so bad that she’d had to pull over twice to throw up, adding mess and time to the trip that she definitely didn’t need.

      Passing the city limit sign, she wanted to cry. She was mentally and physically exhausted. All she wanted to do was curl up in a dark corner somewhere and sleep until her head stopped throbbing. She turned toward the hotel instead of the precinct. She couldn’t face Brody like this – she just couldn’t. She just needed a little bit of rest and then she would be able to face him without weeping and humiliating herself.

      Thankfully, the hotel was only a few minutes beyond the city limits, and soon she was pulling up to it, relief sweeping through her. She debated calling her team to let them know she was back, but she knew if she spoke to them, they’d hear the distress in her voice. She shot a quick text to Catherine instead. Back in Lancaster. Went to hotel to rest, concussion acting up and giving me a headache.

      She was waiting for the elevator when she realized that that text would just bring Catherine running to check on her. Dragging her phone from her pocket, she added, Going to sleep, please don’t wake me. Will check in later.

      Catherine texted back almost immediately. OK, but if I don’t hear from you by tonight, I will look in on you. Get some rest and feel better.

      Satisfied that she’d managed to buy herself at least a little bit of time, Erin went in search of painkillers and a dark place to lie down.
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        * * *

      

      She managed to catch a brief nap but was awake again before the morning was out. Feeling miserable and wanting nothing more than to go back to Atlanta, Erin tossed and turned. Finally, she rose, unable to just lay there anymore. She definitely wasn’t up to working the case but neither did she want to stay alone with her melancholy thoughts.

      She suddenly remembered Eric. She should go and check on him anyway, make sure that he was feeling OK. And just sitting there wouldn’t strain her at all. Decision made, she was out the door in two minutes.

      However, when she walked into the hospital room and Eric’s eyes widened as he took her in, Erin abruptly realized that it might not have been as good an idea as she’d thought.

      Clenching his hands, he ground out, “Who did that to you?”

      She moved over next to the bed and lowered herself into the chair, her balance still off slightly. She covered his hand with her own. “It’s not what you think. I was in a car accident yesterday. But the medic checked me out and it’s nothing that won’t heal. Besides, the airbags worked great.”

      This didn’t soothe him like she’d hoped. “A car accident. Does Dad know, Er? When did this happen?”

      “No, he doesn’t. It wasn’t that serious.” She shrugged. “And I guess it happened early this morning actually. I was in Nevada, following a lead, when a drunk ran a red light. It was no big deal.”

      Eric studied her face. Finally, he shifted his hand enough so that it could hold hers. “Er, what’s going on? You look like hell. And I don’t mean physically. Yeah, you won’t be winning any beauty contests right now, but that’s all superficial. But you look shredded, emotionally. Talk to me, tell me what’s up. Please, Er.”

      “We’re at a dead end, again. We had a suspect, but it turned out not to be him. I mean, he was at the scene, but he wasn’t the killer.” She broke down. “I didn’t want to come back here, you know? Too much pain, too many memories.” Her breath caught in a sob. “But it was my job, so I did. But I didn’t want to come here, to face my past. And so I’ve been working so hard to try and catch the killer so I can just leave Lancaster. I’ve tried to put every single suspect into the role of killer, and it just keeps failing. I keep failing, because I’m not doing my job right.”

      She swiped half-heartedly at a tear with her free hand. “Not only that, but my boss and I have been fighting. He thinks that I’m too impulsive, that I don’t put the proper care and consideration into an investigation. I’ve spent so much time trying to work myself back into his good graces so I don’t get benched. And it was working, kinda, cause he was letting me follow up on a hunch. But I’d barely started investigating when the accident happened. And now he’s gonna flip out and bench me entirely.”

      His hand tightened reassuringly on hers and she swallowed hard. “I’ve done nothing but mess up this case from start to finish. Maybe I’m not meant to be an agent. I’ve messed things up royally now and another woman is gonna die because of me, I just know—”

      “Erin, that’s not true. Don’t ever think that. Of course you’re supposed to be an agent. The way that you put things together, work a case, it’s incredible. Yeah, you’ve had a run of bad luck, but that happens to everyone. So what if that suspect didn’t turn out to be the killer, you’re now one step closer to finding out who really did it.” He swallowed hard, his expression turning regretful. “Also, I’m not surprised that this place is messing with your head. There’s nothing wrong with not wanting to be here. That doesn’t make you a bad person or a bad agent, it simply means that you’re human. And it isn’t poor practice trying to catch the killer by examining every suspect. That’s very good, actually.”

      He squeezed her hand even tighter. “And is it really so bad if your boss benches you for a few days until you heal up? You’re so dizzy that you can barely meet my eyes. If your boss was letting you investigate your hunch, that must mean that he approves of your work and the hunch. And if he knows about it and knows that you need a couple down days, he’ll probably follow up on it for you, right?”

      She shook her head, unable to accept his words. This was the most support she’d had from her family in fifteen years – longer, even – and she had a lot of armor to chip away at. She smiled but changed the subject. “Tell me how you’re doing. When are you getting sprung from this joint?”

      They talked for several minutes about how Eric’s injuries were healing. He tried to turn the conversation back to her, but she deflected. He was sweet and undoubtedly wanted to make her feel better, but this situation rested entirely on her shoulders, and she wouldn’t pass the blame to anyone else. Her mess, her responsibility.

      “Get better, bro.” She stood and hurried back out to her car before he could say any more.

      There was no time to lick her wounds – she might as well face the situation head on. Better to face Brody and just get it over with. Putting it off would do absolutely nothing for her case. As it was, she was probably going to be sent back to Atlanta first thing. She couldn’t dredge up the energy to care either way.

      She dragged herself from the car, head pounding, every inch of her feeling battered and bruised. She made her way slowly into the precinct, dreading the upcoming confrontation. From the way the officers fell silent as she passed, she looked every bit as bad as she felt. She paused outside the team’s conference room, scraped up every scrap of courage from her rock-bottom supply, and stepped inside.

      Brody was talking to Catherine, but he looked up when she walked in. “What the hell happened to ya?” he roared.

      Erin winced and shut the door firmly behind her, not wanting to share the situation with the entire station. Catherine was at her side in seconds, ushering her over to a chair. “Quietly, Brody. She looks like she still has a splitting headache.”

      Brody nodded curtly, grabbing a chair and flipping it so he could straddle it. He sat right in front of her. “Sorry, Erin.” He kept his voice low, soothing. “Now, tell us why you look like you went three rounds in the ring. This was supposed to be just a fact-finding trip, nothing more.”

      “Well, it was just a fact-finding trip,” Erin offered tiredly. “This came later, in the car accident.”

      Catherine let out a strangled gasp, but Brody fixed his eyes on Erin. “Start at the beginning. Tell us everything.”

      It took her nearly an hour to get everything out, the story coming in fits and starts as she tried to piece it all together logically. Brody and Catherine didn’t interrupt, just gave her the time to collect her thoughts and continue. When she finally finished, she looked up, waiting for Brody to start yelling.

      To her surprise, Brody was calm. He took a deep breath, seeming to sort his words out before speaking. “Erin, you did well, checking out Allen and the museum. I agree, it’s definitely worth checking into further. But right now, your health is more important. There will be other cases, ones that are just as big as this one – but not if you don’t take care of yourself. I’m ordering you to take the rest of the day off. An officer will drive you back to your hotel. You are not to drive until your headaches ease up. If they aren’t better by tomorrow, I want the doctor to look at you again, maybe prescribe something stronger.” He stood and rested a hand gently on her shoulder. “I don’t want you to worry about any of this until at least tomorrow. Get some rest and I’ll check in on you later, OK?”

      She nodded, all the fight gone from her. “I understand. Thanks.”

      “Just get better.” He moved away.

      He arranged a ride for her, and she was back at her hotel before she knew it. Catherine had followed behind with the rental and gave her the keys before catching a ride back to the precinct with the officer. Walking into her room, Erin didn’t bother to turn on the light. She just shucked off her shoes and stumbled over to the bed. As soon as her head hit the pillow, sleep claimed her.
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        * * *

      

      She woke to an insistent buzzing, not knowing how much time had passed. She fumbled blindly for her phone.

      “Hastings,” she croaked.

      Randy’s soothing voice reached her ear. “Erin, are you all right? You sound...”

      She gave a rusty chuckle. “Yeah, like death warmed over. I’m alive and my headache isn’t that bad at the moment.” She took stock of what she had said and realized it was true. The sleep must’ve done her more good than she’d thought. Sitting up, she rubbed her face. “Why are you calling? Has something happened?”

      There was silence for a moment. “Brody called me. He told me that you suffered a serious concussion in the field. Then he said that you were in an accident. I want you to come back to Atlanta, get evaluated by the team doctor, and spend some time recuperating. I know that this case has been hard on you. It’s OK to leave it.”

      Her fatigue instantly forgotten, she dropped her hand from her eyes. “Randy, no! I can’t leave now, not like this. My team needs my help, I can’t abandon them. Not like this.”

      “I don’t doubt that your team needs you,” came Randy’s calm reply. “I put your team together because of the way your strengths complement each other. But I’m coming out there and I’ll personally be overseeing the case now. All you need to do is get healthy.”

      Erin couldn’t find the words to speak, to protest being pulled from the case. But before she could find them, Randy spoke again. “I’m at the airport now, have to get through security. Just rest and we can talk again when I get there, all right?”

      “All right.”

      “Good. See you in a few hours.”

      He hung up and she flopped back on the bed, disbelief flowing through her. Her stomach was churning. This couldn’t be happening – it had to be some sort of bad dream.

      Her ever-present headache and the assorted aches and bruises informed her otherwise. But it was Randy who had dealt her the final knockout.

      Knowing that she wouldn’t be able to sleep now, she slid off the bed down to the floor and leaned back against the bed. She set about sorting what she knew about the case, about her hunch and where she would’ve followed it if she hadn’t been sidelined by the accident. She closed her eyes and allowed the ideas to crash in.

      First, the Ferrari, flashing bright red, apple red, across her mind’s eye. How was Cook driving that model? His job as a security guard certainly didn’t pay that well, and half of his assets had gone to Rayna when they’d divorced. He had still been paying her alimony as well. How, then, was he driving a sports car? She crinkled her nose. And such a flashy sports car at that? Ostentatious cars were just so, bleh. If she ever got a nice car, a really nice car, she’d opt for something with quiet elegance. Not something that screamed look at me, like a teenage boy showing off for a girl he liked.

      Realizing that her thoughts had wandered, she pulled them back on track. Several moments of the case came back to her, including her conversation with the SUV guy just that morning. The kid’s wide eyes when he’d seen her face, his forms and regulations with her signature scrawled sloppily along the bottom, so different from her normal neat writing. Blake’s incompetence. Cook smirking and waving across the gas station at her.

      She let out a sharp bark of laughter as she suddenly realized. It wasn’t his car.

      It was a rental. Cook was renting high-end cars.

      In a flash, a possible scenario formed in her mind. Allen chose his victims, rented a car, and used that car to drive to the women’s home. He drove to the house, killed them, and drove back in time to do the morning rounds before the day shift came on. It was all there.

      Having met Gary, she didn’t believe that the other guard was in on it. Somehow, Allen was managing to get out of Gary’s watch at night without the man even being aware of it. Or if he was aware of it, Allen had given him a good enough explanation to dispel any suspicions. Honestly, Gary didn’t seem like he’d ever be suspicious of anyone, even when it was obvious.

      She stood and paced for a minute before her headache forced her to sit again. Watt had said that he’d found the window smashed that night. If he was telling the truth, the women were already dead and the killer had fled before he got there. Rayna had been posed, but in the hallway. Had the killer really chosen that location, or had he been interrupted in his task? She didn’t think that it was a special enough place to leave a dead body posed – especially not if it was that of the killer’s ex-wife.

      Cook’s eyes had filled with tears when she’d first interviewed him. I’ve lost everything that was dear to me. But the last time they spoke, he had been cold, angry, had pressed his thumb on the neck of that beer bottle. Had he done the same to his wife? And what about his daughter? She hadn’t been posed, hadn’t been strangled. Hers was a different killing altogether.

      Another scene played out. Cook, believing that Valerie would be gone all night because of her social media post, went to the house and strangled Rayna. Valerie must’ve come home early and surprised her father. They’d fought. Maybe. Maybe she’d been in shock over what she’d walked in on. It would explain why she hadn’t tried to call police. Or maybe she had threatened to call the police, which was when Allen had reacted. Quickly and violently with a blow to the head.

      His grief for Valerie had seemed genuine. He’d never meant to kill her. Never meant for her to be there at all. It was his wife he’d wanted dead that night.

      But what about the others?

      Another image swam into Erin’s reeling mind. The sneer on Cook’s face during their interview when they’d spoken about divorce. Allen had made no attempt to conceal his disapproval of women who’d left their husbands. What was it Eric had said she should look for? Someone who had no record, Joe Average, but who’d wanted to severely punish those they believed had wronged them.

      She worked through it slowly. Cook lived in the same area as Warren and Jessica VanRijn. Could he have discovered that she was filing for divorce somehow? It was possible, but what was his link to the other victims?

      Try as she might, she couldn’t see how they fit. She’d get her thoughts all organized and then her headache would throb and they’d scatter to the four winds again. There must be a way that they went together, even if she couldn’t see it. The images and ideas ambushed her and fought for position like the throng of journalists outside the police station. Catherine’s words whispered through her mind. Don’t let the media get to you...

      The fourth victim, Sandy Morrison, had given an interview, if she remembered correctly. It had been outside her home, telling the media how scared she was of the Lancaster Killer. She’d put a big target on herself, led him right to her, practically serving up her address on a silver platter. She’d been a fool, and she’d paid for it with her life.

      Erin reached blindly for her phone – she needed to get hold of Sasha. She had to find out if the dates of Cook’s car rentals matched up with the dates of the murders. There should be a paper trail from whatever credit card he was using to rent them.

      Why hadn’t she thought of this sooner? This damn concussion was slowing her down, making every thought a task of Sisyphean proportions. Pushing and shoving and inching her way toward finishing, only to get smashed back down to the beginning as soon as she started to make any headway. She pressed at her temple. Then again, maybe it had helped her look at things differently, all alone in this dark room. She huffed a short, frustrated sigh. Or it could be filling her head with garbage, leading her down the totally wrong path.

      She sighed again, allowing this one to carry away her anger and irritation. She was on a tight deadline and couldn’t afford to waste time on useless recriminations. She could let the others work things out from here.

      She paused as something occurred to her. Would a credit card be enough to guarantee such a luxury vehicle or would there need to be something more as collateral? And if there was, what would it be? Whatever the answer, one thing was for sure – there was a lot more to Allen Cook than met the eye.

      She pulled up her internet to send an email to Sasha about Cook’s credit card history, blinking at the brightness of the screen. But when the page loaded, it was the one for the public records for the state of California. More specifically, the divorce records.

      That was it! That was how he was picking his victims. The records were public domain. Goodness, she’d used them herself back when they were dealing with both Hayes and Watt. Cook could’ve accessed them just as easily as she had. Between the public records and the media, it would’ve been only too easy for him to select his next victim.

      She nodded, the last wonky puzzle piece finally sliding neatly into place. It all fit, all made sense. But at this point in time, it was still nothing more than just a theory.

      There was no way that Randy or Brody would let her back into the field at this point. She needed to get the evidence so that they could arrest him. She couldn’t trust this to anyone else, not until she had something concrete, otherwise they’d think that she was crazy, her brains still scrambled. Hell, she was halfway convinced that she was crazy herself, but this theory made sense. None of the other scenarios they’d managed to come up with held as much potential as this one. She just knew it. And she would have to prove it on her own. She needed to get back to Pahrump, see if she could find the rental agency Cook was using. That should be enough evidence for the others to get at least started.

      She stood, slipping on her shoes. Her head swam and stomach churned uneasily for a moment. Pushing the nausea aside, she quickly swallowed a double dose of painkillers. Her thoughts were all over the place as she tried to decide where to start, but she was certain of one thing as she headed out the door. She’d get the guy this time if it was the last thing she did.
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      Erin was an hour outside of Lancaster when the call that she was anticipating finally arrived. Seeing Brody’s name on the screen, she swallowed hard. “Hastings.”

      Brody’s voice was calm. “Where are you? I’m at the hotel, I came to check in on you. But you weren’t answering your door. I was worried that you were unconscious in there, so I got the manager to let me in. Did you go to see your brother? Or get food? We would’ve been happy to bring you something.”

      Oh, this was worse than she’d anticipated. He was being nice to her. Her head throbbed, and she wasn’t able to come up with a believable lie. “No, I didn’t go to see Eric. I’m following up on a lead, I’m pretty sure I’ve found the answer that we’ve been looking for.”

      The silence on the other end was a dangerous one. “I didn’t hear what I just thought I heard, did I? Where. Are. You.”

      She dug her heels in. “I’m following up on a lead.”

      “You need to return to the hotel, this instant!” he snarled. “Agent Hastings, this isn’t a joke! What are you even thinking, driving anywhere? You’re a danger to everyone you meet, you know that? You need to be resting, quietly, allowing yourself to heal. Not haring off to who knows where. Have you lost your ever-loving mind?”

      Erin didn’t know what else he might’ve said, as she hung up on him. Her head already hurt enough, and his shouting wasn’t doing a thing to help it. She had no intention of turning back now. If she did, there was a good chance that she would be benched for months, both by the injury and as reprimand for her behavior. If she was going out, she was going to do it on her own terms. And she would not let another woman die on her watch.

      Three more calls came from Brody in quick succession, but she didn’t bother to answer any of them, knowing that he would only order her to return. Then Catherine’s name flashed up on the screen, only five minutes later. Brody must’ve called in reinforcements. Still, she couldn’t not answer it. She hit the button reluctantly. “Cath?”

      “Please tell me that you’re just messing with Brody and are not really off trying to follow a lead while you’re seriously concussed.”

      Erin grimaced. Catherine never pulled any punches, that was for sure. She let her silence speak for her.

      Catherine sighed. “Erin, you know better than this. If this isn’t a sign that your brain is a mess right now, I don’t know what is. You’re putting yourself in danger by going into the field when you’re not at the top of your game. You’re endangering everyone else on the road by driving impaired. Most of all, you’re doing a disservice to the women of this case by making us track you down instead of focusing on catching the killer.”

      Erin winced. Her voice came out hoarse. “I’m sorry, but I have to do this, for those very women. I can’t let another woman die because of me, I just can’t.”

      She brushed away a tear with a shaking hand as she hung up on whatever else Catherine had to say. Another few sentences and she would’ve convinced her to turn around, which would be a mistake, she knew it. Catherine didn’t try to call again, but sent her a text that read, You’re better than this. Please, Erin, do the right thing.

      Erin spoke aloud to the empty car. “I am doing the right thing. I have to do this. I have to.”
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        * * *

      

      She was clearing the Vegas traffic when her phone rang again. She raised an eyebrow. It was Randy’s number on the display. She hadn’t realized that he would be there yet. The busy roads had slowed her more than she’d thought. That and the two stops that she’d had to make. Once to throw up and once at a convenience store to get some snacks and water so that she could take some more medicine. It had helped, for a little while.

      She answered with a sigh. “Hastings.”

      Randy’s voice was steady. “Erin, Brody has informed me that you’ve decided to ignore my orders and go off chasing a lead on your own. Care to explain?”

      Erin’s stomach churned, but she kept her voice balanced through sheer will. “I’m sorry, Randy, but I have to do this. After your last call, it all fell into place. I have to do this, before another woman dies.”

      “What fell into place? What do you think that you’ve found?”

      She couldn’t tell what he was thinking. His tone was level and void of emotion. Taking a deep breath, she slowly and carefully laid everything out, making sure that she covered every angle and issue. Silence lingered for several moments after she finished.

      “Those are all very good observations. But none of that changes the fact that you need to return to Lancaster right now. You are not fit to be in the field. You are putting yourself at risk, and everyone out there around you. You’ve done enough – let us handle the rest. Agent Hastings, you need to listen to your superiors’ orders and return immediately.”

      Sadness welled in her. This would probably be her last case. “I’m sorry, I really am,” she answered. “But I can’t do that, Randy.”

      She hung up the phone, willing herself not to cry. She’d made the decision, and she would live with it. There had been no other choice, not in her mind. If she was fired, so be it, but first she had a killer to catch and a woman to save.
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        * * *

      

      She finally reached Pahrump around two. She sighed, both relieved she had made it and anxious about her team. They would be hot on her tail and if she didn’t hurry, they might be closing in on Cook before she was ready. They already had the advantage of not having to deal with a concussion. She had no room for error. A single mistake and it was game over.

      She pulled into the first car rental agency she found off the highway and strode inside, keeping her shades on. Pulling out her badge, she asked the woman, “Who do I need to talk to about renting luxury cars?”

      The woman’s customer service smile didn’t falter. “You won’t find anything like that around here. There’s only one person around here that even rents that type of car.” She leaned a little closer to Erin. “Too many people come to Vegas looking for a good time. They seem to think that means they can treat cars and property like it’s disposable. It’s just not worth the constant repair and cleaning costs for cars like that. We deal with serviceable cars, not flashy ones, the kind that businessmen and families like to rent and usually return in great condition.”

      Erin grimaced sympathetically. Some people thought that because they were on vacation, they could just throw away their everyday manners and morals like they were nothing. “What’s the place that does rent out the high-end cars, then?”

      The woman reached into a drawer and pulled out a card. “Auto Rentals Co-op, just outside of Vegas. It’s run by Ethan Garvey, he’s the one that you need to talk to. Tell him that Carrie sent you.”

      Erin nodded. “Thank you, Carrie.”

      She took the card and hurried from the building. Just outside of Vegas – that would add another forty-five minutes to an hour to the drive. Still, if she could find the information she needed, it would be worth it. And if the team stopped and asked around about luxury cars, it might buy her a little more time.
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        * * *

      

      Fifty-three minutes later, she pulled into the parking lot of Auto Rentals Co-op. Stepping out of the car, she had to swallow a dry heave brought on by the slight jostle. Come on, head, she begged. Just a little bit longer. I just need another day or so, then I can rest. You can have a nice long rest when you’re fired. She pushed the thought aside. It was useless to dwell on that. She needed to stay present.

      She was greeted immediately, and when she asked for Ethan Garvey, the front desk clerk escorted her to a large office in the back of the building. He knocked on the door and asked her to wait a moment, then saw her in and directed her to a chair.

      The man behind the desk grinned widely at her. “Please, forgive me for not standing to greet you, but as you can see...”

      He was sitting in a wheelchair. Before Erin could speak, he continued, “It happened when I was young. I was a car fanatic, and like most young men, a bit of a reckless daredevil. A wreck ruined my racing career, but as you can see, cars are in my blood. So, what can I do for you?”

      She pulled out her badge and showed it to him. “Carrie in Pahrump told me that you were the man that I needed to talk to about renting luxury cars.”

      He took the badge and examined it carefully. He was still cheerful, but there was a hint of wariness in his voice. “And what brings you to my establishment? I didn’t think that federal agents were big into luxury cars.”

      She gave a tight smile. “Some are, some aren’t. However, I’m in search of information pertaining to a case. How many different luxury cars do you currently possess?”

      He relaxed slightly. “Three, at the moment. A young fool wrecked my fourth, wrapped it around a lamppost. However, his daddy is rich and will undoubtedly pay for a replacement, so I’ll get a new one sometime soon.”

      “And what are those three cars?”

      He grinned. “A Ferrari 458, a Lamborghini Murcielago, and a Mercedes Cabriolet. All of them run so smoothly and they purr like happy cats.”

      She took a deep breath. Her entire theory rested on the answer to this question. “Have any of these cars ever been rented by a man named Allen Cook?”

      Ethan nodded. “Yes, Allen is one of my best customers and he’s become a personal friend. He’s one of few with a true appreciation for fine cars. He’s used them all multiple times.”

      Erin caught herself from sagging at the last moment. This, this was what they’d been missing. But still, there was more that she didn’t understand. “How can he afford to rent these cars on a night guard’s salary? I’m assuming that these cars are more expensive to rent.” The words were out before she could think them through, but thankfully he didn’t seem to take offense.

      “After his workplace accident, he deserved that large payout,” Ethan said firmly. “It’s a miracle that he didn’t lose use of his hands entirely, and all because his supervisor wanted productivity over safety. He spent nearly two decades in a soul-sucking job, he can enjoy life how he likes now.”

      She nodded politely. “Would it be possible to find out when he rented those cars?”

      He turned his attention to the computer. After a few minutes, he handed her the printout. “He’s a man of routine, he always rents one on Mondays. And sometimes he’ll take one home overnight. I think he likes to park them in his garage and dream about having one of his own someday.”

      Erin was too busy scanning the sheet to respond. There was the seventh, the thirteenth, and the twenty-fourth of November. All dates of the Lancaster killings.

      She quickly got the rest of Cook’s rental information and thanked Ethan Garvey before leaving. This was it.

      As she climbed into her car, her phone rang. She debated turning the phone off, but made the mistake of glancing at the screen first. It was her father. Had something happened to Eric?

      Her heart flew into her throat. “Dad?”

      His voice was calm, but there was an underlying note of strain that she’d never heard before. “Erin, where are you?”

      “I’m working the case. Has something happened to Eric? Is he ok?”

      Graham sighed. “Your brother’s fine, the doctors are pleased with his progress. But your boss, Agent Innis, called me.”

      He was talking to her dad now? Was there nothing that Brody wouldn’t do to sabotage her involvement in this investigation? “Why?”

      “He called to see if you had gotten in touch with me. He told me that you had suffered a serious head injury and weren’t thinking clearly, that you needed to be resting and taking care of yourself. Then I had to hear from your brother that you’d been in an accident. Your boss told me that you’ve gone against advice and are out working the case. What are you thinking?”

      She couldn’t stop her voice from trembling. “I have to do this, Dad. I have to solve this case and catch this killer. I’m sorry that he called you, I’m sorry that I didn’t tell you about the accident. I’m really sorry that you’re worried, but Dad, I can’t go back, not like this. I have to save them, I can’t let anyone else die, I just can’t. Not when I can stop it.”

      She covered her eyes, but the tears slipped past her fingers. The words had just spilled out of her. Until she’d come back here, she hadn’t said more than day-to-day pleasantries to him for years. Now she couldn’t hold her feelings in any longer. She knew in her bones that they were reaching the end of the case, one way or the other, and that always sent her adrenaline through the roof. And the concussion was throwing her emotions all over the place.

      When Graham spoke again, his voice was thick with tears. “I’m sorry too, Erin. I’m sorry that I made you feel like you were never good enough when you were younger, that Eric was somehow more important than you. I love both of you so, so much. But I was so lost after your mother died, I had no idea how to raise kids, let alone a little girl that was her spitting image. I’m so sorry.”

      Erin was stunned into silence. “I’m sorry how things turned out,” he continued. “I was so busy working, burying my own pain, that I never saw how much Eric was struggling, how much you were. If I’d been home more, if I’d been present when I was home, maybe I could’ve stopped what happened. Because of me, because I failed as a father, Eric is in jail and you ran three thousand miles away to get away from all of it.”

      He took a deep breath, and his voice was steadier when he continued, carrying an edge of pride. “But you, Erin, you’re so much stronger than both Eric and I are. I’ve been following your career since the very beginning. Your boss called me for your personal reference. We’ve been in touch since. He sends me clippings and I follow you on the news as well, when you’re on. I’m so proud of you, Erin. You’ve done so much, saved so many people. You’ve made a real difference and you make a difference every day. You stand between people and those that hurt them. You’re an amazing woman.”

      Erin felt something unfurl in her, a tight knot in her chest that had been part of her as long as she could remember. Tears flowed down her face. She had never thought her father capable of reaching out to her, let alone telling her he was proud of her in so many ways. She could feel something healing in her that she hadn’t even known was broken.

      The slamming of a car door nearby drew her back to the present and she swiped at the tears, unable to stop the smile on her face. She cleared her throat. “Thank you, Dad,” she said softly. “That means the world to me. I have to go, but I promise you, I’ll be careful. I’ll call you as soon as I can. I love you. Tell Eric that I love him too. Bye.”

      “I will, and we love you too. Please, please be careful out there.”

      It was Graham that hung up first, and Erin was grateful for it. Still, his call had raised several doubts in her mind. She knew that she shouldn’t be working, had urged other agents to sit out for less serious injuries. But her hunch had quickly shifted into a real lead. Not only that, but with every minute that passed, the window to the next kill was closing, and fast.

      She chewed uncertainly on her lip. She was in no condition to actually take down or chase after a killer. Especially not one fit enough to murder women in the prime of life. But she didn’t have to confront him, not yet. She’d found the source of the vehicles, so she could catch him the next time he rented a car overnight. It was the smart thing to do. She could observe him, keep him under watch, prevent him from going after anyone else. She had the feeling that the luxury cars were a vital part to his M.O., a key component that he couldn’t carry out his murders without.

      She sighed. It would mean handing the case over to the team, something that she was reluctant to do. Brody would bench her as soon as he caught up with her. It was just plain fact. But neither could she put a woman’s life in jeopardy – or her own – because she wasn’t in the condition to save her. No, better to give in and let the others handle it. As long as they caught the killer, it didn’t really matter.

      She checked the clock. Enough time had passed that she could take more Advil. She drained half her water bottle, the cold water helping to clear her head slightly. Yes, she needed to turn over the case to the team, but that didn’t mean that she had to wait helplessly for them to arrive.

      They needed to know if Cook was working alone or not. Maybe if she took the printout and showed it to Hubert, it would tell her whether he was oblivious of his co-worker’s misdeeds or if he was somehow in on it. After all, what could it hurt?
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        * * *

      

      The kitchen felt too small, too cramped, like there wasn’t enough oxygen for him. His fingers twitched and he drummed them impatiently along the countertop. As much as he wanted to pace, he couldn’t find the concentration to do it. Even the few steps that it would take were too much for him to deal with in his current state.

      Too much time had passed since he’d last cleansed a wicked woman from the earth. He knew, with a gut-deep certainty, that there were dozens more out there, preying on men. It had felt so good, being able to remove the threat. Especially the last time.

      Memories of that night returned, and he slowly turned them over in his mind. He enjoyed the thoughts, but the energy they released in him was far weaker now than when he had first made the kill.

      He’d gone into that hunt with low expectations. Circumstances had forced his hand, had made him change his M.O. in order to continue his mission. After all, there would always be those who would not understand, the brainwashed who would cling to those evil creatures and defend them against those who knew better. It was one of the reasons those Jezebels could hide in plain sight.

      Because of that, he hadn’t staged the body like he usually did. He hadn’t actually known, going in, what he was going to do. However, when he’d seen the statue, inspiration had struck. He’d let her grovel in death at the feet of one of those who she’d tried to ruin in life. Let her gaze at him for all eternity, the salvation that she could’ve had if she hadn’t thought herself above men.

      His fingers stilled as he remembered it, the joy that had flooded him as the light left her eyes, her clawing hands falling limply away from his arms.

      God, he wished he could feel that power again.

      He’d taken his time, posing her carefully to make the maximum statement. That and making sure he hadn’t left a trace behind at the scene. After all, he reminded himself, this mission was too important to mess up, too important to leave anything to chance.

      Perhaps he should change his M.O. once more, leave them all guessing. Perhaps – perhaps it was time to hunt larger prey – a celebrity, for example. Or maybe someone on the news. That was how he’d found Sandy after all. Fate had delivered her straight to him for justice. Maybe fate would smile on him again and lead him to the next target to be cleansed.

      He flipped through his meticulous notes about each target. The FBI was still here, despite having made no progress in the case. It had been amusing to see that college kid elude them. If a wet-behind-the-ears college freshman could outwit them, the FBI clearly hadn’t sent their best or their brightest.

      A grin curled up his thin lips. The fact that these agents were so sub-par was something he planned on taking full advantage of. With a little bit of forethought, he would have them running around in circles until they finally gave up and went home. Not only that, but there had to be some way to share the embarrassment of the agents’ ineptitude. He just knew that others would find it as amusing as he did, and the agents were much more likely to slink home in shame if they were publicly ridiculed.

      He frowned as he tapped a name in his list of possible targets. Agent Hastings could prove to be a sticking point in his plans. Despite how she’d appeared in the press of late, Erin wasn’t as stupid as she looked. Her green eyes had a way of seeing, of looking deep into a matter and pulling the truth from it. How he wanted to see the life drain from those eyes as his hands were wrapped around her neck.

      Taking a deep breath, he pulled himself from his fantasy. He would deal with her in his own time, in his own way. But right now, he couldn’t afford to have the FBI looking into the death of an agent. No, he needed them busy while he struck at bigger targets. And when the time came, and the FBI no longer served their purpose of chasing false leads, then he would strike.

      The waiting would only make the final kill more exquisite in the end. He was a patient man, after all. He could wait to savor what was surely going to be one of his greatest masterpieces.
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      Erin had been sitting outside Hubert’s place for nearly five minutes, debating whether or not it was a good idea to approach him. What if he was in on it with Cook? Could he be dangerous? The man had struck her before as both kindly and submissive. He’d seemed a little surprised by Cook’s irritation with her, but he hadn’t stepped forward and defended her. There was a high likelihood that if push came to shove, she would be able to bluff her way out of any danger with a show of strength. Even if that show was just false bravado.

      She exited the car and made her way up to the front door. She was pleased that she only stumbled once, and that she could pass off as tripping a little over the curb. She could do this. Taking a deep breath, she squared her chin and filled her expression with all the determination she could muster before ringing the doorbell.

      If she’d timed it right, she would’ve caught him getting ready for his night shift. At least, she hoped he wouldn’t be sleeping. To her relief, right after she rang the doorbell, she heard the sound of footsteps.

      He opened the door, his eyes widening a little when he realized who was standing on the other side of the door. She offered him her best professional smile. “Mr. Hubert, do you remember me? We met the other night when I came to inspect the museum and speak with your co-worker about his ex-wife’s case.”

      He shifted uneasily. “I remember,” he mumbled. “What are you doing here?”

      “I need to speak with you regarding a different matter. May I come in? I don’t want your neighbors gossiping about a federal agent standing on your porch.”

      He flinched and hastily opened the door. “Please, come in. Hurry.”

      So far so good. She stepped inside, taking a quick glance around. It was just an ordinary home, neat for a bachelor’s home, nothing fancy. Just well-worn furniture and modest furnishing, in keeping with a guard’s salary. He invited her into the living room, offering her water or pop, if she preferred.

      Erin turned him down gently. Now that she’d thrown him off-kilter with her unexpected arrival, she had to lull him into a sense of false complacency. “You have a lovely home, Mr. Hubert. This matter won’t take a minute. As I’m sure you are already aware, Mr. Cook’s wife and daughter were murdered nearly a month ago.”

      His expression filled with what appeared to be genuine sadness. “Yes, such a horrible thing to happen. Especially right before the holidays, when families should be coming together, laying old grudges aside for peace on Earth and goodwill to men.”

      Hmm, interesting. Cook must have been making noises about getting back together with Rayna. It also looked like Hubert was one of those people who believed in happily-ever-afters, and that if you worked hard enough, tried hard enough, you could fix any relationship. Time to shake that belief. She nodded sagely. “Yes, that’s very true. It’s sad, to lose your family right before the holidays. But what if Allen didn’t lose his family?”

      He looked puzzled at that. “What do you mean? They were killed, there were funerals and everything.”

      She studied him for several moments. “Yes, they were. But that is not what I came here to talk about with you today. I have some questions about your co-worker, Allen Cook. Were you aware that he likes to drive luxury cars?”

      “Yeah, it’s his hobby,” he answered readily. “He’s showed me a couple of pictures of the car that he’s gonna buy when he finally retires. It’s a sweet ride, he’s gonna criss-cross America in it, hit all the car shows.”

      She smiled. “Interesting. Were you also aware that on the night his ex-wife and daughter were murdered, he rented a car, a Lamborghini to be precise?”

      Gary frowned at that. “No, that can’t be right, he showed up to work in his usual car. If he’d had a fancy one, he would’ve showed it off.”

      She continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “As I’m sure you’re already aware, there have been similar murders to those of the Cook women. Were you aware that he also rented cars on the dates that coincide with the other murders?”

      “I don’t believe that.” His expression shifted, gained a stubborn set.

      “I have proof.” She handed him a copy of the printout. “If you look, you’ll clearly see that these cars are all rented to Allen Cook. They had his driver’s license on file, and I verified that it was truly him. A puzzling coincidence, don’t you think?”

      He shook his head adamantly. “Allen’s a good guy, why else would he be working for a children’s museum? Renting a car is not a crime, at least not one that I know of in any state.”

      “Maybe not. But don’t you find it at least a little strange that he didn’t share any of these fancy cars with you? Especially after he’s told you all about his dream car? And the fact that he rented them at the same time as the murders, well...” She purposefully trailed off to let him fill in the blanks himself. The human mind was vastly more resourceful at making connections and filling in information than anything she could ever say. At her words, he wavered, as though almost giving into the doubt, but then he seemed to think of something and shook his head as if to clear it.

      He stood. “I think you should go now, please. I need to finish getting ready for my shift. Sometimes, during the holidays, bored teenagers break into the museum and try to vandalize it, and I really need to be there to make sure it doesn’t happen again. Lots of families visit the museum during break, and I don’t want the kids to be disappointed. As for Allen, I’m sure that it’s just chance, about the cars and everything. He’s a good guy, really. Even after the lousy hand that life has dealt him, he’s a good guy. Ma’am, I need you to leave, please.”

      Knowing that she would get nothing further from him, Erin stood, relieved when the room didn’t spin. “Of course, Mr. Hubert. I appreciate your insight into this matter. Have a good rest of your day.”

      I’ve planted the seed of doubt, she thought. Now I just have to wait. He’s either an accomplice of Cook’s and will go running to him first thing, or he’s an innocent man and won’t be able to keep his eyes closed to the matter. If that’s the case, he’ll get in touch with me soon. Just gotta be patient.

      Sitting in her car, she reluctantly pulled out her phone. Not wanting to hear the disappointment in Catherine’s voice, Erin decided to take the safer route and text. Need to meet up with the team. Location?

      She set down the phone, anxiety swirling through her. Thankfully, Catherine immediately answered. Team is in Pahrump. Where are you?

      Well, that was convenient, she supposed. Pahrump as well. Where do we meet?

      The answer took longer this time. Finally, her phone dinged. Meet at Denny’s. The team needs to eat and I’m sure you haven’t really eaten today either. Be aware, Randy’s with the team as well. Not happy.

      Erin sighed. It was only to be expected really. She texted back, Be there in five.

      She put the car in drive. Time to go face the rest of the team.
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        * * *

      

      When she pulled into the Denny’s parking lot, only Catherine and Randy were standing outside waiting for her. Nodding that she’d seen them, she went in search of a free parking spot and found one that wasn’t too far from the front doors. Scraping together all of her now nearly non-existent courage, she shut the car door behind her.

      Catherine was right there, carefully checking her over. She frowned when she saw Erin’s face, gently grasping her chin and turning it from side to side so that she could see better. “Your black eyes have gotten more colorful,” she murmured. “And I doubt that your headache has gone down any. Really, Erin, what were you thinking?”

      “I wasn’t, not really,” Erin admitted. “But there was this lead that I had to follow up on. I promise you, Cath, it was important. Is important.”

      “Tsk.” Catherine released her face. “Very well. But I’m not the one that you have to convince. He is.” She inclined her head toward Randy, who was standing a few feet away. “The others are inside, grabbing a table. I’ll make sure to order something you like; you’ll need your strength. Good luck.” She started to walk away before firing a parting shot over her shoulder, “You should just be grateful that it isn’t Innis out here waiting for you. He is not happy with you. At all.”

      Randy waited until Catherine had entered the building to join Erin, leaning against the car next to her. “I assume she was telling you that you look like hell?”

      Erin felt her lips quirk into a brief smile. “Yeah, kinda. Also, that the team isn’t exactly happy with me.”

      He sighed. “‘Not happy’ is the world’s biggest understatement. What were you thinking, Erin? You know that concussions are a big deal, you know that both Brody and I were only asking you to rest and recuperate, not kicking you from the team. Why are you fighting us so hard on this, when we just want you to get better? There will be more cases, other cases, but your health is more important. You need to stop, to listen to us, because obviously you’re not thinking clearly.”

      Erin used a hand to brace herself against the car as she leaned toward Randy, taking care not to lean too far. Damn concussion kept messing with her balance, and she couldn’t afford to show any weakness.

      Irritation at the situation made her tone sharper than she wished. “I know, I know. The concussion has been making it hard to think. Then there was the car accident, which only added to all of this mess. I’ve been running on empty. But I can’t stop, I just can’t, because another woman will die if I do.”

      Randy crossed his arms and raised a single eyebrow. This was the equivalent of a shout from him. “So instead, you choose to endanger yourself and countless others by trying to chase down leads while you’re physically compromised? That’s the height of foolishness.”

      She dropped her gaze to the pavement. She couldn’t argue with that.

      “What was so important that you had to pull this stunt? Was it truly significant or is it just your scrambled brain grasping at straws?”

      She sighed. “Maybe a little of both? I know that I’m not one hundred percent right now, but this is huge, sir. Will you hear me out?”

      “You have one chance, Agent Hastings, to convince me why I shouldn’t send you back to Atlanta tonight.”

      She handed him the rental car printout, praying that he would understand, that he would see what she saw. She wasn’t wrong about this. She carefully outlined her thought process from start to finish – the uneasy feeling that she’d always had about Cook’s alibi, her hunch about the divorces that had started it all, and the luxury car hire which was the missing piece of the puzzle. She brought him all the way up to date including her latest visit to Hubert.

      After she finished, he was quiet, his face impassive. Was he going to send her away, after all that? Without a word, he walked toward the restaurant.

      “Sir?”

      He paused and motioned for her to join him. “Since I cannot spare an agent to return you to Lancaster or the nearest airport because of new intelligence on the case, you’ll have to remain with the team. However, you are to remain in Brody’s car and do absolutely nothing beyond resting. Do I make myself clear, Agent Hastings?”

      A rush of relief swamped her. She wobbled slightly and he reached out to steady her. She took his arm. His tone told her that he wasn’t truly mad at her, and that she’d been forgiven for going rogue, even if there would be consequences down the road. More than that, he believed the lead valuable enough that he wasn’t pulling her from the case. She’d take the benching for the moment. “Very clear, sir.”

      He nodded, threading her arm through his. “Good, let’s get some food into you. You’re pale as a sheet. I thought all California girls had a tan.”

      She offered him a slight smile. “It’s the case. Haven’t seen a lot of sun since I got here.”

      They headed inside. She’d do what she was told for now – she would eat and she would rest. If she was lucky, she’d be in good enough shape to help with the conclusion of the case. She prayed that she’d be fit enough to participate if they made a move on Cook. They were here because of her after all.
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      Erin shifted uncomfortably, her dinner settling uneasily in her stomach. She was stretched out across the rear seat of Brody’s SUV, per Randy’s orders. But that didn’t mean that she was happy about it in the least. As a matter of fact, she was incredibly put out that she had to skulk in the car like a criminal while Brody and Randy went to interrogate Cook and Hubert.

      True, Catherine was in the car with her. They were both wearing earpieces to allow them to listen in on the interrogations and interact with Randy and Brody. But it was gut-wrenching to be exiled to the car like a naughty child when she had been the one to crack the case.

      Catherine must’ve noticed her restlessness. “Do you need more medicine? Or I can crank up the air conditioning if you’re hot.”

      Despite the worsening headache lurking at her temples, Erin couldn’t help but smile at the team mom. “No, I’m fine. Just want to be in there.”

      Catherine rolled her eyes. “You’re lucky you’re even in this car. Now hush, they’re about to start.”

      Sure enough, Brody’s voice filtered into her ear, the sound crystal clear despite the fact that he and Randy had already gone inside. It was a quarter after seven, the museum having closed at seven, and it had taken the guards fifteen minutes to sweep the building for any lingering visitors and lock everything up.

      “Mr. Hubert, I’m Agent Innis and this is my colleague, Agent Cho. We need to speak with you regarding an open investigation.”

      Hubert’s nervousness practically bled down the line. “I’ve already talked with the FBI today. I don’t see what else you might need from me.”

      Brody’s voice was calm and level, although he’d been pissed at Erin not half an hour earlier for the same thing. “Yes, Agent Hastings, we are aware. We just need to ask you a few follow-up questions regarding that visit as well as your co-worker, Allen Cook. Can we go ahead and get started?”

      Gary mumbled something that might’ve been an affirmation, but it was too low for the earpiece to catch. It took them a few minutes to sit and get settled, but eventually Brody started the questioning. “How long have you known Allen Cook?”

      Gary seemed to relax, his voice much lighter. “Well, I’ve known him since he first started here. About four or five months, roughly. He’s been a good co-worker, despite not having any experience guarding before.”

      Erin murmured into her mic, “Does he know what Cook did before, that he was a machinist?”

      “Did you know about his wife?” Brody continued. “Did he ever mention her or why they divorced?”

      “Oh yeah, he told me about that during our first shift, about how he was trying to reconcile with his wife and daughter, get their family together again. As for the divorce, I think he said that it was her boss at work, that he’d lured her away with false promises? But that was in the past and he would forgive all that if they could just be a family again. New city, fresh start.”

      “So he told you that he’d moved halfway across the country and got this job in order to win back his ex-wife and daughter?” came Randy’s voice. “Why didn’t he move to California if that were the case?”

      “A condition of their divorce was that they had to live a certain number of miles apart. That boss really did a number brainwashing her,” Gary said seriously.

      Erin muttered to Catherine, “I knew that I should have gone over the divorce paperwork more carefully. If that isn’t a red flag, I don’t know what is.”

      Catherine shushed her and she sat back with ill grace, tuning back into the conversation.

      “Do you know how Mr. Cook spends his days off?”

      “Well, before the tragedy, he would go and visit his family. Since then, I guess he just stays at home.”

      Erin pressed the mic again. “Ask him about the cars, Brody. It’s our significant lead.”

      “Have you ever visited him at home, Mr. Hubert?”

      “Brody, the cars,” Erin prompted.

      Brody proceeded with his own line of questioning. Erin sat up, blood rushing to her head. “That’s it, I’m going in there and asking the questions myself. They’re ignoring everything I suggest and missing all the important questions. We need answers! It’s because they’re still pissed that I took off on my own.”

      Catherine didn’t even bother to look at her. “Sit back and simmer down. The reason you are stuck sitting in this car instead of being in on the interrogation rests squarely on your own shoulders. You were so busy rushing ahead that you forgot to have someone watch your back. It bit you in the ass, big time. Thus, here you sit. Now quit whining, it’s unbecoming in a federal agent.”

      Her anger fled under Catherine’s fierce onslaught, and she sank back against the seat. It wasn’t fair that Brody wasn’t even bothering to listen to any of her suggestions. Yeah, he was the one in charge, but that didn’t mean she had to just shut up and follow his every word. He needed to learn to listen to others, not just dish out orders and expect everyone to blindly follow them. America was supposed to be a democracy, not a tyranny.

      She sighed. It wasn’t like she didn’t listen to Brody at times too. But it would be nice if he ignored her because she was spouting nonsense instead of because he was still mad that she’d gone off-leash. Catherine shot her another speaking look, and she subsided entirely.

      “Why are you asking all of these questions about Allen?” came Gary’s voice. “His wife and daughter were murdered and you’re treating him like he’s some sort of suspect.”

      Brody’s tone was filled with calm certainty, along with just a hint of smugness. “I’m sure that you remember your meeting with Agent Hastings earlier. As it turns out, she happened to find some interesting information concerning Allen Cook and the recent string of murders. Speaking of which, where is Mr. Cook, anyway? Isn’t he supposed to come on shift at the same time that you do?”

      Erin perked up at that. They hadn’t seen Cook? Then where was he? Neither she nor Catherine had seen him since they’d arrived; they’d just assumed that he was already in the building.

      “He’s grabbing us coffee,” was the casual reply. “He’s running a little late, sometimes it takes a little longer to get our order. It’s nothing out of the ordinary.”

      Erin felt a chill run up her spine. This. This was something important, she was sure of it. “Ask him how often that happens, Brody. How often does Cook run late with the coffee?”

      There was a long silence, making it clear that neither man intended to ask the question. Losing her temper, she snarled quietly, “Innis, just ask the damn question!” Feeling like she was swallowing gravel, she ground out, “Please.”

      Brody sighed loud enough for the mic to pick up. “Mr. Hubert, how often does Mr. Cook pick up coffee?”

      “Every day before our shift starts. It’s part of our routine now.”

      Randy asked, “And how often is Mr. Cook late because the order took longer?”

      Gary seemed to have to think this one over more carefully. “It happens every so often, every couple of weeks or so. Still, not often enough to be a real inconvenience, just a slight blip on the radar.”

      Her brain started turning over slowly, assimilating the new information and trying to puzzle out how it fit into the larger picture. One thing was becoming increasingly clear to her. She spoke quietly into the mic, “He’s innocent, I’m sure of it. Cook’s managed to dupe him. I’m not quite sure how, yet, but I know in my gut that Hubert is not part of this.”

      To her surprise, Brody’s voice was colder, harder, when he next spoke. “Mr. Hubert, you have to admit that all of this is not looking good for either Mr. Cook or yourself. At this point, it’s even a very real possibility that you are an accomplice to murder. Who knows what we’re going to uncover in our investigation.”

      “A-accomplice to m-murder?” He cleared his throat, but his voice was still shaky. “There’s no way either of us have anything to do with these horrible murders. We come to work, do our rounds first thing. We check the cameras, make sure that nothing suspicious is going on. Then we do a final round before we clock off in the morning. We’re here all night.”

      Randy spoke up. “So, you do a round at the beginning of the shift and another at the end of shift. Does this mean that you spend most of the night in the camera room? Do you nap during your shift, during quiet nights?”

      “Sometimes,” he admitted reluctantly, “but only occasionally and only on nights when it’s really, really quiet. And never more than one of us at a time. It would be bad if we were both resting at the same time.”

      “And just how long are these naps?” Brody cut in, his voice icy.

      Erin sighed. Apparently, Randy and Brody had decided to play good cop, bad cop. Well, it was working, because Gary was clearly rattled. But they were wasting their time questioning a man who was clearly not in on the plot.

      Gary mumbled, his voice so low that they almost missed it. “Occasionally, the entire shift. But it doesn’t happen that often. Honest.” He added shakily, “Nothing ever happens, at least not that Allen tells me. It happens so rarely, I just thought it didn’t matter.”

      Everything clicked into place as Erin suddenly realized what Allen was doing. “Does Gary always drink his coffee as soon as he gets it?”

      Randy asked the question for her, something that Erin appreciated. Perhaps he had made the connection too.

      The relief was clear in Gary’s voice at the switch to more trivial matters. “Of course, coffee is always best drunk hot. I’ve never been a fan of iced coffee. Something just not right about making a hot drink cold.”

      The man needed just a little push to open his eyes to the truth. “On the nights that he has one of these shift-long naps, did he ever skip his coffee?”

      Randy’s voice was a touch cooler when he asked the question. Not enough to switch to “bad cop,” but more to “disappointed parent figure.” Thinking back to their discussion in the parking lot, Erin could vouch for the effectiveness of the technique.

      “Of course not,” Gary answered. “We drink coffee every night. Coffee is the lifeblood of the night shift. One of these years, we’re gonna get the museum to actually buy us a decent coffee pot that lasts for more than a few months.”

      Brody spoke. “I know that Agent Hastings showed you this list earlier. Do your shift-long naps happen to coincide with any of these particular dates?” 

      There was the quiet rustle of paper and then silence for several minutes. Randy spoke abruptly, “Mr. Hubert, you look rather pale. Can I fetch you a glass of water?”

      Gary’s voice was a hoarse whisper, “No, thank you. I ju-just need a moment. Y-you’re certain, of these dates?”

      Brody answered firmly, “Yes, Mr. Hubert. We verify all of our work very carefully. Thank you for answering our questions. We need to return to the case. However, if you think of anything, here’s our cards, please contact us. And I would advise not speaking to Mr. Cook about this matter quite yet. No need to unnecessarily upset him, do you agree?”

      Gary’s voice sounded tired, almost defeated. “I understand. I want to help any way I can, maybe we could meet tomorrow, and I’ll be able to remember something that might help you. And I won’t mention it to Allen. He’d be upset if he knew that he could possibly be a suspect.”

      While Brody and Randy finished up with Gary, Erin turned over the new information in her mind. The picture was starting to come into better focus. Rubbing absently at her temple trying to will the nagging headache away, Erin was almost starting to believe that they might be able to catch this killer.

      Randy and Brody entered the car, Randy already talking. “Put a tail on Allen. All we can do is sit on him and wait for him to make a move. I’ll call the judge, see if I can get a warrant to search his home and workplace based on statements that several people have given us. There are too many factors lining up not to consider him a serious possibility.”

      Erin’s phone rang, an unfamiliar Nevada number on the screen.

      “Hastings.” A pause. “Yes, this is she.” Another pause as she listened to the person on the other end, a fierce grin creeping over her face. “Yes, thank you so much for letting me know. Goodbye.”

      Hanging up the phone, she turned to where the other three were watching her. “That was Ethan Garvey. For a man who is supposed to be picking up coffee, Allen Cook just finished renting the Lamborghini for the next twenty-four hours. Garvey didn’t want to rent to him, not after our questions, but he had no reason to deny him. He just drove off in it.”

      The other three came to full alert. Brody pounded his fist on the steering wheel. “He’s gonna strike tonight. Dammit, we don’t know who his target is or how he’s even getting out of the museum. Even if Cook has been killing, he’s apparently never missed a day of work. He’s not gonna start now, I don’t think.”

      “If he has a routine, he has to return to the museum and drug Hubert before heading out, if only to establish his alibi,” Erin agreed.

      The skin around Randy’s eyes tightened slightly, his expression unhappy. “It’s going to take all of us to bring him down. That means you too, Hastings.” She smiled but he remained serious. “I am not happy about this.”

      “I’m ok,” she said. “Really. Eating made a big difference. I’ve been resting, too, ask Catherine. My head is doing much better.”

      In fact, knowing that they were so close to catching the murderer, she could probably do a jig right now without a lick of difficulty. The hunt was on.
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      They had to get their assets into position and quickly, or they’d lose this window of opportunity. It went without saying that Randy would be running point as senior agent. Brody would be co-lead, since he was technically the agent in charge of the case. All that was left to do was divide themselves up in a way that best utilized their strengths.

      Randy addressed his team. “All right, ladies and gentlemen, it’s show time. Brody and I are on point. We know that Cook is most likely going to make his move tonight, so we’ll sit on him, make sure that he doesn’t go anywhere without us sticking to him like glue. Erin, you’ll be with Catherine. You two will be on perimeter. Should, God forbid, Cook somehow manage to get past us, then it will be up to you two to follow him. Look for anything suspicious or unusual. See if you can find this Lamborghini that he’s rented. Video clearly shows that he doesn’t keep it in his work parking lot, so where does he keep it? It has to be close by, somewhere he can get to it easily. Catherine, you’re to drive and you’re in charge of your team.”

      He turned to Erin and pinned her with a hard stare. “Now is not the time to pull any stunts. Nothing physical, you are to observe only. Do I make myself clear?”

      She nodded, not trusting herself to keep from snapping irritably at him.

      “This is our big chance to finally catch him. Be careful, be smart. And stay in contact. I expect check-ins every thirty minutes. Let’s get this bastard.”

      Those were unusually strong words from Randy. The case must’ve been frustrating him as badly as it had her.

      Randy and Brody left to their car. Erin decided to take the chance to stretch first before getting into the seat upfront. She took a deep breath of the crisp night air, adrenaline humming through her, making her more alert than she had been since Watt had ambushed her. It even pushed her headache back enough that it was barely a tiny throbbing in her temple.

      She stretched, hearing her back pop several times. She smiled. The chase was on – the best part of any case, as far as she was concerned. She hated how helpless this investigation had made her, how they’d run into dead end after lousy dead end. But now it was time to hunt the killer, to catch them and keep innocents safe from his evil. It was time for justice.

      She climbed into the passenger seat.

      “I hope that you’re not going to sulk over the fact that I’m in charge again,” Catherine said.

      Erin offered her a feral grin. “I’m just happy I’m not on a plane back to Atlanta right now. Besides, you’re a good leader, I trust you. You did awesome hauling in Watt after he wiped the pavement with me.”

      Catherine studied her for several moments then sighed. “You’re in hunt mode. You’ve caught the scent and nothing’s gonna faze you now. Well, at least I won’t have to deal with you pouting about being on the sidelines. But Erin, you have to listen to me. No taking off because you get a trace.”

      “I won’t, I really won’t,” she said solemnly. “This is too important to mess up. There’s a life hanging in the balance. I’m just happy that we’re not stuck in limbo anymore.”

      Catherine put the car into gear. “Very well, let’s get this patrol on the road. I’m thinking a five-block grid, what do you think?”
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      They’d covered all the streets running one way without finding anything, so now they were carefully inspecting the streets that ran perpendicular. They were only a block and a half from the museum when Erin spotted the Lamborghini.

      “Catherine, there! It’s parked right there. I saw it this afternoon when I visited the Auto Rental. That’s it, I’m positive about it.”

      Catherine immediately pulled over, the grim lines on her face easing. She picked up the radio. “Randy, you there?”

      His answer was immediate. “What’s up?”

      “We found the car; it’s parked only a block and a half away. Erin made the identification, said she saw it parked at the rental place this afternoon. How are things your end?”

      “That’s good news. Still all quiet here, we’re watching the entrance, but nothing yet. However, he’s gonna make his move tonight, I feel it in my bones. I’d bet my career that he’s drugging the coffee, he’s probably waiting for it to take effect right about now. You sit on the car. We’ll keep watching the door.”

      Catherine acknowledged the order and returned the radio to its cradle on the dash. She turned to Erin. “This is it. This is the break we’ve been waiting for. You wait here, I’m going to go take a closer look at the car, see if I see anything.”

      Erin tilted her head slightly. “You’re as excited as I am. What are you expecting to find, a murder kit laid out on the front seat for anyone that passes by to see?”

      Catherine huffed an exasperated sigh. “Don’t be a smart mouth. I swear, you keep this up and you won’t be allowed around my kids, don’t need them learning any more bad habits from their Auntie Erin. And for your information, no, I do not expect to see a murder kit laid out on the front seat. But maybe I can figure out what route he takes to get to the car, so we can pick a place to watch where he won’t possibly spot us.”

      She sobered abruptly. “Everything we have so far is circumstantial. The lawyers will tear it apart as flimsy or commonplace, everyday activities. We need to catch him red-handed, with something that they can’t invalidate. We can’t let him get away, not if we don’t want more women to die.”

      Erin reached out and gently squeezed Catherine’s shoulder. “It’s all right, I was just teasing. I’ll stay here, keep a lookout for him. Be quick and be careful. This is gonna be our best shot to follow him. Take a deep breath, now is not the time to get the jitters or doubt yourself, not when we’re so close. We’ve got this.”

      Catherine grinned. “Who’s the mom now, giving pep talks. All right, I’m going to check it out. I’ll be right back, stay here and don’t move.”

      Erin rolled her eyes and shooed her away. Catherine made sure that her protective vest was in place and her radio secured before slipping out of the car, shutting the door softly.

      Erin watched as Catherine straightened her shoulders and moved across the street, carefully inspecting her surroundings as she walked. With any luck, she’d make a quick circle and decide which way Cook would come from so they could be lying in ambush. They just had to be patient for a little while longer.
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      Catherine crossed the street and melted into the shadows on the other side. Erin’s radio crackled to life with her disembodied voice, a hushed tone just above a whisper. “There’s a man coming down the street toward our position. Appears to be making his way to the lot where the car is parked. What’s the status, Brody?”

      Brody answered, “Not the suspect, no one’s come out of the museum. Hang low, don’t let them see you.”

      Catherine clicked her radio once in acknowledgement, which meant that the man was too close for her to say anything. That was when he finally entered Erin’s field of vision. He looked to be the same height and build as Cook, but if Brody and Randy hadn’t seen him leave, it wasn’t him.

      The streetlights were out in this part of the city, so she couldn’t make out his features. He passed Catherine’s position without slowing or stopping, and she let out the breath she’d been holding. Just keep walking, nothing to see here. Definitely not a federal stakeout. No, just a quiet street on a quiet night, nothing to keep you from returning to your home as soon as possible.

      The man turned toward the lot. Erin told herself that it was just someone else parked there; he’d get his car and be gone. But the man didn’t pause or hesitate, he made a beeline straight for the Lamborghini. He pulled the door open, and she was able to see his features clearly for the first time. Without a doubt, it was Allen Cook.

      She grabbed the radio. “Cook’s here, he just got into the car. I thought you said no one had left the museum.”

      “No one’s left,” Brody replied. “We’ve watched it like a hawk.”

      “Well, Cook’s definitely here and he’s about to take off, so he had to get out somehow.”

      The engine purred into life and Cook pulled easily out onto the street. Erin hesitated for only a second. Was she going to do this? She had to. If she waited even just for Catherine to return, he’d be gone and they’d never find him.

      She slid over into the driver’s seat and immediately pulled out behind him, making sure to stay far enough back that she wouldn’t draw attention. “I’m in pursuit of the suspect, Catherine is on foot at the parking lot.”

      “Hastings, back off and wait for us,” Brody growled. “It’s not safe for you to drive. One of us without a concussion will follow him. Stop the car. Now.”

      The Lamborghini ahead of her started speeding up and she cautiously did the same. “I can’t, I’m sorry. He’s already picking up speed and if we lose him in this car, we’re never gonna find him in time. I’ve gotta stick with him.” She slammed the radio back into the cradle, ignoring first Brody’s curses leaking through it and then Catherine calmly giving directions to her location.

      Erin hung back as far as she could, trying to appear to be just another traveler on the road. She was thankful that it was late and the roads were deserted, because he was driving dangerously fast. In no time at all, he was turning onto the highway.

      She quickly radioed, “Suspect is now on the 160 to Vegas. I’m still in pursuit, maintaining half-mile distance. He’s moving fast, definitely has a destination in mind. Be prepared.”

      “We’ve got Hannon and we’re right behind you,” came Brody’s voice. “Be careful.”

      She hung up the radio and concentrated on following Cook.
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      The Lamborghini flew, and it was all she could do to keep up with it. The traffic started to get thicker closer to Vegas itself, causing her to slow slightly. She couldn’t risk crashing into someone. She was forced to drop back to let a semi merge, and when she moved around it, she flinched. She couldn’t see Cook.

      Slamming her fist on the steering wheel, she let loose a string of curses. He must’ve exited when she couldn’t see him. She looked around frantically. The next exit was a quarter of a mile ahead. She quickly cut across two lanes of traffic, cars honking as she passed.

      She found a side street and gunned it back toward the exit where Cook had disappeared, her heart pounding in her ears. She couldn’t lose him, not now. She whipped her head left and right as she drove, trying to spot him. If she didn’t find him immediately, another woman would lose her life. Dammit, this couldn’t be happening! Not now!

      Driving through yet another subdivision, she scanned the darkness and spotted the bright red glow of tail lights down a side street. Holding her breath, she prayed desperately that it was the Lambo. She turned down the road slowly, trying not to draw attention to herself.

      The car pulled into a driveway and parked. She checked it as she passed. It was him.

      She felt like she’d been sucker punched, her breath whooshing out of her as relief crashed through her. She’d found him again. It wasn’t too late. She grabbed the radio. “Cook left the highway, he just pulled into the driveway of a residence. Have Sasha get you the GPS coordinates from my car.” She turned down a side street and quickly made a U-turn.

      Brody spoke. “We’re still fifteen minutes away. Hang tight, we’ll be there as soon as we can. Don’t be stupid, Hastings.”

      Erin made her way back to the house and threw the car into park. Her gut churned. Fifteen minutes would be too late. “I’m sorry, but I can’t wait.”

      She bolted from the car and ran to the house, adrenaline so high that she could have taken a bullet and not even noticed. She was grateful for it, because it meant that her headache was gone, at least for the moment. But the adrenaline could wear off at any point. She needed to stop this and fast.

      Testing the knob, she found the door unlocked and slammed it open. Movement to her right caught her eye and she whirled toward it, her taser drawn. Randy had confiscated her gun earlier, refusing to give an agent with head trauma a live weapon, but she still had this.

      Cook was there, straddling a lifeless woman, pressing a pillow over her face.

      “Get off of her!” she roared.

      A sickening grin crossed his face. He stood, tossing the pillow carelessly aside. The woman was still, her lips blue.

      “Agent Hastings, my my. Maybe it’s fate after all, bringing you right into my hands. I must admit that it would solve a lot of my problems, if you were dead.”

      Erin held his gaze. “Get away from her. Now.”

      He took a half-step toward her, still wearing the creepy grin. “I had planned on saving you for later, of savoring your death, watching the light leave your eyes ever so slowly. I mustn’t take trophies, but I admit, it would be tempting to keep your eyes.”

      Disgust filled her. “You’re one sick bastard, you know that? My team knows I’m here, they’re right behind me. Give yourself up, it’s time for you to stop this madness.”

      He shook his head. “Madness? Oh no, I’m not mad. I’m finally sane, you see. I couldn’t see it, all those years while I provided for and took care of my wife and daughter, made sure that their every need was met. It was only when she divorced me that I could finally see the truth. The evil that lurks in all of you. It’s just a pity that you aren’t willing to open your eyes to the truth of the matter. But I suppose that this ending was inevitable.”

      The woman on the floor remained perfectly still. Erin needed to get her assistance, fast, but she couldn’t take her attention off of Cook. She looked him straight in the eye, her voice firm. “Yes, it was always inevitable that we would catch you. Did you really think that we would just give up, just go away? That’s not how this works, and we both know that. You need to give yourself up, it’s time for all of this to be done.”

      He sighed, like he was disappointed in her. “It will never be over, not as long as there is still even one of these bitches out roaming the world. Don’t you see, I’m not a bad guy, I’m a hero. I’m saving people every day, just like you.”

      Ice dripped from her voice. “We are nothing alike. You’re a monster.”

      “I’m not a monster!” he screamed. “I’m saving people! If you can’t see it, you’re against me. Which makes you one of them! So now it’s your turn to die. The world will rejoice!”

      She shifted into a wider stance, lifting the taser a bit higher and bracing herself in case he charged. Glowing lines and black dots swam across her vision, her mouth going dry at the possibility that she wouldn’t be able to hit him. She had to play for time. Lifting her chin slightly, she said, “Tougher people than you have tried to kill me, yet I’m still here. You’re not a killer. You’re nothing more than a sad little man on a pathetic ego trip.”

      He paused, his expression smoothing eerily. “Ah, yes. You’d know all about killers, wouldn’t you? Erin Hastings, twin of Eric Hastings. The original Killer of Lancaster. Now, I really admire his work, neat and tidy. He had the right idea, you know, kill the problem at the root before they wreck a good man’s life.”

      A tremor ran through her. How dare he bring her brother into this? She kept her voice as flat as she could, but didn’t quite manage it. “Old news. Besides, the fact that they’re calling you the Second Killer means that you have no originality. You’re just the same old garden variety of creep; they can’t even bother to come up a new name.”

      A sick grin crossed his face. “Ah yes, news. You know, they all said that you had no idea. But how could that be? Everyone says that twins share a special bond. I think you knew all along. That he was doing what you wished you had the courage to do. Don’t tell me you’ve never thought about it. Having that ultimate power, to see the life slip away as the despair and fear flood them. And then finally, you see them accept their fate, that you have the power of life and death.”

      Anguish twisted inside her. His were accusations that she’d dealt with her whole life, that she should’ve known about Eric, that she should’ve stopped him. Or that she hadn’t stopped him because she’d felt the urge to kill, too. Some had even said that she must have helped him. Nausea churned in her throat, and it was all she could do not to sway.

      Silently begging the team to hurry, she forced herself to laugh. “Power? You’re not powerful. You ambush women while they sleep. You are nothing but a coward. All you are is weak.”

      He lunged at her, red with fury, his eyes wild. Her heart raced, fear and adrenaline shooting through her body. This was it. She was at her weakest. If his hands ended up around her throat, it would be game over.

      The room was spinning. She fired the taser, unseeing, stumbling back from Cook’s advances. He was moving too fast – the taser wasn’t going to slow him, and she wasn’t strong enough to fight him if he managed to get his hands on her.

      He stumbled a jerky step toward her, then another. Why wasn’t he going down?

      She cried out and fired again. He crashed to the ground, stiff and straight as the taser finally found him.

      She dropped and flipped him over, grunting with the effort. “You were right, I am against you,” she said breathlessly. “And the world will rejoice when they find out that we finally got you. Bastard.”

      She secured him, then staggered to her feet and lurched across the room to where the woman lay, the floor shifting and swaying like a ship under her feet. She reached out a shaky hand to check the woman’s pulse. It took her a minute to find it, but it was there, strong and steady under her fingers. The woman was going to be OK. She’d made it in time.

      Sinking back onto her heels, Erin let out a ragged breath, feeling lightheaded, from relief or the concussion, she wasn’t really sure which. She collapsed into a sitting position and fumbled for her radio. “Suspect in custody,” she said tiredly. “We’ll need an ambulance, one victim – a woman in her late thirties, early forties. Unconscious but appears to be breathing normally.”

      The radio crackled and it was Catherine who spoke. “We’ll be there in two minutes. Brody’s on the line with local right now. Just hang tight.”

      Letting her hand drop, Erin managed a tired smirk. She wasn’t going anywhere, she was pretty sure. She eyed Cook. He would probably be out of it for at least another few minutes, long enough for the team to get there. Still, better to be cautious than dead.

      She adjusted her grip on the taser and settled in to wait for her team.
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        * * *

      

      True to what Catherine said, they appeared only moments later, their guns drawn as they swept into the house. Randy and Brody headed for Cook, who was cursing up a storm, struggling against the restraints. Catherine rushed over to Erin’s side, looking her over. “Are you hurt?”

      She didn’t dare shake her head for fear of the motion causing her to throw up. “He didn’t touch me, I’m fine,” she managed to mutter. “Head’s hurting a bit, though.”

      Catherine holstered her gun. “It should hurt, you were very stupid. And very lucky.” She knelt and looked the victim over. “You’re right, she’s going to be just fine. Once the police get here, I’ll help you out to the car. You can take some more medicine and lie down and rest.” She gently reached out and squeezed Erin’s shoulder. “Good job, you did it. You saved this woman’s life. We would’ve been too late otherwise.”

      Erin slumped a little bit further, managing to dredge up a smile. “No, Catherine, we did it. We saved this woman tonight. We caught him.”

      Whatever Catherine was going to say was cut off by the scream of sirens as the local police arrived. Erin winced, cradling her head in her hands. Between the sirens and the flashing lights, this was torture. The sirens cut off, only to be followed immediately by the sound of slamming doors. Each one echoed like a gunshot through her, and Erin flinched with every bang.

      Catherine stood and offered her hand. “Come on, let’s get you out to the car before you pass out.”

      Erin leaned gratefully on the other woman and allowed her to guide her forward. No sooner had she shut the car door behind her than she gave in and allowed the beckoning darkness to sweep her away.
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      Erin had been shipped back to Lancaster in the convoy escorting Cook while the rest of the team had stayed in Pahrump. Randy had given the go-ahead for Erin to video conference with Catherine while they investigated the scene today. It was a large concession on Randy’s part and the only reason that Erin had gone quietly back to the hotel. She’d come too far to miss the wrap-up of the case, and if she could do it remotely, well, she wasn’t going to complain.

      Erin kicked off her shoes and settled herself into the chair, propping up her feet on the low stool that she kept tripping over. She’d left the lights off and the light curtains pulled over the window, leaving the room dimly lit but not so dark that she felt like she was in a cave. Finally comfortable, she called Catherine on her tablet.

      Catherine answered quickly, and Erin could see that the team was in a car. “Hey, guys, I made it back to Lancaster. Cook’s secured and I was dropped back at the hotel, as you can see. How are things your way?”

      “We’re on our way to the museum now. His house seemed to be clean; if there was anything there, we didn’t find it.” Catherine shrugged. “The techs are giving it a more thorough going-over and Forensics will tear apart his computer, but there were no major red flags there. Since Cook was able to get out of the museum without being seen, I bet he also has an area that only he knows about.” She shoved a strand of hair behind her ear. “I never would’ve pegged Cook for the killer. He just didn’t seem to be the type.”

      Randy spoke up from the driver’s seat. “Tell us what led you to Cook, Erin. What was it that set your instincts off?”

      Erin sighed, rubbing her temple lightly. “Well, there wasn’t any one big thing that set it off, just a handful of small things, things that didn’t fit right. Like Valerie Cook. She didn’t fit the profile in any aspect, other than being related to Rayna. It was confusing. The fingerprints too.”

      “Those were the college kid’s prints, right?” Randy asked. “The one that attacked you?”

      Erin nodded, not that he could see her. “Yeah. I was hoping that they were Hayes’s, honestly, until Brody reminded me that he was already a convicted felon, which meant his prints would be on file. But that did make me look at the fingerprints of the other people involved in the case. Turns out, Cook’s had been neither cleared nor identified as the mystery prints because they had been corrupted when they were uploaded. I was following up on that angle, even got his prints, but then the tip came in for Watt, so it got set aside.”

      “Watt looked good, he really did,” Brody said.

      Erin agreed readily. “His fingerprints matched, which placed him at the first crime scene. He was the only suspect that we could tie to any of the crime scenes, at all. But the more we dug, the more things didn’t fit quite right for him either. He was impulsive and even a bit creepy, but he didn’t have the iron control that these scenes showed. But I did learn something when we were asking around the campus, although I didn’t realize at the time. Her friends told us that Valerie was angry and distressed that her dad was trying to get back into their lives. It didn’t fit with the mild-mannered image that Cook was presenting to everyone. But then the call came in that Watt was spotted and I forgot all about it.”

      Catherine nodded. “I remember that now. We were focused on Watt, so it didn’t really register.”

      “Yeah, but at least it gave us a jumping-off point and explained the mystery of Valerie, at least to a certain degree. When I was looking at the suspects again after Watt, Cook had the weakest alibi out of all of them. But I just couldn’t figure out how he was getting back and forth to the crime scenes when his car was parked in the museum lot. At least, not until I thought about Hayes and the rental cars.”

      “But you found Hayes because he had a violent record,” Randy said. “Cook didn’t have a record. There were no red flags in his life or work that would require a deeper look.”

      Erin cleared her throat, her mouth dry and her tongue suddenly thick. “As I’m sure you are all aware,” she managed to force out, “my brother didn’t have any red flags either. Sometimes, there is no warning, nothing to indicate that something is wrong. Usually, thankfully, there are indicators. But—” she swallowed hard – “But sometimes, they just aren’t there.”

      Silence fell for several moments. Catherine was the one to break the strained silence. “Hey, Erin, we’re here. I’ll call you back in just a minute, OK?”

      Erin smiled. “Sounds good. I appreciate not getting motion sickness from videoconferencing while walking.”

      She ended the call and set the tablet in her lap, leaning back against the head rest. Honestly, talking about Eric hadn’t hurt nearly as much as she’d thought it would. Come to think of it, before this case, she had never even acknowledged that she had a brother to her co-workers. It was freeing, in a sense. Maybe coming to Lancaster has been good for her, after all.

      It was fewer than five minutes before Catherine called her back, a huge smile on her face.

      “Good news?” Erin asked.

      “Great news! Cook’s alibi is now officially blown out of the water. Gary was too scared to drink his coffee, didn’t touch it but kept it for us. The techs did a preliminary – it’s definitely drugged. They’ll have to do a more thorough lab work-up, but we’ve got him.”

      She turned the camera so that Erin could see the techs working over the cup. Erin squinted at the logo. “Hey, didn’t VanRijn say that he’d told a friend about his divorce at a coffee shop? What do you want to bet it was the same place Cook frequented?”

      “It’s only a tentative link at the moment, but it’s another brick in the case. Good spot, we’ll double-check with VanRijn as to what shop it was exactly.” A shout drew their attention and Catherine looked over at something out of view. “I think Brody’s found something, hold on.”

      Erin looked away as Catherine jogged over to a ladder against one wall of the security room, the camera following her movements. “Catherine, you have to get up here and see this,” Brody called. “Bring Hastings with you.”

      Catherine sighed but managed to climb the ladder one-handed, Brody helping to pull her up the last little bit. It took her a moment to stand and steady herself, but her gasp drew Erin back to the screen. Her voice was hushed. “Erin, can you see all of this?”

      Catherine slowly panned the camera across the room. It must’ve originally been an access room of some sort, but Cook had obviously commandeered it for his own purposes. Piles of paper were stacked haphazardly across the floor, and she could see both the California and Nevada state seals on several of the pieces. They looked like legal documents. And there, on the wall, were large portraits of all the victims. Underneath them, in spidery handwriting, was detailed information about each woman – their addresses, places of employment, and a concise list of their routines. Cook had taken stalking to a whole new level with this.

      Randy joined them, his face grim.

      “Randy, what’s wrong?” Erin asked.

      He held up a hand-sized leather notebook in a gloved hand. “I’ve found his record-keeping book. His kill list, if you will.”

      She was puzzled. “Isn’t that a good thing? It’s evidence directly against him. He’ll be locked up for a long, long time with that kind of evidence.”

      “It has your name in it. He’d already started gathering evidence on you.”

      “Oh.” Her body froze. To cover up the shiver of disgust that ran down her spine, she forced lightness into her voice. “Guess I’m good at getting under people’s skin.”

      Randy sighed in exasperation, although his expression did lighten a little. “Hastings, that’s the understatement of the year. We’re going to throw the book so hard at this bastard that he’ll never manage to dig his way out of the hole.”

      “What are the papers?” she asked, directing the attention away from her.

      “I’ve just looked at a few, but they seem to be public records, mainly divorce records. Anyway, we need to get out of here so the techs can get up here and start processing the evidence.”

      “Call me back when you’re down, Cath,” Erin said. “My head can’t take the motion.”

      Catherine laughed. “Will do, just give me a minute.”

      The screen went blank, and Erin blinked back tears. They’d done it, they’d really caught him this time. After all the dead-end arrests they’d made in the investigation, she had feared she would never see this day. The sheer relief flowing through her was overwhelming. Finally, it was done.

      It took Catherine nearly ten minutes to call her back. Erin was growing impatient with the delay and was about to call her when the tablet finally chirped with the incoming call. She answered, mock-impatience in her voice. “At last. I thought I was going to have to come back there to Pahrump myself.”

      Catherine rolled her eyes. “You even think about leaving that room and I’ll send you back to Atlanta myself. So impatient. A couple of calls came in that we had to take.”

      She perked up at that. “Ooh, who from?”

      Catherine sniffed. “Don’t know if I’ll tell you now, not if you’re going to be so impatient.”

      Erin pulled out her best puppy-dog eyes. “Please, Cath? I’ll be good, I promise. Just don’t keep me in the dark.”

      Catherine gave in, laughing. “I don’t know why I bother with you. Fine. NSP called, then Hannady. The ballistics are back for the gun. It was Hayes. Nevada is going to have a heyday with him, charging him with a whole list of charges and offenses.”

      Brody appeared over Catherine’s shoulder, his face filled with glee. “Yeah, and now that list includes the attempted murder of a federal agent.” He shrugged. “It won’t stick, of course, but it’ll make him squirm, him and whatever poor excuse of a public defender they assign him.”

      Erin sneered, “Couldn’t happen to a nicer person.” Something occurred to her. “Is Chief Hannady still hassling you, Brody? We caught the guy.”

      Brody shook his head. “No, she’s pleased we caught them. She’s sending a legal team to make sure all the charges stick and that the punishments actually happen instead of them slipping away because of some legal mumbo-jumbo or error.”

      Erin frowned a little at that. “Punishment” was an odd word to use in relation to the charges against the suspects. “Justice” made more sense. But this was Hannady; the woman was a little odd anyway. Erin set it aside as unimportant for the moment. She’d undoubtedly be called to testify for the cases, but that would still be some time away. She turned her attention back to the others. “Great work, guys. I’m going to let you wrap things up so you can come back and we can celebrate with a meal together.”

      Brody’s eyes narrowed. “And just what will you be doing during this time?”

      Erin grinned. “I don’t know about you, but I think I’ve earned a nap.”

      He tried to fight it, but a small laugh escaped him. “Your brain is obviously still scrambled if you believe that. Get some rest, Hastings. We’ll see you this evening.”

      Erin hung up and smiled.
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        * * *

      

      He’d been so close. He’d felt the life slipping from her, her body going limp under him. He had watched her surrender, seen death looming to claim her. Then that bitch came and ruined everything. The power, the victory of his kill, had been taken from him. He needed it, that elation at saving the world, and she had stolen it!

      Anger and hate swirled darkly in him. How? How had this happened? He had planned out everything perfectly. First, he’d found the target, Andrea Wembley. She was part of the gaming commission. In addition to preying on men, she led others to sin, to throwing their lives away on worthless card games. He’d done his research, made sure that he knew every detail from her schedule to the layout of the house. It was amazing what you could find online.

      Next, he’d carefully created the sleeping drug for Hubert. The fool never suspected anything, even when he slept an entire shift away. Spineless, sloppy man, but that had been to Allen’s benefit. Once the sleeping brew was ready, he’d gone to the Auto Rental in search of a car. He’d been delighted to find the Lamborghini available. The sweet purr of the engine and the way it ate up miles as if they were nothing making it his absolute favorite of the three available.

      When he’d gotten to the museum, Hubert had seemed a little edgy, but he’d been anxious ever since that damned woman had dared to visit their workplace with her prying questions. It had been child’s play to give him the coffee and convince him to lie down while he did the rounds for both of them. By the time he’d gotten back to the office, the other guard had been snoring away on the cot without a care in the world.

      It had been the work of seconds to slip up and out of the museum, the crisp night air greeting him like an old friend. It had taken everything he had not to run to the car, but he had walked slowly, nothing more than a man out for an evening stroll.

      Everything had gone according to plan, so where had things gone wrong?

      He scowled. He’d made a mistake. He’d expected her to go away like the others, hadn’t realized that if she’d followed him to his work, she’d be keeping an eye on him there as well. It had been careless of him to overlook something as simple as that.

      He held out his hand, irritated when he saw that it was shaking. He clenched it in a fist and pulled it back to his side, willing the trembling to stop. He longed for it, the triumph, the high of the kill. If he couldn’t get it through the kill, he’d have to find another way.

      He smoothed his expression as the guard walked by.

      This wasn’t over.
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      The rest of the team spent the night in Pahrump as well as part of the next morning to finish overseeing the processing of the scene, arriving back in Lancaster late in the afternoon. A good night’s rest had done wonders for Erin’s headache, so she arranged a dinner for them as a surprise, having a meal catered by a small Italian place that only locals knew about but that made the most amazing food.

      The agents arrived right as the caterers finished setting up, exhaustion weighing heavily on her team. Brody dropped his bag to the side as soon as he stepped in the door. “Is that Italian I smell? You’re the best, Hastings!”

      “Can I have that in writing?” she asked. This drew a laugh. “Dig in, guys, you’ve seriously earned it. Least I can do after you all did the heavy lifting.”

      No one protested, swarming over the table and loading plates. Erin grabbed a plate of chicken carbonara and joined them. The others ate like they were starving, sharing bits about what they’d found in between bites. Erin had little to share in return, having spent most of the day catching up on her reports.

      Finally, Randy pushed back from the table and gave a contented sigh. “I needed that. I feel human again. Which is a good thing, because we still need to interrogate Cook and get charges against him. We’re almost at the end of the forty-eight-hour window.” He looked at Erin. “I suppose you want to sit in on it.”

      The burning drive to solve the case was gone, leaving a kind of peace in its place. “Actually, I’m still pretty drained,” she replied. “I think I’m going to go back to the hotel and pack, then call it a night. I need to get some rest before the flight back.”

      Randy studied her. “Your color is better today, but you’re still pale. Get some rest and I’ll fill you in on all the interesting parts on the flight home in the morning.”

      Erin hesitated before gathering up her courage. “Actually, if I could have a quick word with Agent Innis before I head out? In private?”

      Brody grunted and stood. “C’mon, Grant’s office is empty; she’s out tying up the last few ends of her other investigation.”

      Erin followed him nervously, trying to figure out how to say what she needed to. Brody shut the door behind them. He leaned against the wall. “This can’t wait until we get back to Atlanta?”

      She shook her head, swallowing hard. “Actually, no, it can’t. I’ve had a lot of time to think over the case and my actions today while I was writing up my reports. You were right, I was reckless, and I know that I caused you several headaches. I’d like to blame it entirely on this place, but it’s not the truth. Yeah, this place has shaken me up a bit – I never expected to return here, truthfully – but it’s no excuse for my actions.” She took a breath. “I’m sorry, Brody. For everything. You’re a good team leader and I should’ve listened to you more. And explained things better as well. Going forward, I would still want to be a part of your team. However, I understand if you don’t want to—”

      “Hastings, shut up. You know what’s so frustrating about you?”

      She shook her head, wondering what he was going to hit her with. I deserve whatever he has to say, she reminded herself. He’s entitled to tell me his opinion.

      “You are a damn fine agent. One of the best I’ve ever seen. But if you keep going off half-cocked, you’re going to get yourself or another agent killed. I’ve already known too many agents who have died, and I refuse to allow you to become another statistic. You need to stop and think, because we are a team.” He straightened. “If you’d wanted to be a lone wolf, you should’ve chosen bounty hunting over the bureau. But you didn’t, so I’ll rein you in hard as many times as I have to until you learn to at least pause and think first. You’re not getting away from me that easily.”

      Erin smiled, the last burden falling from her shoulders. “Thanks, Brody. I won’t take up any more of your time when I know you’re tired. But I really appreciate it. I do.”

      He nodded. “Good. You know, Catherine and Sasha deserve your apologies as well.”

      “I was already planning on apologizing to Catherine and Randy,” Erin said. “But I refuse to apologize to Sasha. Especially after her little stunt with the newspapers.”

      Brody huffed a half-laugh. “You’re never gonna truly change, Hastings. See you tomorrow, make sure you don’t get lost on the way back to the hotel.” Her outraged “Hey!” just made him laugh as he walked away.

      Leaving Sasha’s office, Erin finally felt at peace, her heart truly light for the first time since they’d arrived in Lancaster. Now she was ready to go home.
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      Erin found it hard to believe that it had only been a little over a month since she’d been at the Atlanta office. As it was, she was having a strong feeling of déjà vu over the whole situation. Once again, the team had thrown a party to celebrate their successful closing of the case. But this time, she was letting Brody take the spotlight. This case was too close, too raw, for her to be light-hearted about.

      She found a quiet corner and ate, wondering how long she had to stay before she could slip out without being noticed. Her co-workers were exceedingly nosy, and she was planning to stay for only enough time to avoid any gossip about why she was leaving.

      She’d just dumped her plate in the trash when Catherine found her. “Randy wants to see you in his office.”

      “All right,” she said. “I think once I’m done with whatever he wants, I’m going to head. I never realized how loud this lot are, and I don’t want to trigger another headache. I’ve had enough of those for a while.”

      Catherine grinned. “I’ll make sure that your absence isn’t noticed. You know that I’m the queen of misdirection.”

      “Thanks, you’re the best.” She smiled at Catherine before making her way to Randy’s office. She knocked and waited.

      “Erin, come in and take a seat.”

      Erin did so. “Catherine said you needed to see me?”

      He nodded. “I’m sure it comes as no surprise to you that you’re being placed on medical leave.”

      She sighed. “Not really. For how long?”

      “Until a doctor clears you,” he said firmly. “Between now and then, you are not to set foot into the office. Understand?”

      She looked down at her hands for a moment. She had apologized to Randy for her behavior, but it would take time to rebuild the trust between them. “I understand. I’ll stay out of trouble.”

      “If you’re worried about your job, don’t be. It’ll still be waiting for you when you return.” She made eye contact again, and he held her gaze. “You know that I’m not pleased with some of your behavior during your last case. However, despite all of the stressors, you still did an incredible job. I was impressed by everything that your team managed. Also, you’ve got the potential to be not only a good agent, but a great one. I’m not one to throw away talent because of a few missteps. But be aware, I’ll be watching you like a hawk.”

      She smiled warmly, “I understand, sir. I wouldn’t expect anything else from you.”

      Before she could excuse herself, he asked, “So what do you plan to do with your time off? If you’re up to it, you could fly out again and spend more time with your family.”

      Erin paused and thought it over. She hadn’t been able to see Eric before she’d left, but she had managed to squeeze in a lunch with her dad. She’d apologized for worrying him and told him that she’d be leaving now that the case was wrapped up, but that she’d try harder to stay in touch. Maybe visit the next time she got some vacation days.

      Before they parted, her father had drawn her aside, repeating what Eric had already told her a couple of times, that he had only killed four women, not six. He knew that it wouldn’t change Eric’s sentence, but would she maybe be willing to look into the other two. Having seen her drive to find justice on the latest case, he thought that maybe she could find justice for those two women as well.

      Erin had hesitated. She’d warned her father that she might not be able to do anything, especially where she was out of favor. But she’d agreed to help where she could. How could she not? Eric had been a big help on the case, and she wanted to find a way to repay him.

      There was something else that had played on her mind since the investigation wrapped up. She’d been concerned by how hard the bureau had been pushing to close the Cook case. She’d investigated several cases and had never had supervisors micromanage them like Hannady had during their time in Lancaster.

      Her dad had been relieved and told her to just do what she could, and that her life and well-being took priority over the case. You’ll always be my little girl, he’d said. And don’t forget, my door is always open. You can come home anytime, for any reason. Just be safe.

      Those words had tugged at her. The offer of a safe haven, no matter what, had warmed another tiny bit of her heart. Their relationship had been strained and tested over the years. But his offer told her that they still had a relationship, which was something a lot of people couldn’t say. Maybe, with a little time and wisdom they’d both gained over the years, they could work on turning it into something better. It was a far-off dream, but it was more real than it had even been a few weeks before.

      She returned her thoughts to the present and realized that Randy was still waiting for her answer. She shrugged casually. “Maybe. I’m definitely not going to leave it another fifteen years, anyway.” She smiled. “Thanks, Randy. I’m going to head out now.”

      She’d just reached her car when she heard someone call her name. Randy was jogging toward her. “What’s up? Did I forget something?”

      He held out a file to her, his eyes serious, “This is a file about a man named Dion Finney. I think you should take a look at it while you’re on leave. Off the record, of course. And only when you’re no longer struggling with a brain injury. I think you’ll find it interesting.”

      She took it, feeling like he was trusting her with something big. A thrill of excitement shot through her as she felt the thick file under her fingers. “I understand, thank you.” Randy turned to walk away and she couldn’t stop herself from blurting out, “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to let me see the files on my brother’s case?”

      He studied her, his expression regretful. “Erin, it’s been fifteen years. I’m not sure how much is actually still out there.”

      She offered him a small smile. “I know. But he’s my brother.”

      Randy smiled kindly in return. “I’ll take a look around, see if I can find anything. But Erin, don’t hold your breath on this, you know the chances are slim. And don’t go stepping on any toes or getting into any trouble,” he added sternly. “Because you helped to successfully solve the case and bring Cook in, the supervisors are willing to defer to my judgement when it comes to you. But if you start making a nuisance of yourself – well, I’ve seen promising agents let go for less.”

      That startled her, but she heeded the warning. “Don’t worry, Randy. I’ll be spending lots of time recuperating. Plus, I owe my friend Hannah a spa day. Once she learns I’m on medical leave, I’m sure she’ll change that to a spa week. I won’t have time to get into any trouble.”

      “See that you don’t.”

      He disappeared into the building, and she finally climbed into her car. She set the file on the passenger seat and eyed it curiously.

      This medical leave suddenly promised to be a lot more interesting.
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      The perfect life becomes the perfect lie.

      Molly Burke has it all. With the help of medication to control her borderline personality disorder, she’s become a successful real estate agent with a loving husband who treats her four-year-old son as if he were his own. The emotional highs and lows from childhood trauma have smoothed out but are still best concealed with little white lies to protect loved ones from her troubled history. Until Molly’s past returns to shatter her idyllic life.

      Molly’s son is discovered injured and covered in his grandfather’s blood—and her father-in-law is nowhere to be found. The police suspect foul play. Longstanding bitterness erupts between Molly and her mother-in-law, exacerbating Molly’s feelings of inadequacy and triggering fierce reactions that can no longer be contained.

      A hallucination of her missing father-in-law only increases Molly’s paranoia over the sins of the past. Deceit lies around every corner and embroils everyone in the growing madness. Someone knows what she did. And someone is trying to expose the truth.

      And if the truth is kept hidden, her family will pay the price.
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      Chapter One

      My palms were clammy. Beneath them, the steering wheel felt cold and heavy. I was driving too fast. Every now and then, the car jittered and threatened to swerve into a dark crevice at the side of the road. And with it, my heart hammered hard against my rib cage. I wanted to stop, to turn around and slide back into the life I was living yesterday. Before I made the decision to run. Before I realized that everything was not okay.

      Yesterday, the promise of a happy future had still glimmered on the horizon. If I’d stayed, in just a few months, I’d have had the money to clear my debts and start fresh; scrub out all the mistakes from my past and focus on truly turning things around. But now, in the dead of the night, with the inky sky squeezing the sides of my battered old Civic as it hurtled down the freeway, I knew I couldn’t go back.

      In the rearview mirror, headlights appeared in the distance. At first, they were just pin pricks—a good way behind me on the road—but as I watched, they drew closer. In the dark, I couldn’t tell what kind of car they were attached to, but whoever was driving was moving quickly, catching up with me, closing the gap between us. I pressed my foot on the accelerator, but the Civic groaned and refused to go any faster.

      I shuffled in my seat, shaking my head so that my long red hair fell back from my face, I tried to keep looking ahead. On the passenger seat, my phone began to ring, and my body jolted as if it were a police siren cutting through the silence. The ringing filled the car. Behind me, the headlights were drawing nearer. I swiped the phone into the footwell, and it clattered hard, but whoever was trying to call me hadn’t stopped. The glow of the incoming call was leaking out from its facedown screen. Finally, it went quiet.

      I looked up. The headlights were so close and bright that their reflection made me wince and narrow my eyes. I was holding my breath. The car behind me beeped its horn, and then it swung out of its lane. It was pulling up next to me, driving alongside me. Still beeping.

      I tried not to look at it. I didn’t know whether to slow down and stop or keep going. It was still level with me, too close, trying to make me pull over. Finally, I turned my head, expecting to see Tracy’s desperate and bruised face screaming at me not to leave.

      But it wasn’t her.

      It was a middle-aged guy with thick shoulders and a long, wiry beard and, even though I didn’t know what Tracy’s partner, Andy, looked like, I knew that this man was not him. “Speed up or get off the fucking road! Stupid bitch!” he yelled through his open car window.

      Tears started to roll down my cheeks. Relieved tears, scared tears. He slammed his fist on his horn a few more times, raised his middle finger at me, then sped off, his tires screeching as he accelerated away.

      A hot wave of nausea flooded my limbs. My breath was coming quick and shallow, warning signs that a panic attack was about to take hold of me. Calm down, Molly, it’s not good for the baby. Think of the baby. Think of the baby.

      Eventually, I saw the exit I needed. As I pulled off the freeway, the wide empty road I’d been traveling on began to narrow; I was nearing the beach. By the time I stopped the car, my legs were trembling, and my arms felt like they were made of lead. I tried to slow my breathing. Five, four, three, two, one, the way Carol had taught me to when we were hiding beneath the stairs and praying our foster parents didn’t find us. I closed my eyes and counted until my breath returned to normal.

      The spot I’d arrived at was somewhere I’d been many times before. It was the place I retreated to when I needed to be alone with my thoughts. The place I came to after my parents died, after Jack died, when I dropped out of college, and when I discovered that I was pregnant. That day, the day I saw those two fateful blue lines at the end of a white plastic stick, all I felt was panic. But all these months later, for the first time, I felt the way expectant mothers are supposed to feel—like the little person growing inside me was the most important thing in the world. Like I’d rather die than let anything happen to him. And that was how I knew I was doing the right thing by getting him away from Tracy and Andy.

      Even if they hunted me down. Even if they found me, hired fancy lawyers, made me do what I’d promised. At least I’d know I’d tried to be a good mom. The best mom. The kind of mom who takes care of her kid.

      I breathed out slowly and turned off the engine. Pressing my palms against my stomach, I leaned down and whispered, “You have nothing to be afraid of. I’ll never let anyone hurt you. I’m your mom.” The words caught in my throat, and I blinked back my tears. “I’m your mom, and no one will ever, ever, take you away from me. It’s just you and me now, little buddy. You and me. Forever.”

      As I spoke, I felt a tiny flutter beneath my hands.

      “Oh,” I said. “There you are.”

      I smiled a shaky smile and tried to tell myself that it would be hours before anyone noticed I was gone. It was the middle of the night. I wasn’t due to see Tracy until the weekend and, by the time she realized what had happened, I’d be miles away. My phone had stopped ringing. We were alone. Just me and my son.

      There were two dusky orange streetlights over towards the steps that led to the beach. But nothing else. No one else. I reached over to the glove compartment and flicked it open. I took out the handful of papers that I’d wedged in there weeks ago. Papers that promised my baby to another couple. Papers that would have given us both an entirely different life.

      I took the matches I’d shoved into my purse, got out of the car, and strode down to the water. Letting the cool waves bite my toes, I lit a match. Then I held it beneath the neatly typed contract and let the flame engulf it.

      When it was nothing but a fiery torch clenched in my fist with the heat scalding my skin, I dropped it into the water. And I let the ocean carry it away.

      Taking one last look at my faithful old car, I slung my bag over my shoulder and walked away. Away from the life I thought I’d be living. Away from Portland. Away from the promises I’d made.

      I took the unborn child I was never supposed to keep, and I left.
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