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PROLOGUE

 

 

Vic Antonelli almost didn’t mind being incarcerated today. Almost.

The cool morning air was a relief, especially since he was wearing long pants and a long-sleeved prison jumpsuit, both of which were bright orange. Like the other inmates around him, he didn’t normally have to wear this getup behind the walls of the prison, but out here in the world, it was required.

Vic guessed it was to warn civilians about who they were, should someone try to escape. But Vic had no intention of doing that. After all, he was only four months from being released. Besides, he felt lucky to have this assignment.

Roadside litter pickup duty was a prized job for residents of Los Angeles’s Metropolitan Detention Center, even on a hot day. It allowed them to get out, move around, experience anything other than the same relentlessly boring surroundings they saw every other day.

Even better, today wasn’t hot, at least not yet. Later on, the temperature would climb into the eighties. But right now, at 8:15 a.m., it was a comfortable sixty-four-degree, late-September morning in Gardena, California. And he was fortunate to be working a stretch of Artesia Boulevard, just as it transitioned into the 91 Freeway.

The fortunate part was that he was working under the 405 Freeway overpass, which afforded some extra shade as he used the claws of his trash grabber to collect various empty aluminum cans, fast food wrappers, and the occasional used syringe. Some of the other guys were more exposed to the elements. But at least for now, he was protected from the sun as he moved from bush to shrub, casually picking out whatever he could find.

Vic walked over to one particularly large bush, hoping that by virtue of its sheer size, it might have accumulated a lot of debris. He knew his life wasn’t in the best place when he was hoping to discover intriguing trash by a roadside.

Sure enough, he found multiple plastic grocery bags, a used coffee cup, and, hard to see under some thick brush, a women’s, black, high-heeled shoe. He snagged that with the grabber and held it up close, wondering how much it was worth. It looked pretty new.

But then he noticed that it was stained with some liquid, surely knocking the value way down. Not that he was in a position to sell one used women’s shoe. He glanced a little closer and noted that the liquid looked a lot like thick, half-damp, blood.

Gross.

Vic might be a felon, but the sight of blood still made him queasy. After all, his specialty was overnight breaking and entering into empty businesses. He didn’t like the idea of confronting people, and the gun he carried during his B&E’s was always unloaded.

Vic dropped the shoe in his trash bag and moved on. He barely made it five feet when he saw the matching shoe poking out from under the bush. He started to move closer to grab it when something made him stop dead in his tracks. The shoe was still on a foot.

Vic froze as he tried to process what he was seeing. After a few breathless seconds, he nervously knelt down. Hidden under the bush was a young woman, probably not even thirty. She had long, dark, curly hair and dark skin. She was wearing black dress, nicer than work clothes, like something that might be worn during an evening out. And she was clearly dead. She had bruises on her arms and legs and a thick, ugly band of black and blue around her neck. Her eyes were open but empty. 

Despite his multiple stints behind bars, Vic had never seen a dead body before. Before he could stop himself, he leaned over and retched in the patch of grass off the side of the road. When he was able to breathe again, he stood up and called out.

“I need help over here!” 

 




 

 

 


CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Jessie Hunt wasn’t used to sitting in the waiting room.

Usually, when she visited a hospital, it was because she was the one being admitted. She almost wished that was the case this morning. But right now, she was the one worrying about everyone else.

As she sat in the uncomfortable chair at Cedars-Sinai Medical Center, she adjusted positions. She’d been trying to get a little sleep, but it was mostly useless. Other than a couple of fitful hours last night, she’d spent her time looking up every time someone in a white coat walked by. She was on the verge of just getting up and forcing her way into the ICU to demand answers.

For seemingly the hundredth time, she glanced at the clock on the wall. It was already 8:20 in the morning. The bomb had gone off over seven hours ago. She should have more answers by now.

It felt like it had all gone down just minutes ago. When she closed her eyes, the memory of last night, still painfully vivid, flooded in.

The specialized LAPD unit that Jessie worked for as a criminal profiler, Homicide Special Section, had gotten a tip that the serial killer known as the Clone Killer was holed up in a downtown L.A. Skid Row apartment. While she watched on body camera footage from the Central Police Station, four detectives from the unit, along with an eight-person SWAT team, had breached the apartment.

The Clone Killer, whose real name was Mark Haddonfield, was no longer there when they arrived. But before he left, he’d booby-trapped the place with an explosive, which the team had only discovered seconds before it went off. The explosion had cut off the body camera feeds, leaving Jessie and everyone else at the police station in the dark about what happened, and who survived.

Jessie wanted to rush to the scene, but her boss, Captain Ryan Hernandez, who also happened to be her husband, had insisted she stay away. She was recovering from her own head injury sustained less than a week earlier. Equally concerning was that Haddonfield’s rampant murder spree was all part of a plan to destroy her. As a result, Ryan didn’t want her anywhere near a location where the killer might still be lingering. But that didn’t stop him from going directly to the bombed-out apartment to check on his people.

Since Jessie couldn’t go to the scene, she’d come to the hospital instead, along with an entourage that included her best friend, private detective Kat Gentry, and her personal bodyguard, Grover Nix, who was trying to keep her safe from Haddonfield. Kat had her own bodyguard in tow, a former Israeli Special Forces soldier, who was protecting her from an entirely different killer intent on harming her.

They had all waited there as patients started coming in. First were the members of the SWAT team who had managed to escape the explosion without injury and were arriving to check on their colleagues. Then came the injured. Two more SWAT team members were brought in together. Both had facial lacerations, and one of them had his pant leg cut off and replaced by a large bandage. But they seemed fairly functional.

Next to arrive were three of her fellow HSS co-workers, Detectives Sam Goodwin, Karen Bray, and Jim Nettles. Sam was alert, though his shirt had been removed and his back was heavily bandaged. Karen was also conscious, though her left arm was immobilized.

“What happened?” Jessie had asked her.

“The blast slammed me across the hallway,” Karen explained. “I don’t know if I broke the arm or just sprained it really badly, but it smarts.”

Jessie wanted to ask more, but her attention was diverted by the entrance of Jim Nettles on a gurney. He was unconscious, and his face was heavily wrapped. Jessie didn’t even have to ask before Sam Goodwin answered.

“He was one of the last to get out of the apartment,” Sam explained. “He was thrown clear across the hall and landed against the far wall face-first. The EMT thinks he suffered some facial fractures.”

Jessie had looked around for any sign of the two people she knew had been closest to the explosion, the SWAT team leader, Sergeant Trey Clark and the HSS detective on point for the breach, Susannah Valentine. Moments later, Clark arrived in his own ambulance. As he was wheeled into the emergency room, Jessie caught a glimpse of him.

It wasn’t pretty. He was unconscious and wore an oxygen mask over his face, which looked like ground beef. He had multiple tubes coming out of him. His entire torso was bloody, and it appeared as if his skin and clothing had fused together. He disappeared into the emergency room. Everyone was quiet for a moment after the doors closed, trying to process what they’d just seen.

“What about Susannah?” Jessie eventually asked. “From what I could tell on camera, she was closest to the bomb when it went off.”

Sam and Karen shrugged apprehensively.

“We were taken away before we found out anything about her status,” Karen said darkly.

Just then the two of them were ushered into the emergency area by an agitated nurse, leaving Jessie alone with Kat, and the two bodyguards. She slumped down into a chair, unsure what to do. After several minutes of silence, the automatic doors opened.

She looked up to see Ryan walking in. Next to him was Susannah Valentine. Jessie breathed a sigh of relief. The raven-haired detective was standing under her own power and walked in without any assistance. She had a bandage on the side of her neck, and several more on her forearms, but otherwise looked fine.

“Are you okay?” Jessie asked, rushing up to meet her. 

“Just bumps and bruises,” Susannah assured her, rubbing at her left side.

“But I saw your body cam,” Jessie insisted. “You were right in front of the bomb with less than five seconds on the timer.”

“Trust me, I recall,” Susannah said with a pained smile. “I didn’t have time to get to the apartment door, so I leaped out Haddonfield's window. Unfortunately, it was closed, which is how I got all these cuts."

“You leapt out the window?” Kat repeated, stunned.

“Yeah,” Susannah replied. “I notice earlier in our search that there was a fire escape and figured I had a better shot getting to that than the door before the bomb went off. I slammed into the railing pretty hard after smashing through the window, but the wall of the apartment protected me from the worst of the blast. I’m just sore.”

Their conversation was cut short as a different nurse took her back to get checked out as a precaution.

 

***

 

In the hours since then, multiple people had emerged from behind those doors, among them Susannah, Karen, and Sam. But there was still no word on the SWAT leader, Trey Clark, or on Jim Nettles.

Finally, at 8:25 a.m., Ryan pushed the doors open and walked over. Jessie knew her husband well and could tell from his expression that he had an update. She stood up to meet him. The rest of the group saw her reaction and did the same.

“How are they?” she asked.

“Nettles is going to be out of commission for a while,” he answered, “but he’ll ultimately be okay. Amazingly, he didn’t suffer a concussion. But multiple bones in his face were fractured. He’s going to have to stay here for a few weeks, and it'll be several months before he can return to full duty. But he’ll be back.”

“And Clark?” Jessie asked, referring to the SWAT team leader.

Ryan shook his head.

“I’m afraid he didn’t make it,” he said. “He died on the operating room table a short time ago. His internal injuries from the blast were just too severe.”

Hearing the words, Jessie felt slightly dizzy. Sergeant Trey Clark was one of the most decorated members of LAPD SWAT, not to mention the married father of two young children. She looked around and managed to find a seat to slump in.

She only half-heard Ryan talking about the funeral plans that Police Chief Roy Decker was putting in motion. In addition to the light-headedness, she also felt the beginnings of a headache coming on. She took several deep breaths, hoping to stave it off.

“How are you feeling?” someone whispered from the seat next to her, making her jump slightly.

Jessie hadn't noticed it, but at some point, Dr. Janice Lemmon had taken a seat beside her. Lemmon, her long-time psychiatrist, was currently a patient here at Cedars too. She was recovering from injuries she sustained last night while trying to fight off a troubled client who had taken to killing therapists who couldn’t “fix” him like he wanted. But somehow, even requiring a cane to move about, the sixty-something-year-old doctor had made her way down from her own hospital bed to this waiting room.

“I’ve been better,” Jessie conceded bitterly, keeping her voice low. “Headache, disorientation, overwhelmed at the carnage wrought by Mark Haddonfield. How about you?”

“I’m good,” Lemmon replied quietly, though Jessie couldn’t tell whether she was being honest. “My wounds are improving, and my doctor said I should be able to go home by the weekend. But let’s not focus on me. Tell me more about you.”

“Are we in a session, Doc?” Jessie asked, trying to force a grin.

“No,” Lemmon replied gently. “Just checking on a friend.”

The doctor smiled warmly, her bright eyes shining behind her thick glasses. Her aggressive perm, comprised of tight little blonde ringlets, framed her kind face.

“Like I said, I’m struggling right now,” Jessie told her. “There’s all this, plus the Hannah situation, which I can’t even begin to get into. But I can’t complain too much, not after what happened to Sergeant Clark. Give me a few hours and I’ll be good as new.”

“Don’t push it, Jessie," Lemmon warned. "That's when you get into trouble. You need to give yourself some downtime."

Jessie fought off a snort. With everything going on, when was she going to find downtime? Before she got the chance to respond, Susannah Valentine’s loud voice grabbed her attention.

“I’m fine, Captain,” she said forcefully. “There’s no need to keep me here.”

“You only had a basic workup,” Ryan replied calmly. “The doctors want to make sure they didn’t miss anything.”

"I'll come back later," Susannah promised. "But right now, I need to get back in the field. This Haddonfield bastard has been terrorizing the city for months. He’s killed five innocent civilians. And now, he’s turned Chelcie Clark into a widow and left two children fatherless. I want to get this guy—now!”

Jessie looked at Ryan and saw the conflicting emotions on his face. He obviously felt the same way that Susannah did, but he was doing his best to be the responsible, measured captain of Central Police Station. She felt for her husband, who was in an impossible situation.

She was just as torn as he was, but she felt obligated to choose a side. The question was: whose?

 




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

In the end, Jessie sided with Susannah. After all, she wanted to get Haddonfield, too, now more than ever. And she intended to do whatever was necessary to make it happen. Susannah Valentine, even at half-strength, would better help them achieve that goal.

When they arrived downtown and entered Central Police Station, Jessie found it to be strangely silent. As she filed through the hallway along with the others, officers and civilian staff alike stopped talking, lowering their heads in shared grief over the injuries to their co-workers and the loss of Trey Clark. Jessie didn’t make eye contact, keeping her head down too until they got to the conference room, the very same one where they’d watched on multiple screens as the bomb went off.

This was where they planned to regroup to go after Haddonfield. She took a seat and looked around. Not everyone was there. Jim Nettles was in a drugged-assisted sleep back at Cedars-Sinai. Karen Bray and Sam Goodwin were being kept there overnight as well for observation. That was three quarters of the HSS detective squad.

Susannah Valentine, who couldn’t be kept away, was sitting across from Jessie. Whatever token exam she’d let the doctors do, it had taken all of five minutes before she insisted on joining them on the trip back to the station. Everyone else settled in in the remaining chairs. Jessie was surprised to realize that half of them weren’t even affiliated with the LAPD. 

In addition to herself and Susannah, there was Ryan, of course. Also attending the meeting was HSS’s two-person research team, comprised of lead researcher Jamil Winslow, as well as Beth Ryerson. But that was it for the department.

Two of the remaining chairs were occupied by Kat and her bodyguard, Gila Jabarin. The two of them had uncovered Haddonfield’s Skid Row lair, and their input might prove valuable. And as always, there was Grover Nix, Jessie’s personal guard. He ran Secure Analysis Services, or SAS, the company that employed Jabarin and the other bodyguard Jessie was currently paying. Nix didn’t take a seat, choosing instead to stand by the glass door, where he had a better view of people walking down the hallway in their direction.

“Should we begin?” Susannah asked. “The sooner we start comparing notes, the better chance we have of catching this monster.”

Ryan, who hadn’t actually sat down, sighed quietly. Jessie sensed that what he was about to say would not make her happy.

“We’ll start in just a minute,” he said. “We have one more person joining us. He’s on his way right now.”

“Who’s that?” Kat asked.

Jessie studied her husband. Ryan Hernandez’s handsome face was troubled. Normally, it was defined by his giant, warm brown eyes, shy grin, and adorable dimples. Those features—far more than the square jaw and well-muscled frame that strained at his dress shirts—were what first attracted her to him. But right now, his eyes were like dark clouds.

“I’ll let him formally introduce himself,” he said, “though most of you know him already.”

A moment later, Jessie saw someone striding purposefully down the hall and understood. Grover took note of him too and stiffened, unsure who he was dealing with.

“It’s okay, Grover,” Jessie told him. “He’s FBI.”

The man entering the conference room didn’t look the part. With his weathered, suntanned face, longish, silvery hair, and surfer vibe, it was hard to believe that he was a Special Agent in Charge at the FBI’s Los Angeles field office. But Jessie knew that his looks were deceiving.

After working—and clashing— with him on a case a few years back, they’d become friends. She supported his embrace of sobriety, and he was instrumental in coordinating a massive rescue effort when she was kidnapped by an obsessed killer on her wedding night. They had history, mostly good. But as he entered the conference room this morning, she got the distinct impression that he wasn’t just here for moral support.

“Good to see you, Jack,” Ryan said, shaking his hand.

“Thanks for having me,” Dolan replied.

“For those of you who don’t know,” Ryan announced,” this is FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Dolan. At this point, I’m going to hand things off to him.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Dolan said formally, stepping forward. “I know many of you already, and I’m sorry we aren’t reuniting under happier circumstances, but I guess we rarely do. I want to offer my condolences on the loss of your colleague from SWAT.”

He paused for a second. Jessie could tell he was about to lay down the hammer.

“Rather than beat around the bush,” he continued, “I’m just going to come right out with it. The FBI is taking over the search for Mark Haddonfield.”

Jessie felt her whole body sag.

“What?” Susannah exclaimed angrily.

“I know this isn’t what—,” he started to reply.

 “We’ve been after this guy for months,” the irate detective interrupted. “He’s targeting people that Jessie has previously saved. This case is under LAPD jurisdiction, specifically HSS’s. It’s ours.”

“It was yours, Detective Valentine,” Dolan told her firmly. “It’s ours now.”

There was a long, stunned pause in which no one seemed sure how to respond.

“Isn’t your plate full with the hunt for Ash Pierce?” Jamil Winslow finally asked, referencing the assassin on the loose, one who had a very personal connection to Jessie.

“It was,” Dolan replied, “but we’re handing that off to the U.S. Marshals Service. In fact, we’ve already done it.”

"So, to be clear, the FBI is overseeing the hunt for Haddonfield, but we’re working together?” Beth Ryerson asked hopefully, “pooling our resources?”

“I’m afraid not,” Dolan said. “I’m sorry to be so blunt, but look around. HSS is decimated. Three of your detectives are in the hospital. Valentine here would be too if she wasn’t so stubborn. Your criminal profiler is still technically on medical leave because of a serious head injury. HSS is not equipped for this right now.”

“That’s not fair,” Jessie found herself shouting in unison with Susannah.

Dolan shrugged.

“I agree,” he admitted. “But over half of your unit is hospitalized or should be. You’re in no position to help. It’s moot anyway. Chief Decker has already signed off on the change. Your unit will be kept apprised but not formally assisted.”

Susannah looked she was about to object again when Ryan cut her off.

“He’s right,” he said. “We’re not in a position to pursue this case right now. The only HSS team members who haven’t been admitted to the hospital in the last week are me, Jamil, and Beth. Need I remind you, I have a whole station to run. And Jamil and Beth are researchers, not cops.”

“Having said that,” Dolan added, “while HSS is technically no longer a part of this case, we could certainly use your research team’s assistance, if you’re willing to share them. It would help us a lot to have access to everything you’ve compiled in recent months rather than having to start from zero.”

“Of course,” Ryan said without hesitation. “Jamil and Beth are at your disposal. Let’s end this meeting now so you can talk with them.”

Susannah didn’t object this time. Jessie knew that even she couldn’t find fault with the offer. Jamil Winslow and Beth Ryerson were a key part of what made HSS so effective. 

Jamil, only twenty-five, was not what one might picture when imagining the research leader of LAPD’s top investigative unit. Short and incredibly skinny despite taking on an aggressive workout regimen lately, with thick glasses and no sense of fashion style, Jamil was quite literally a genius. He was capable of filtering through massive databases, sorting surveillance video into manageable buckets, or making complicated financial records understandable, all seemingly in the blink of an eye.

Beth was almost his polar opposite. An unfussily attractive former college volleyball star at UC Santa Barbara, she was over six feet tall, dwarfing even Jessie. But she didn’t just contrast with Jamil physically. She more than compensated for her supervisor’s reserved demeanor with her outgoing one. Her perpetually chill, friendly vibe was the complete inverse of Jamil’s constant, jittery intensity. She almost always had a sunny disposition.

But her casual demeanor had hidden advantages. First, it masked an especially sharp mind, which people tended to underestimate. Secondly, her relaxed energy helped center her more high-strung boss, keeping him focused and positive. As co-workers, they were well-matched. 

And what Jessie knew—which no one else did—was that in recent weeks they’d become well-matched personally as well. Independent of that little detail, their shared knowledge and commitment would be an asset to the Clone Killer investigation, no matter who was running it.

Dolan moved in their direction, but Jessie cornered him before he could get there.

“I’m sorry, Jessie,” he said, holding up his hands, “but this wasn’t my call.”

“I understand that it’s not your fault,” she assured him. “That’s not what I want to talk to you about. You said that the Marshals were taking over the search for Ash Pierce?”

“We handed off the case just before I came over here,” he confirmed.

“Did you make any progress before that?”

“You mean in the twelve hours since she broke into your sister’s safe house last night and almost killed both her and her bodyguard?” he asked defensively. “No, Jessie, we haven’t.”

“It’s not a crazy question,” she noted, trying not to get agitated herself. “Pierce jumped out a second-story window to escape when she heard the cops coming. She left on foot in the middle of a rainstorm. Isn’t it reasonable to think she might have been noticed under those circumstances?”

“Of course,” he said. “I didn’t mean to imply the question was out of bounds. I guess I’m just frustrated. It’s like she completely disappeared, and we don’t have any idea how. It’s been the same thing ever since she escaped from that prison transport five days ago. We think we have a lead on her, but it dries up. Clearly she’s got multiple hiding spots in the city that she’s established over the years and she’s making full use of them.”

“So you can understand why I’m a little on edge,” Jessie told him. “No one knows where she is, and she’s apparently made it her mission to find my sister. She did it once, even though Hannah was supposedly in a secure safe house. Now Hannah has been moved to a new one and almost no one know where, other than her and her bodyguard, Rufus. Not even Grover, my security guy over there, is in the loop, and he’s Rufus’s boss.”

“That may be for the best, Jessie,” Dolan told her. “If they’re holed up somewhere solid and they don’t communicate with the outside world, it will be virtually impossible for Pierce to find Hannah, no matter how skilled she is.”

“I’d like to believe that,” Jessie replied, “but Ash Pierce was a Marines Special Operations element leader and later, a CIA asset who conducted covert assassinations before becoming a hitwoman for hire. She’s working on a different level. And if she finds Hannah, we might not know until it’s too late.”

“Listen,” Dolan said, leaning in close so that only she could hear. “We may have handed this off to the Marshals, but that doesn’t mean we’re blind.”

“What does that mean?” she asked.

“It means that part of the deal was that two of my agents were allowed to stay on as advisors. I get constant updates. And if I learn anything new, you can bet I’ll share it with you right away. Don’t forget, I was there the night you first met Hannah, even before you knew she was your half-sister. I saw the carnage that her father—that your father—caused, torturing her and killing her adoptive parents. This is personal for me, too." 

 “I get that, Jack,” she told him. “But it’s not the same. Within weeks of that night, I went from not knowing I had a sister to becoming her guardian. I’ve spent the last two years raising her, helping her recover from the trauma she suffered. Now, she was finally moving into a new stage of her life. She was supposed to start college on Monday. But instead, she’s god knows where, living in constant fear of a professional assassin who’s only goal is to kill her.”

“I know,” Dolan assured her. “And I know how important this is to you. We’ll find Pierce.”

Jessie nodded. But she knew his words were empty. He couldn’t promise anything. No one could.

Ash Pierce was out there and until she was brought down, Jessie would never rest easy. The thought made her head start to hurt.

 




 

 

 


CHAPTER THREE

 

 

They finally got a few minutes alone.

Jessie followed Ryan into his office. Grover, who had been walking several steps behind them, positioned himself outside as Ryan closed the door. He was about to turn on the light when she grabbed his hand.

“Don’t,” she requested. “I can feel another headache coming on. Let’s keep it dark in here.”

Normally, Jessie would have fought through the discomfort to keep him from worrying, but she didn’t have the strength for it today. She made her way over to the ratty loveseat along the back wall of his office and settled into it.

“How bad is it?” he asked, concerned.

“I’m hoping to keep it at bay with some quiet time,” she said. “But with everything going on—the lack of sleep and the stress—I’m struggling. I can’t help but feel like it’s all unraveling.”

“What do you mean?” Ryan asked, taking a seat beside her.

She leaned over and rested her head on his chest, allowing herself a long sigh.

“Obviously the head stuff is a constant concern,” she acknowledged. “It was one thing to suffer that initial concussion when Andy Robinson blew up that mineshaft after she kidnapped me six months ago. But then to have my neurosurgeon tell me that I’m at risk for Second Impact Syndrome—that suffering another concussion before I completely recovering from the first one could lead to rapid brain swelling, seriously increasing the chance of death? That warning has literally hung over my head ever since.”

“I get it,” Ryan sympathized. “And then you suffer another concussion by slamming your head into the side of that pool last week while taking down that sorority killer. It’s a lot to deal with. But remember, you avoided the immediate risk. It could have been so much worse.”

“I know,” she said. “But it’s not like I’m out of the woods. And that fear is just hovering there on top of everything else.”

“Everything else?” Ryan asked.

"Sure," she said, lifting her head and looking him in the eyes. "Trey Clark’s death, the injuries to multiple members of HSS, all while completely failing in our efforts to find Haddonfield. Let’s not forget that this so-called Clone Killer is doing all this because of me. He seemed like a fan when I met him on campus at UCLA that one time last year, but clearly his enthusiasm has morphed into something twisted. He murdered people that I had saved from other serial killers. He’s trying to punish me before he kills me. And I haven’t been able to do a thing to stop him.”

“That’s not true,” Ryan reminded her. “You uncovered his identity. Now he’s on the run, trying to avoid capture rather than going after other victims.”

“Tell that to Trey Clark’s family,” Jessie said. ‘Haddonfield is still leaving death and destruction in his wake, even if it’s not as targeted. But that’s not everything.”

“Tell me,” Ryan said, squeezing her hand.

“I just talked to Jack Dolan,” she said, “and even though he said that the Marshals are making catching Ash Pierce a priority, I can’t stop picturing that woman finding Hannah and torturing her the way she did to Kat. Every time I think about it, my gut seizes up in pain. I’m just so sick and tired of being sick and tired.”

Ryan looked at her closely. It was obvious that he wanted to say the perfect thing that would make everything better, but they both knew those words didn't exist.

“I know you don’t want to hear this,” he suggested tentatively, “but maybe you should go home for a while, see if you can get a few hours of sleep. It might help with the headache, and it could help clear your mind, so that it doesn’t all seem so overwhelming.”

She smiled at him, well aware that he really was trying his best. But he had to know it was a futile effort.

“No,” she told him, “I already feel helpless. Going back to the house, where I’d be alone except for Grover? That’s not going to make me feel any better. And I wouldn’t get any sleep there either. I’d be constantly worried that I was missing something important. I need to stay here, in case there are developments.”

The frustrated expression he tried to hide told her where he stood. He was worried about her, and he likely felt as helpless about it as she did. But he didn’t argue, clearly sensing that it would serve no purpose.

“You know that as much as I’d like to, I can’t stay with you,” he said. “While I was dealing with the aftermath of the bombing, the rest of the business of Central Station didn’t stop. In the last twelve hours, there were two other murders, three rapes, and five robberies assigned to us. I have to catch up on things.”

“I know,” she said. “Captaining doesn’t stop for anyone. You should go take care of all that. I’ll be fine.”

He started to get up when she asked him a question.

“Will you be fine?”

He sat back down.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“Are you still thinking of resigning as captain and returning to HSS exclusively, like you mentioned in our couples’ counseling session with Dr. Lemmon?”

He shrugged noncommittally.

“On days like this, it seems pretty appealing,” he admitted. “Would you be upset if I did?”

This time, she squeezed his hand before leaning in and giving him a peck on his soft lips.

“I’ll support you, whatever you choose to do,” she said. “I just want you to be happy.”

He smiled, then kissed her back, only his wasn’t just a peck. She leaned into it, closing her eyes and allowing all her concerns to fall away as she focused only on Ryan. Suddenly, his cell phone rang.

She pulled back. Both of them recognized the ringtone. It was Los Angeles Chief of Police Roy Decker. When Decker called, voicemail wasn’t an option—you pick up.

“Sorry,” Ryan said, reaching for the phone.

“It’s okay,” Jessie whispered as all the concerns that had briefly disappeared rushed back into her head.

“Hello, Chief,” Ryan said, holding the phone to his ear.

Even though the call wasn’t on speaker, Jessie could hear Decker clearly. As usual, he was blunt and to the point.

“We’ve got a problem, Hernandez, and I need your help to solve it.”

 




 

 

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Mark Haddonfield was not happy.

As he sat in the stiff-backed chair of the darkened living room, staring through a narrow slit in the blinds at the house down the block, he tried to recall how he’d gotten to this point.

This wasn’t how his elaborate plan to undo Jessie Hunt was supposed to play out. When he first came up with what he called The Strategy last spring, everything had seemed so simple. He would make Jessie pay for her hypocrisy and her cruelty to him by delivering a delicious comeuppance. It had worked wonderfully at first.

He studied her past cases, specifically ones in which she had caught serial killers. Then he chose near-victims of those killers who would have been murdered if not for Jessie’s intervention. He found those people and killed them, using the same method that the original serial killer would have employed.

At first it had been hard. After all, he was a twenty-one-year-old college student. He'd never killed anyone before. That’s why the first victim he chose was a cheating drunkard who would not be missed by anyone. The next victim was harder to eliminate. Yes, she was a rich, entitled piece of work, but she was also a wife and mother to two young children. But he’d managed to get the job done.

Each successive kill was easier, even if the people he took out were largely innocents who didn’t deserve what he did to them. But that wasn’t the point. The goal was to teach Jessie Hunt a dual lesson. First was that no one she rescued was truly safe and that simply by being in her orbit, they were forever in danger.

Second, and more importantly, she was learning that she could no longer behave with unbridled impunity, treating people like him as second-class citizens. All he had wanted was to take her seminar in criminal profiling at UCLA. He’d been a huge fan of her work. He had even transferred from Stanford specifically to study under her tutelage and become a profiler like her.

But he'd been thwarted at every turn. First, he was denied admission to her seminar because he was only a junior, and seniors got priority for hugely popular classes. He’d tried to meet with her to get into the class the next quarter, but she never showed up for office hours—something about security concerns. Then, as if to spite him, she went on sabbatical from the school, returning full-time to work at LAPD’s Homicide Special Section.

He had been tossed aside, stuck in a strange city, without friends or family, at a school he’d only come to for her. And yet she faced no consequences for leaving him high and dry. She was oblivious to his falling grades, his crushing loneliness, or the dismissive nastiness of his fellow students.

In fact, she was celebrated for her profiling successes, constantly on the news because she had brought down this wrongdoer or captured that killer. It was as if she was rubbing salt in his wound. It was as if she was daring him to do something about it.

So he did. And for a time, it was perfect. His first four kills had gone down without a hitch. It was during the fifth that things fell apart.

“That was your fault,” the familiar voice of Jessie Hunt told him, breaking the silence of the living room.

Mark nodded. Jessie was right. Had he simply stuck to the kill, he wouldn’t be in this position right now. But he’d gotten distracted. And he’d paid the price.

“At least you can admit it now,” Jessie said condescendingly. “That’s progress.”

“You don’t have to rub it in,” Mark muttered under his breath. “I know I screwed up.”

There was no denying it. While preparing for his fifth kill at a fancy beach house near the Santa Monica Pier, he’d allowed himself to observe the activities of Hannah Dorsey, Jessie Hunt’s sister, who was vacationing in the area with her friends. Rather than keeping his eye on the prize, he’d become infatuated with the lovely Hannah.

He was drawn to her steely confidence, not to mention her blonde hair, vibrant and bouncy. He admired her lean figure, marked by sinewy strength. He was smitten by her green eyes, the same shade as Jessie’s. And foolishly, he’d acted on those feelings, approaching her at the Santa Monica Pier late one night.

“Approaching?” Jessie sneered from the darkness behind him in the living room. “More like hounding!”

Mark understood now that it was true. He had been more forceful than was gentlemanly when trying to win her over, even attacking the pathetic boy she was there with. Unfortunately, Hannah Dorsey was more than just a pretty face. She had dived at his legs, slamming into his left knee. He was reduced to limping off as she screamed for help.

The consequences of that evening were twofold. First, the knee injury he’d sustained was serious enough that it still caused him pain and made walking without a hitch nearly impossible. But much worse, Hannah had been able to identify him.

Once Jessie pieced together that the man who attacked her sister likely also murdered a young man that she’d once rescued from a serial killer, the rest was easy. They identified him in hours. It was only his expectation that it would happen that allowed him to get out of his campus apartment before the authorities arrived.

“Your expectation?” Jessie taunted. “I’m the one who warned you that they’d be coming. If not for me, you’d be in a cell right now. You’re lucky you got out at all.”

“It wasn’t luck,” Mark shot back. “It was planning. That’s how I had the backup apartment ready.”

“You mean that crappy Skid Row hovel where you have to pay by the week?” she reminded him. “If you hadn’t given in to your attraction to her little sister, you’d still be in a cushy Westwood apartment right now instead of spending the last few days living next to drug addicts and whores.”

“Can you just let it go?” he pleaded. “I learned my lesson. And I’m here now, aren’t I?”

“Here” was the home of Steve Odom, a neighbor of Jessie’s who lived across the street and three houses over. Mark had discovered the place when he’d initially scouted the neighborhood months ago. Odom, in his late seventies, was taking his standard late afternoon walk. Mark had followed him home and made a note of the address should he need to return later. That return happened last night.

After he’d escaped from the downtown Skid Row apartment, leaving behind all his possessions, along with a bomb as a special gift, he’d come here. Mr. Odom wasn’t very receptive to his visit, but he was old, and even with Mark’s gimpy knee, he had managed to overcome him and force his way in.

It was messy after that. Subduing Mr. Odom involved a hammer, and the elderly man was more combative than expected. Cleaning up the aftermath was a tedious, time-consuming process. But it had been worth it, as the end result was Mark sitting here in the dark, with a clear view of Jessie’s house. Now he could watch for her arrival, and if he was fortunate, maybe even Hannah’s. He had finally turned a corner.

“Don’t get cocky,” Jessie warned, her tone biting. “The last time you did that at the Santa Monica Pier, it didn’t go well.”

“I know,” he growled, tired of her constant berating.

“That’s your problem,” she continued, undeterred. “You’re arrogant. You make big plans, but you forget the simple stuff.”

“Those big plans are what led to the backup contingencies I created,” he pointed out. “You remember them, right?”

“You wouldn’t need the backup contingencies if you handled your business in the first place,” she needled.

He wanted to reply, but his attention was drawn to a patrol car driving slowly down the street. He looked at the time. This was the third pass in the last forty-five minutes. They seemed to be on a fifteen-minute schedule. The LAPD had been patrolling the area regularly since before he arrived, and he doubted they’d stop anytime soon.

“You do know the chances that she comes back here are remote,” Jessie said mockingly. “She knows you’re desperate and that you might do something idiotic like try to take her out at her own heavily fortified house. She’s not stupid, like you.”

“I’m not stupid!” he shouted before getting control of himself. “Even if she doesn’t come back here, this a good place to lie low. Wherever she is, I’ll find her, and I’ll get her.”

He glanced around to see how Jessie would react to his confidence but found himself alone in the gloomy living room. He returned his attention to the window.

“I’ll get her,” he repeated to himself. “I’m patient. And I’ve got nothing but time and a taste for revenge. I’ll get her.”

 




 

 

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

After the call from Chief Decker ended, Jessie followed Ryan into the bullpen, where Susannah Valentine was sitting at her desk. Grover Nix joined them but stayed a few paces away.

Jessie noted how strange it was to see every other cubicle unoccupied. With the rest of Homicide Special Section in the hospital, the place looked like a ghost town. Ryan sat down in Sam Goodwin’s chair, opposite Susannah. Jessie took the one that belonged to Karen Bray.

“What is it?” Susannah asked sitting up straighter, sensing that something big was coming.

Jessie marveled that even after nearly getting blown up last night, Susannah Valentine still looked good. Admittedly, her hazel eyes were tinged with exhaustion-induced redness. But her long, black hair was perfect, and apart from the bandage on her neck and the minor cuts on her deeply tanned forearms, her curvy, swimsuit model figure was intact.

“I just got off the phone with Chief Decker,” Ryan explained. “Jessie listened in. As crazy as it is to say this, he’s giving us a case.”

“Really?” Susannah said, pleasantly surprised.

“Trust me, he didn’t want to,” Ryan told her, “but he said resources are stretched thin throughout the entire department right now and this case is right up our alley.”

“What is it?” Susannah asked.

“A young woman was discovered at a freeway underpass this morning by an inmate on litter pickup duty. She looked like she’d been beaten and strangled. Decker thought of us because another woman was found the same way yesterday morning, strangled and dumped on the side of a road. The pattern suggests a serial killer. Beyond that, the first victim was the niece of a well-known local political strategist, so he’s feeling pressure on that front too. Initially he had the local precinct handle it, but now that it’s a little stickier, he wants us.”

“Does he realize how short-handed we are?” Susannah wanted to know.

“He’s well aware and he asked if I thought we could manage it under the circumstances,” Ryan said. “As rough as our situation is, I couldn’t in good conscience refuse the case.  You’re okay. I’m okay. Our research team is okay, even if their attention is split between us and the FBI. I think we can handle it.”

"I'm okay, too," Jessie said, raising her hand to remind them that she was still there.

“That’s up for debate,” Ryan replied teasingly, “but it’s not the point. We have two healthy detectives and a fully operational research staff. That’s enough to pursue this case.”

“Hold on,” Susannah said. “Are you doing more than just supervising on this?”

“I’m your partner on this one,” Ryan informed her, “whether you like it or not.”

Jessie was pretty sure that Susannah wouldn’t like it. Her brash, sometimes abrasive personality, along with her “bull in a china shop” investigative techniques, tended to initially create conflict with her partners. It had taken her and Jessie a while to find common ground. But she’d never worked a case with Ryan. Jessie anticipated grumbling from both of them.

“Who’s going to be steering the ship if you’re out in the field?” Susannah asked, not-so-subtly hinting that maybe he should stay office-bound.

“Gaylene Parker from Vice has agreed to step in as interim captain,” he told her. “She’s experienced and was around last night when I wasn’t, so she’s up to speed on everything. Central Station will be in very capable hands.”

“Are you sure you’re comfortable just handing everything off?” Susannah pressed.

“You’re wasting your time, Susannah,” Jessie told her. “He’s going with you. He was adamant about it with me. But if it’s any consolation, I’ll be here to provide backup help if you need it.”

“Loosening the reins on her, Captain?” Susannah joked.

Ryan already looked annoyed with his partner for the day.

“Against my better judgment, I’m letting Jessie monitor and assist on the case from here, where it’s safe,” he said defensively. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I’m going to go catch Dolan before he heads out and let him know that Research will be splitting their time between law enforcement agencies. In the meantime, I suggest that you get ready. We’re leaving for the crime scene in five minutes.”

Once Ryan walked off, Susannah turned to Jessie.

“This should be fun,” she muttered unenthusiastically.

Jessie was less concerned about how they got along than the details they would provide.

“Listen, Ryan is going to want to keep me out of everything,” she told the detective. “He’ll hope that holding back information will prevent me from overextending and putting myself at risk. But you and I both know that tactic will only make me go to extreme lengths to learn what I need to know. So I expect you to ignore any instructions to protect my delicate sensibilities and tell me everything. Deal?”

Normally that kind of rule-breaking would appeal to Susannah, but she looked hesitant.

“I would never describe your sensibilities as delicate,” she said carefully, “but after everything you’ve been through lately, maybe it’s a good idea to ease back a little on the investigative intensity?”

“Is that what you would do in my shoes?” Jessie asked, already certain of the answer.

She didn’t even need Susannah to reply. Her conspiratorial smile was answer enough.

 

***

 

Once Ryan and Susannah had gone, Jessie went to the break room in search of something to satisfy her grumbling stomach. Grover joined her.

“Any word from Rufus yet?” she asked, referring to Rufus Harrington, the bodyguard currently protecting Hannah.

The security expert offered a patient smile.

“You already know that he’s not going to reach out unless absolutely necessary,” he reminded her in his weary British accent. The former SAS soldier might be an experienced professional who served in both Iraq and Afghanistan before entering private security, but he wasn’t immune to the effects of sleep deprivation either. Even the trim, muscular, forty-something man with short, gray hair currently had red-tinged eyes after the long night they’d all had.

“I thought maybe the policy had changed since last we spoke,” Jessie replied drily, well aware that it hadn’t. “I just want to be sure that Hannah’s okay. You understand that.”

“I do,” he assured her. "But as we discussed, right now, the best way to keep her safe from Ash Pierce is to keep her off the grid. Frankly, if Rufus calls me, that probably means something has gone wrong.”

“More than probably,” someone said from behind her, “It means everything has fallen apart.”

Jessie turned around to find that the speaker was Gila Jabarin, the bodyguard Grover had assigned to protect Kat, who was standing beside her. Jessie, who was independently wealthy due to a series of familial tragedies, had paid Grover’s Secure Analysis Services to protect herself, Hannah, and Kat, all of whom were currently being hunted by killers. Of the three, Gila was by far the least personable.

“Thanks for the positivity, Gila,” Jessie said, unable to keep the sarcasm out of her voice.

“I am only saying the truth,” the woman replied in her thick Israeli accent. “If Rufus remains radio silent, it is good. If he calls, things have gone badly.”

Jessie knew Gila was right, even if she lacked any semblance of tact. Then again, she wasn’t hired for her diplomatic skills. She was hired because she used to be in Israel’s elite counter-terrorism Oketz Unit before moving on to their special forces “Red Unit.” She had extensive experience with demolitions and weapons, including sniper training. She was also an expert in hand-to-hand combat.

Jessie found it slightly ironic that this petite, unimposing figure was assigned to protect Kat Gentry, a private detective and former Army Ranger who had served, and suffered injuries, in Afghanistan. Kat was much more physically imposing than her bodyguard. At about five foot seven and 140 pounds, she was powerfully built, with arm muscles that bulged without even flexing. She could typically deal with almost any threat she faced.

But this wasn’t a typical situation. When Ash Pierce had tricked and tortured her three months ago, it had left scars both inside and out. While Kat had mostly physically recovered since, she hadn’t been her usual self-assured, badass self. Until she got her confidence back, she wasn’t equipped to take on Ash Pierce. She needed Gila.

“You mind if me and Kat have a private chat?” Jessie asked the bodyguards, not wanting to discuss the lack of communication with Hannah and Rufus any longer.

“Please,” Grover said. “It will allow me to debrief Ms. Jabarin here.”

Jessie led Kat over to the snack machine, where she chose a granola bar. Kat went for Doritos. Jessie tried not to laugh.

“Hey,” Kat protested, “don’t make fun. I haven’t started my wedding diet yet.”

“It’s cool,” Jessie assured her. “My system just couldn’t handle food like that at this hour. Speaking of weddings, are you still on cloud nine after the engagement?”

“The excitement has been slightly dulled by discovering a serial killer’s hideout, only to have it explode, killing one person and leaving multiple others injured.”

“That wasn’t your fault, Kat,” Jessie insisted. “I asked you to use your private eye skills to hunt for Haddonfield in ways the LAPD couldn’t. You did, and it led to his location. There’s no way you could have known it was booby-trapped. You did your job.”

“Maybe,” Kat said, ripping open the bag of chips, “but I can’t help but think that if I’d figured things out earlier, that breach team could have gotten to his apartment when he was still there, and this would all be over.”

“Don’t think that way,” Jessie said. “You did everything you could, more than the entire department with its myriad resources, was able to. How it played out had nothing to do with you.”

“If you say so,” Kat muttered before popping a chip in her mouth.

“I do say so,” Jessie said, then took a bite of her granola bar.

“It’s nice to get a little sunlight thrown my way,” Kat conceded.

“What, you don’t get that from Gila over there?”

“Are you kidding?” Kat said, chuckling bitterly. “All I get from her is scolding. I am dangerous. I put myself and her in danger with an assassin on the loose. I am a terrible protectee, that kind of thing. It’s not exactly affirming.”

“She sounds like a real barrel of laughs,” Jessie mused. “Is she always like that?”

“That’s her being chipper,” Kat said. “When she’s in a really bad mood, she mostly just grunts.”

Jessie shook her head,

“Okay, enough of that,” she chastised. “Tell me more about this engagement. We’ve barely had a chance to talk.”

Kat brightened up at the question.

"We haven't had a chance to do any planning yet," she replied. "Not much downtime since Mitch proposed. He actually wanted to come back to town after he heard what went down last night, but I told him not to. I’m worried that if he takes any more personal time on my account, he might get fired. I told him that I’m safe at the station with my tiny taskmaster around.”

“Did the Sheriff’s Department threaten to fire him?” Jessie asked. Kat’s now-fiancé’, Mitch Connor, was a San Bernardino Sheriff’s deputy based in Lake Arrowhead, a mountain town two hours east of L.A.

“Not explicitly,” Kat said, “but they hinted at it. He said he’s actually considering looking for work here. I think our long-distance days are coming to an end.”

“I should hope so,” Jessie replied. “This is pretty exciting stuff.”

Kat said something in response, but Jessie didn’t hear it. Out of nowhere, a sudden burst of pain shot through her brain. She fought off a gasp and tried not to let her expression change as Kat talked. Her friend looked happy for the first time today, and she didn't want to ruin that, even if it felt like someone was prying open her skull.

She’d been through this before and knew that if she held out long enough, the agony would dissipate. So she gulped hard, nodded at whatever Kat was saying, and plastered a tight smile on her face, praying this would pass soon.




 

 

 


CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Ryan realized he was grinding his teeth.

He and Susannah Valentine were just pulling up to the crime scene, a Gardena underpass where Artesia Boulevard met the 405 freeway, when he realized that his jaw was starting to ache. He wondered how long he’d been essentially clenching his whole face.

He tried to cut himself some slack. After all, things weren’t exactly running smoothly of late, and he had a lot on his mind. He was worried about his injured HSS detectives, especially Jim Nettles, whose entire face was a collage of broken bones.

Add to that, he was concerned about Gaylene Parker taking over in his stead. She was a consummate professional and if her tenure went well, it might afford him the opportunity to go back to HSS full-time, but it was a risk to put someone else in charge with so much going on at once.

In addition, he had the more immediate fear that Susannah Valentine might say or do something to alienate the cops at the crime scene they were approaching. The Gardena Police Department was already making a concession by letting LAPD take lead on the case. If Susannah gave in to her penchant for curt, combative commentary, it would make the job doubly hard, especially since HSS was working with a skeleton crew. She was an excellent detective, but her reputation as being prickly was well-earned.

Beyond that was the constant apprehension that Mark Haddonfield and Ash Pierce would remain on the loose, threatening the public, and especially the people he cared most about. Hannah, who was for all practical purposes his stepdaughter, deserved better than to live in hiding at the very time she was supposed to be starting a fresh life in college. Kat was entitled to begin her engagement without this hanging over her head.

And Jessie, more than anyone, was entitled to a break. Not only was she permanently on edge because a madman had decided to fixate on destroying both her legacy and her life. But she was living each day with a ticking time bomb in her skull. She’d been extremely fortunate so far, but there was the constant awareness that any bump to her head, no matter how seemingly innocuous, might be the one that ended things.

And if that wasn’t enough, there was the continuing strain on their marriage, still only six months old. And in one big way, it was his fault. He’d recently kept his knowledge of a threat against Jessie, Hannah, and Kat from her to protect her from worrying about something he deemed extremely unlikely. But when the threat proved legitimate—in the form of Ash Pierce—Jessie lost trust in him.

They’d been slowly building it back, both in private and at couples’ counseling with Dr. Lemmon, but there was more work to do. He hoped that they would eventually get back to the place they’d been at before this nightmare began. Sometimes he even prayed for it.

He loved Jessie so much. Ever since he’d first met her, when he’d spoken to a forensic psychology class that was part of her master’s program, he’d been impressed by her wit and intelligence. But they’d both been married at the time, so, despite noting how attractive she was, he hadn’t let his thoughts move beyond that.

Only later did his feelings grow deeper, when she got a consulting position with HSS. As they worked together, his respect for her as a colleague and friend blossomed. But after his marriage fell apart, things began to change. She was already divorced herself, from a man who turned out to be a sociopathic murderer.

Ryan finally allowed himself to appreciate more than just Jessie’s charm, her dedication to others, and her steely resolve to get justice for victims. He was taken by her beaming smile, bright green eyes, and tall, athletic frame. He knew he was hooked when one day, a toss of her brown, shoulder-length hair, sent his heart fluttering extra fast.

This was the woman he loved, and he couldn’t bear for her to be in so much pain. With the threats to her sister and herself, her ongoing health issues, and the bumps in their marriage, it was too much for one person to bear. He wanted to lighten her load, but for that to happen, something had to give. And he was the one who would have to give it.

He and Susannah were almost to the crime scene, and he forced himself to put everything else out of his mind. He couldn’t worry about any of that right now, not with a dead body on the ground in front of him.

“Thanks for coming,” said the officer in charge, who stepped forward and extended his hand. “I’m Sergeant Kenton.”

"Nice to meet you, Sergeant," Ryan said. "I'm Captain Hernandez. This is Detective Valentine. What can you tell us?"

Kenton, a burly thirty-something cop with bushy, black hair, sighed heavily.

“We still don’t have an ID yet,” he said. “There was nothing on her. No phone, license, or purse. But CSU took her prints, so we should have something soon. The coroner isn’t done yet, but based on the bruising around her neck, strangulation doesn't seem out of the question.”

“We understand that an inmate found her,” Susannah said, her tone betraying none of the sharpness that Ryan was worried might be off-putting.

“That’s right,” Kenton replied. “A work crew from the MDC was on litter pickup duty this morning. The inmate who found her is Victor Antonelli. He’s a two-time loser, both convictions for B&Es, but there’s no violence in his record. He’s over there if you want to talk to him.”

He pointed in the direction of a squad car, where a guy in his late twenties with tightly shorn brown hair sat forlornly.

“In a minute,” Ryan said. “We might as well look at the body first.”

As he knelt down, he studied the young woman in front of him. She looked to be in her late twenties. She had long, dark curly hair and other than her glassy, terror-filled eyes, a pleasant, warm-looking face. It didn't appear to be bruised, but as the sergeant had warned, her neck was badly discolored. There were also bruises on her arms and exposed legs. She wore a nice black dress that was now covered in dirt, leaves, and blood.

“Am I wrong,” he said to Susannah, “or does her outfit seem less like work attire and more dinner date stuff?”

Susannah Valentine knelt down next to him, and he heard her wince in obvious pain.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, looking over at her.

“Nothing,” she told him through gritted teeth. “Just got a little leg cramp. I think I need to hydrate better. I agree. This dress is more for play than for work. My guess is that she was out for the night when this happened.”

Ryan nodded in agreement before standing up. He noted that when Susannah joined him, she did so gingerly.

“You sure you’re okay?” he pressed.

“Yeah,” she assured him. “Just remind me to chug some water when we get back to the car. Shall we go talk to Antonelli?”

“Sure,” Ryan said, not entirely convinced by her answer.

The officer standing next to the squad car with Antonelli opened the door and the inmate stepped out. Ryan noted that he was a small guy, maybe five and a half feet tall and 150 pounds. He looked more like an amiable bank teller than a guy twice convicted for breaking and entering.

“I’m not in trouble, right?” Antonelli asked before Ryan could say a word. “I was just trying to do the right thing, let the guards know what was going on. I’m supposed to be released in January. I can’t have this mess that up.”

“Why would it mess that up?” Susannah asked him challengingly. “Did you kill her?”

Antonelli looked aghast.

“I didn’t kill anybody,” he insisted. “I’ve never even hit anyone. I just found her like that, I swear.”

“Then you’ve got nothing to worry about,” Ryan said. “How did you first find her?”

“I was picking up trash and I discovered this shoe under the bush. I noticed there was what looked like blood on but didn’t think much of it, so I dumped it in my trash bag. I went a few steps further. That’s when I saw her.”

“Did you touch her?” Susannah demanded.

“No way! I wish I never even saw her. I puked when I did. Then I called the guards. I promise, that’s all I did.”

Ryan looked at Susannah and got the sense that she was reaching the same conclusion as him: Victor Antonelli was telling the truth, which meant he wasn’t of much more use to them. Ryan beckoned her over.

“What do you think?” he asked.

“I think that our little friend here has shared all he knows,” she said, “and until we get an ID on our victim, there’s not much we can do here.”

“I agree,” Ryan said. “Chief Decker mentioned that other woman who was found yesterday. I think it’s time we look into what happened to her. Maybe that will prove more promising than what we have here.”

“I hope so,” Susannah said, “because if it doesn’t, this case may end up being more involved than the bare-bones version of HSS can handle."

Ryan tried not to give in to that kind of negativity, but with the way the last few months had gone, he wouldn’t bet money on this case going smoothly. He hoped he was wrong, because he desperately needed a break.

He almost said that to Susannah but caught himself. He was the boss, even if he was starting to hate it.




 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

“Wake up, Jessie.”

She startled at the words, briefly disoriented before she comprehended that Grover Nix was standing over her, a concerned look on his face.

Jessie hadn’t realized she’d fallen asleep. She’d only gone into Ryan’s office with the intention of finding someplace dark and quiet to fend off her headache. But apparently, not even his tattered loveseat could prevent her from drifting off.

“What time is it?” she asked groggily.

“Just after noon,” he said. “You seemed like you needed a few hours of shuteye, so I kept everyone away while you napped. I would have let you go longer, but Ryan called.”

“Is he okay?” she asked quickly.

“He’s fine,” Grover assured her. “In fact, he asked the same thing of you when he couldn’t reach you. But he does have an update on this case with the woman by the side of the road, so he asked me to get hold of you.”

She sat bolt upright.

“Is he on the line now?”

“No,” he said. “He asked you to call back once you were more alert.”

“Okay,” she replied, reaching for her phone. “Let’s go.”

“Where are we going?” he asked.

“To Research,” she said, already out the door, “I want Jamil and Beth to hear this too.”

She dashed through the bullpen, actively looking away from the empty HSS section of the room, then darted down the hallway. Grover only caught up to her as she got to the door of Research. Once there, she called Ryan back.

Jamil and Beth, who had both been transfixed by their monitors, looked up.

“What’s going on?” Beth asked.

“That’s what we’re about to find out,” Jessie said, putting her phone on speaker.

Her call only rang once before Ryan picked up.

“Jessie?”

“Yep,” she said. “You’re on speaker with Jamil and Beth too. What have you got for us?”

“First off, are you okay?” he asked, lowering his voice.

“Yeah, I just took a catnap that ran long. Any good leads on this thing?”

“I was hoping you guys could help with that,” he replied, letting it go. “We’re still waiting on an ID for the woman who was found this morning. I've asked the Gardena coroner to send you what they have. But right now, we're at the apartment of the first victim, the one who was found on Monday morning. Her name is Noemi Benson.”

Jessie turned to ask Jamil to look her up, but his fingers were already flying across his keyboard.

“She was thirty-two,” Susannah said over speaker, “lived alone. Neighbors say she was friendly enough but mostly kept to herself. From everything we’ve been able to gather, no one in her personal or professional life knew she was related to Clay Vanowen.”

“Who’s that?” Beth asked.

“He’s her uncle,” Jessie explained. “He’s also a well-connected political consultant here in town. That, on top of the serial killer element, is why Chief Decker asked us to take over the case. But if no one knew she was related to him, that eliminates some kind of twisted political payback as a motive for her murder.”

“Right,” Ryan agreed. “We’re hoping that once we get an ID on victim number two, we’ll find some shared connection that helps us.”

“Right now,” Susannah added, “the only connection seems to be the manner of death. Both appear to have been beaten and strangled before getting dumped on the side of the road. The crime scenes don’t help either. Noemi Benson was found in West L.A. near where Pico and Sawtelle Boulevards butt up to the 405 freeway. That’s almost twenty miles from where victim number two was dumped.”

“I’ve pulled up Benson’s social media accounts,” Jamil said. “It looks like she was pretty active. Lots of talk about workouts, the TV shows she liked, her unsatisfying dating life. A little bit about her work—she was a junior account executive at an ad agency. Like you guys said, it looks unlikely that this was connected to her uncle. There’s no mention of him anywhere on her socials. No photos of him either.”

“Can you send us that stuff, Jamil?” Susannah asked.

“On it,” he replied.

“In the meantime, we’re going to head to the morgue,” Ryan said. “We’ll take a look at Noemi Benson’s body in person to see if it offers any additional clues. Otherwise, I think we’re in ‘wait and see’ mode until we learn who victim number two is.”

“I’ll keep scrubbing Benson’s personal data until the FBI asks us to switch back to helping them,” Jamil promised.

“Great, “Ryan said, “in the meantime, can you take me off speaker, Jessie?”

She did that as she stepped into the hall. He obviously wanted the rest of their discussion to be private.

“It’s just me now,” she told him.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked. “I called you multiple times and didn’t hear back.”

“Yeah,” she said. “I went to your office to regroup and unexpectedly conked out for a bit. I must have really needed it because I never even heard your calls.”

“Okay,” he said, sounding concerned. “Maybe turn up the ringer volume. I got so worried that I called Grover.”

“Yes, I know,” she said, looking over at the security expert standing fifteen feet away from her in the hall. “He ripped me out of my sleepy time session. But enough about me. Have you heard anything more on Nettles?”

“I called the hospital about a half hour ago. He’s still sleeping, but way more deeply than you were. As you can imagine, he’s heavily medicated. I don’t know that the doctors will have any meaningful updates today.”

“And nothing more on the Haddonfield or Pierce searches?” she pressed.

“No,” he admitted. “Frankly, based on your personal connection with Jack Dolan, I might expect him to reach out to you before me, even if that’s not protocol.”

“I haven’t heard anything from him either,” she said before looking over at Grover. “And I assume Rufus didn’t reach out while I was asleep?”

“No,” Grover said, shaking his head. “But once again, that’s a good thing. It’s when he does call that we need to worry. I’m sure he and Hannah are somewhere safe, annoying the hell out each other, as it should be.”

“You hear that?” Jessie asked Ryan.

“I did,” he said. “And Grover’s right. I know this is almost impossible to do, but try not to worry. She’s in good hands. Just focus on what you can control. We sent you everything we have so far on victim number two, as well as Noemi Benson. See if you can get into your patented ‘Jessie Hunt deep dive’ zone. Hopefully, it’ll take your mind off the other stuff.”

“I’ll try,” Jessie told him. “Stay in touch. I love you.”

“I love you too,” he said. “Take care of yourself.”

Jessie hung up. She felt a little bad about not telling him about the headache that had sent her to the darkness of his office earlier. But he didn’t need the added worry, not when he couldn’t do anything about it.

She also didn’t tell him about the new headache she could feel coming on right now, which filled her with a sudden, powerful nausea.

“I’m going to run to the ladies’ room,” she said to Grover, hoping her voice didn’t betray the all-consuming ache that swept over her.

He nodded casually as she scurried down the hall, pushing open the restroom door, and barely making into the stall before everything in her stomach came tumbling out of her mouth.




 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Hannah Dorsey teetered on the edge of the barstool, refusing to look down.

“I’m not sure this is going to work,” she said apprehensively.

“Just focus on the task in front of you,” Rufus instructed her. “Put everything else out of your head.”

“Easy for you to say,” she noted. “You’re not the one in danger.”

Though she couldn’t see him, she could almost feel her bodyguard’s dismissive scowl.

“Hannah, you’re literally five feet in the air,” he reminded her. “If you start to fall, I’m right behind you to catch you. Changing an air filter shouldn’t be such a dramatic undertaking.”

“Then why don’t you do it?” she challenged, hearing herself and not liking how petulant she sounded.

“We’ve been through this,” he said. “My fingers aren’t small enough to get into the slot to replace the old filter, which is causing that nasty smell. This place is over 120 years old, and it obviously wasn’t designed with big people in mind.”

“I’m a big person,” she protested as she slid her narrow wrist into the very slot he was talking about to hook in the new filter. “I’m five foot nine!”

“Yes, you’re very impressive,” he agreed, condescension intentionally dripping off him. “But compared to me, you have dainty bone structure. We’re just taking advantage of it.”

She snapped the last hook into place and looked down.

“All done,” she said. “Can you help me down now please?”

He grabbed her by the waist, lifted her off the barstool, and plopped her onto the living room's hardwood floor.

“See, that wasn’t so bad,” he said.

He smiled broadly. In his current domestic incarnation, people might guess that Rufus Harrington was just a handy homeowner. In truth, he was a former special forces soldier who had moved into personal security once he left the service and now worked for Grover Nix. The thirty-one-year-old, who looked more like a gymnast (which he was in high school) than a brutish bodyguard, had dark, buzz-cut hair and a relaxed vibe that masked his skill set.

“Why do we have to stay in a house that’s 120 years old again?” she asked.

The home in question was a Spanish Revival-style mansion in a ritzy stretch of Santa Monica, several blocks north of Wilshire Boulevard and within easy sight of the ocean.

“Like I said, the owners of this house are in China until the middle of next month,” he replied as if he’d told her this story dozens of times instead of mentioning it in passing while they were under duress. “They’ve been renting it out for the last year, but they wanted it cleared out and cleaned up before they got back, so they're not renting it for the next three weeks."

“I get that,” she said, going over to sit on the plush, cream-colored, silk fabric sofa that looked more like a piece of art than a couch. “But why are we here instead of somewhere else?”

“First of all, it’s available to us, which was priority one,” he said. “Plus, no one will be stopping by anytime soon. And because it’s set so far off the road, it’s secluded. I’ve already set up motion sensors everywhere. If someone gets close, it’s automatic cause for suspicion.”

“But all that was true of the last safe house,” she pointed out.

“Yes, but this home has one distinct advantage over the last one,” he explained. “It’s not connected to Secure Analysis Services in any way. After seeing how Ash Pierce used one seemingly innocuous call you made to your friend, someone she wasn’t even supposed to be aware existed, I don’t want to take any chances.”

“I had no idea she’d be able to trace that call back to me,” Hannah protested. “I made it on the burner phone you gave me.”

“I’m not blaming you,” he said. “We underestimated Pierce, but I won’t do it again. Grover has all of us on his team work hard to keep our identities low profile. He doesn’t advertise the company. There’s no website. We don’t draw attention to ourselves. But after our fight last night, Pierce knows what I look like. We have to assume that that she’ll eventually uncover who I am. If she does that, she’ll eventually tie me back to SAS. And even though the company’s data is encrypted, I have to assume that she’ll uncover the locations of all our safe houses. So I picked one unaffiliated with the company.”

“Then how did you find out about it?”

Rufus turned slightly red-faced.

“I briefly dated a real estate agent,” he said. “She brought me here a few weeks ago for…some private time.”

“Gross,” Hannah muttered.

“You asked.” Rufus countered. “Anyway, she told me about the deal with the family who owns this place.”

“But aren’t you worried that Pierce will find it by going through her to get to you?”

“No,” he said definitively. “We didn’t meet online.”

“Where did you meet?”

He raised his eyebrows, apparently debating whether he needed to share this level of detail with his teenage charge.

“At a bar,” he eventually relented. “We spent time together exactly twice.”

“So the phrase ‘briefly dated’ is doing a lot of work for you in this situation,” she teased.

“The point is,” he continued, ignoring her sarcasm, “there’s no social media connection between us, no way for Pierce to locate her through me. Even if she could, this woman wouldn’t have anything to share because she doesn’t know me well enough.”

“She knows you’ve been here,” Hannah pointed out.

“Sure, but that wouldn’t mean anything to her,” he replied. “And here’s the kicker. The woman is out of town, on a vacation in Baja Mexico until the end of this weekend, so Pierce would have a devil of a time getting hold of her in order to torture any answers out of her.”

“You seem awfully confident,” Hannah told him.

“I am, as long as we don’t screw up,” he said. “That’s why I ditched my phone and got a burner. That’s why I’m not contacting Grover at all. Complete radio silence. It’s the only way to be sure you’re safe. Truthfully, the only reason I would ever make or get a call at this point is if something really good or really bad had happened.”

Hannah sighed. She couldn't think of a comeback to anything he'd said, so she went a different route.

“Safe but bored,” she muttered. “This place is like a museum. I can’t go outside. I can’t go on the internet. If Ash Pierce doesn’t kill me, I may die of monotony.”

“I can’t do anything about that,” he said with a shrug, “and by the way, we’ve only been here half a day. You need to wait at least twenty-four hours before you start complaining.”

She slumped back on the sofa, tired of the argument. If she was being honest, part of her boredom might be due to the contrast between the current calm and the intensity of everything that had happened in the last dozen hours. Last night, Pierce had infiltrated their previous safe house, where she hid in Hannah’s bedroom closet. Only some quick thinking on her part and Rufus’ well-timed entry into the room had saved her life.

After a hand-to-hand death match between Rufus and Ash Pierce that ended with the assassin jumping out the bedroom window before Hannah could shoot her, Pierce disappeared into the stormy night. Concerned that she could return at any moment, Rufus ordered Hannah into his car, making her leave all her personal belongings behind. They tore out of the garage and streaked down the road, driving through the pelting rain until he came up with this place as a shelter from both the literal and metaphorical storm.

Of course, once they arrived late last night, Hannah hadn’t been able to sleep at all. The adrenaline kept her going for a while. Once that settled down, the apprehension took over. She wondered if Pierce had somehow managed to follow them here. It seemed unlikely, considering that she was on foot only moments before they drove off. But then again, Hannah hadn’t expected her to find their last safe house.

She had to admit that, despite how he’d learned about this mansion, Rufus made a compelling argument for it being secure. There was almost nothing to tie him to the woman who could reveal this place to Pierce. And even if the assassin could track them down, it probably wouldn’t be today. There was every reason for Hannah to think she could relax, at least for a bit. And yet, she couldn’t.

Whenever she closed her eyes, she pictured that safe house bedroom closet, slightly cracked. She was consumed by the same sense of dread she’d felt when she realized who was watching her through the tiny slit.

Hannah Dorsey wasn’t prone to panic attacks. She didn’t often feel fear, and she’d had many opportunities to experience it over the years. In fact, one of her ongoing issues in the last few years was her inability to feel anything unless she was in extreme situations.

She wasn’t having that problem now. Her extremities were tingling. Her muscles were taut, on the verge of cramping up. Her nerves were so shot that they’d gone from jangly to numb. She’d been awake for well over thirty hours straight now. She was exhausted, and yet she couldn’t shut down.

Ash Pierce had made her like this. And until Pierce was caught or killed, Hannah worried that this was her future, as far as she could see. She closed her eyes tight, trying to squeeze the anxiety out, but it didn’t do any good.




 

 

 


CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Jessie pretended to feel okay.

She was still mildly nauseated, and her headache, though less intense, lingered. But she was able to put on a brave face as she sat in the Research department, along with Jamil and Beth.

Grover had retreated to the conference room, where he was napping, as were both Kat and Gila. Jessie had insisted on him taking a break.

“If I can’t feel safe in my own police station,” she had told him, “then we’re really in rough shape.”

When he balked at leaving her unattended, she offered a compromise.

“I promise that I’ll stay in the Research department and keep the door locked until you return.”

Grover must have been completely wiped out because he agreed. Once she settled in with Jamil and Beth, her physical discomfort was mitigated slightly by the information they’d recently received. The Gardena coroner had finally identified the second victim found this morning under the freeway. Her name was Rena Hoffman.

Hoffman was a twenty-seven-year-old legal secretary for a Torrance-based law firm. She lived with a roommate in Lomita, who had reported her missing when she discovered she wasn’t home this morning and didn’t answer any calls or texts.

“Her cell phone is pinging in the Northwest Torrance area, near McMaster Park,” Jamil said. “I can route a unit to the location to see if they can locate it.”

“Please do,” Jessie asked. “And let Ryan and Susannah know as well.”

“I scrubbed the web for her social media history, found her various accounts, and got approval from the companies to access her accounts,” Beth informed her.

“Fantastic,” Jessie said, impressed. “What did you find?”

“She definitely wasn’t as active as Noemi Benson,” Beth noted, studying the screen. “She has all the typical accounts that one would expect, but based on her posts, I’d describe her as more ‘reserved’ than Benson. No provocative photos or party pics. No wild videos. Lots of talk of long days at the office. A few cute videos of her cat. A couple of posts bemoaning the state of modern dating. It’s all very normal.”

“Does she mention her plans for last night?” Jessie wanted to know.

“Not a word,” Beth answered. “Her last post was from yesterday afternoon. It’s a photo of a latte with the caption ‘so need this right now.’”

“All right,” Jessie said. “Send me her socials. I’ll look over them as well. Maybe there’s a needle in that haystack that can help us. In the meantime, we need to be looking for shared connections between these women: men they’ve dated, friends in common, any shared groups or clubs. Do they belong to the same gym? Do they have overlapping service providers, coworkers in common, stuff like that.”

“Already on it,” Jamil said. “I’m filtering through a lot of that stuff now. Hopefully something will pop.”

They fell into a shared silence as the three of them pored over the mountain of data now available to them. Their problem had quickly changed. Instead of not having enough to go on, they were now overwhelmed with information. Jessie tried to take it in piecemeal, choosing one area and focusing on it.

She noted that Rena Hoffman was on multiple online dating sites and decided to cross-reference that with any she might share with Noemi Benson. Even if they did, it might not help much. Each of those sites had thousands of possible local members. But she had to start somewhere.

“I think I found something,” Jamil said, before she had even started to dive in.

“What?” she and Beth asked at the same time.

“There’s a guy who popped up on Noemi Benson’s social media feeds a few times,” he said. “His name is Jon Guerra. I don’t find any specific references to him from her, but they are in a few photos together at various outings. It looks like they may travel in the same circles, at least as casual acquaintances.”

“And he knows Rena Hoffman too?” Jessie asked.

“He works at the same law firm as her,” Jamil said. “He’s a records clerk.”

“That’s definitely something,” Beth replied enthusiastically.

“Compared to what we had before, which was nothing, it’s a potential gold mine,” Jessie agreed. “Can you send that info, along with the firm’s address, to Ryan and Susannah? I have a feeling they’re going to want to pay this guy a visit.”




 

 

 


CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Ryan was getting anxious.

It was already mid-afternoon, and this was the first substantive lead they’d had. As they walked into the lobby of the giant office tower in Torrance that housed Kendall, Gray, & Corbett, he tried not to let his apprehensions get the better of him. But they did anyway.

Noemi Benson was killed on Monday night. Rena Hoffman was murdered last night. If this killer continued at this pace—and based on the ligature marks on both victims’ necks, the coroner was now confident they were looking for a male—there was a chance that he might strike again tonight. That only gave them a few hours to work with.

He knew better than to put all his hopes into one suspect, but if Jon Guerra was their murderer, it would be nice to put this case to bed quickly. Not only would that be a giant load off, but it would also allow him to refocus his energy on finding Mark Haddonfield and Ash Pierce. Technically, HSS was off the case, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t informally offer their assistance, whether it was requested or not.

So far, he hadn't heard a word from FBI agent Jack Dolan, and Jessie said she hadn't either. That didn’t necessarily indicate bad news. The Bureau had only taken over the Haddonfield case this morning, and they were now in a support role to the U.S. Marshals on the Ash Pierce search. It wouldn’t be reasonable to expect them to crack either one in just a matter of hours. But Ryan could hope.

In the meantime, he tried to prioritize the case he was actually assigned to. He and Susannah stepped into the elevator, and she punched the button for the twenty-third floor. The thing shot up so quickly that he had to grab the railing to brace himself.

“Remember,” he said to her, wishing it wasn’t necessary, “let’s not go too hard when we first arrive. This is a law firm. If the powers that be here start circling the wagons, we might not even get a chance to talk to Guerra at all. We need to put on our warm and fuzzy faces.”

“I don’t have a warm and fuzzy face,” Susannah said.

He knew she wasn’t just being quippy. It was true. She was a Doberman of a detective, which was great in most scenarios. But in this situation, they needed to be a cuddlier breed.

“Fake it,” he instructed as the elevator doors opened.

They walked over to the massive semi-circular receptionist desk in the high-ceilinged lobby. Behind the desk, the entire office was a maze of gleaming, glass-enclosed rooms.

“May I help you?” asked the young woman at reception with polite briskness.

“Yes, thanks,” Ryan said, holding up his police badge and ID. “We’d like to speak with Jon Guerra.”

The woman’s eyes widened briefly before she made an impressive recovery.

“May I ask what this is regarding?”

“Actually, I think Jon might prefer our discretion,” Ryan replied. “We don’t want to get him in any trouble here at his workplace. We’re just hoping he can be of help to us with a few quick questions. Can you just direct us to him, and we'll be in and out in a jiff."

"I understand," the woman said nervously, "but I'm wondering if I should consult with HR or a senior partner before doing that.”

Ryan nodded agreeably, hoping to stave off bureaucratic complications with some of the charm Jessie always said was among his best traits. Next to him, he could sense Susannah Valentine stiffening and knew that if she got involved, things would get official real quick.

“You can certainly do that…what’s your name?” he said, leaning in a focusing his full attention on the young woman’s uneasy eyes. He smiled warmly at her.

“Louisa,” she told him.

“Louisa,” he repeated, “you should absolutely do that if you feel you need to. But like I said, we’re intentionally trying to be low profile about this to help Jon out. We don’t want to put him in the crosshairs of the bigwigs around here if we can avoid it. This is just going to be a quick chat, but if senior partners or HR get involved, it might hurt his standing at the firm. We don’t want to be responsible for that. Besides, if he feels uncomfortable talking with us, there are dozens of lawyers within spitting distance. Am I right?"

Louisa looked like she might be close to breaking, but there was still a little hesitation in her face. He leaned into it.

“But it’s your call,” he said. “If you’re still uncomfortable, you should follow your instincts on this one. We’ll happily wait for you to bring over someone to handle this more officially. It doesn’t matter to us, but it might matter to Jon.”

Louisa glanced behind her, as if someone in authority might jump out at any moment. But there was no one there, and that absence seemed to give her comfort.

“That’s alright,” she relented. “Like you said, if he’s got an issue, there are lots people all over the place that he can speak to about it.”

“That makes sense,” Ryan agreed, as if she’d come up with the idea on her own. “Where can we find Jon?”

“The records room is all the way down this hall on your left,” she said, smiling now that her crisis of conscience was behind her. “You can’t miss it.”

“Thanks so much, Louisa,” he replied, flashing her one more grin before heading in the direction she’d indicated.

“Should I call Jessie?” Susannah asked under her breath as she fell into line beside him.

“Why?” he replied. “We don’t know anything yet.”

“It’s not that. I just figured she had a right to know that her husband was flirting so unapologetically with some sweet, young thing.”

Ryan was amused that Susannah Valentine, of all people, would call him out for flirting. She had done exactly that relentlessly with him—despite his discomfort with it—when she first joined HSS, and he wasn’t yet captain of Central Station. It had caused some unpleasant interactions between her and Jessie until they eventually worked it out. But considering that Susannah was seemingly more interested in teasing him than getting agitated about the receptionist’s initial reluctance to help, he decided not to call her on it.

“You’ve got to do what you think is right,” he said to her.

“Why don’t we see how I feel after we talk to Guerra?” she offered. “If we walk out of here with a murder suspect in tow, then I might be willing to let it slide.”

“I’ll keep my fingers crossed,” he said as they reached the records room window.

Manning the window was Guerra himself, who Ryan recognized from the driver’s license photo that Jamil had sent over, along with brief history on the guy. Guerra, thirty-one, had no significant criminal record to speak of. He had been arrested once as part of a mass crackdown at an unlicensed bar a decade ago, but the charges against all the patrons were eventually dropped. Of course, Ryan knew well that lack of a criminal record didn’t mean much. Maybe he just hadn’t been caught yet.

"Hi, Jon," he said when the man looked up.

The dark-haired, narrow-shouldered man was clearly perplexed at being spoken to so colloquially by someone he’d never met.

“Do I know you?” he asked.

“I don’t think so,” Ryan said. "I'm Ryan, and this is Susannah."

“I’d definitely remember meeting you,” Guerra said to her, his eyes ravenously taking in the detective, who was wearing a tight, black top to go with her slacks.

“I guess we’re meeting now, Jon,” she said, holding out her ID and badge. “We’re with the LAPD and we’d like a word.”

Her comments made Guerra immediately force his eyes from her chest to her face.

“What?’ he said, apparently not quite comprehending.

“We want to ask you a few questions about some folks you know,” she told him. “It shouldn’t take more than a minute or two. Do you have a minute for me, Jon?”

“I mean, I guess,” he replied uncertainly. “Am I in trouble or something?”

“Should you be in trouble?” she asked innocently.

Ryan was pleased that she was going with a more playful questioning style than she usually employed. The longer they could keep Guerra from shutting down or calling out for a lawyer, the better chance they had of getting him to let something slip.

“I haven’t done anything wrong,” Guerra said, his voice low, as if he wasn’t sure he believed his own assertion.

“I’m sure that’s true,” Susannah said. “That’s why I’m also sure you’ll help us out. Do you know Rena Hoffman, Jon?”

Word hadn’t yet gotten out that Hoffman was the second victim, so there was no reason that Guerra should be put on guard by the question. That is, unless he knew something he shouldn’t. Ryan watched his reaction closely, but Guerra was inscrutable as he answered.

“A little, I guess,” he said. “She’s a paralegal here, so I’ve worked with her a few times. We’re not friends or anything. Why?”

“Are you friends with Noemi Benson?” Susannah asked, ignoring his question.

Guerra’s face crinkled up slightly at that one. Ryan wasn’t sure if he was trying to recall or just didn’t like the question.

“The first name sounds kind of familiar,” he conceded, “but I’m not sure where from.”

“Maybe you’ve hung out with her?” Susannah prodded.

His face lit up at that.

“Oh yeah, now I remember,” he said. “There’s a girl named Noemi who’s friends with Astra and Kiley, these two girls from my apartment building. I don't know her last name, but if it's the same person, I know her a little bit.”

His moment of happy recognition faded as he realized the people asking him weren’t there for casual conversation.

“Why?” he asked again.

“Just trying to clear some stuff up,” Ryan told him. ‘Where were you last night, Jon?”

“Are you asking me for an alibi?’ the man asked, “like for a crime? Did something happen to Rena and Noemi?”

“Probably best to just answer our questions right now, Jon,” Susannah said.

“I don’t really like this,” he said. “Maybe I should have one of the firm’s lawyers be here from now on.”

“You could definitely do that, Jon," Susannah said, "but you're not under arrest for anything. We're just trying to clear up a few issues. If you think you’ve done something that necessitates an attorney being present while we chat, that’s certainly a choice you can make. And then we can make this conversation much more formal, like ‘down at the police station’ formal. Or, if you don’t have anything to hide, you can tell us where you were last night.”

Guerra looked from her to Ryan and back again. They both stared at him, blank-faced. He sighed heavily, and Ryan knew that he wasn't going to fight them anymore.

“I was here,” he said, “Until about two in the morning. A couple of lawyers had a trial date this morning and they needed a bunch of files pulled and copied last minute. Then I went straight home. I was back here this morning by nine.”

Ryan looked over at Susannah, who was clearly struggling to hide her frustration. Her face was scrunched up like she’d just eaten a lemon. He leapt in before she said anything more.

“Are there people who can confirm that you were here?” he asked.

“Yes, like a half dozen of them,” Guerra said, slightly more confidently.

“And would you be willing to submit your phone to us to verify your location and movements over the last few days?” he pressed.

“Of course,” Guerra said. “If that means that you guys will leave me alone, I’ll submit whatever you want. I’ll even take a lie detector test.”

“Thank you,” Ryan said, doing his best not to show his disappointment. “That will all be very helpful. I'm going to have you sign a waiver. Just give us a minute, please."

“Hold on,” Guerra asked as Ryan started to turn away. “You never told me, did something happen to Rena or Noemi?”

“I’m afraid we’re not at liberty to discuss it,” Ryan told him, shutting down the matter.

He and Susannah stepped off to the side, where he noticed that she still had the puckered expression from earlier.

“Hey,” he said. “We knew this might not pan out. You can’t let one setback hit you so hard.”

She nodded, though she didn’t respond. It occurred to him that her expression might not be one of frustration, but rather of pain.

“Hey, are you okay?” he asked.

“Yeah, just another leg cramp,” she said unconvincingly. “I think I’m really dehydrated. Maybe I should have gotten an IV at the hospital to up my fluids. I’m going to chug some Gatorade when we leave this place.”

Ryan didn’t respond. Susannah Valentine might be a good detective, but she wasn’t a great liar. She was clearly being bothered by more than just a cramp. He wanted to press her further, but it would have to wait.

They needed to verify Jon Guerra's alibi. And if it bore out, as Ryan anticipated it would, they needed to find a new suspect soon. There was a killer out there somewhere, and they were running out of time to find him.




 

 

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

He hoped tonight would go better than the last few had.

As he stared at his naked body in the full-length mirror of his marble-floored bathroom, he tried to stay positive.

After all, it’s not like he wasn’t trying. He was putting forth the effort. He just wasn’t getting the right kind of girls in response.

Women, not girls. Be respectful!

Maybe that was the problem. These days, all it took was some minor verbal slip-up to ruin everything. It was so hard to navigate the world of romance. Sometimes, he felt like he needed a guidebook. And yet he continued to hope that there was someone new out there for him.

As he grabbed his boxers and began to put them on, he couldn’t help but sigh. He certainly wasn’t going to find true love based on his looks. It’s not that he was unattractive. But he knew he wasn’t especially memorable either.

Despite the fancy clothes, the occasional plastic surgery, and the personal trainer, he had to admit that in terms of appearance, he was just ordinary. No amount of planks or protein shakes had removed the softness of his thirty-five-year-old body. The plugs stemmed the tide of baldness but didn’t make his hair an asset. He had to accept that he was, in almost all respects, average.

If he was going to find love, it would be because he hit it off with a woman who understood him. He thought he’d found that once, but he learned the hard way how wrong he was.

Don’t focus on the past. Look forward to the future.

Tonight was a fresh opportunity. It could easily be the start of the rest of a much better life. Of course, lots of people would say his life was already pretty great. He came from an extremely wealthy family. He lived in an impressive house. Some might even call it a mansion. But without someone to share it with, it was all empty and hollow. Life wasn’t worth living if it was devoid of love.

That’s why, after two years of completely shutting down that part of his life, he’d started to dip his toe back into the dating pool. For a short time on Monday night, he thought he might be on the road to finding the love he sought.

The woman—not girl—he met up with was spicy to say the least. There were some fun verbal fireworks. But then she had to go and push too hard. She got too bossy, and worse, too nosy. It was clear that she was fishing, hoping to see if she’d landed a big catch. It was actually offensive, and he let her know that in very direct terms.

Then just last night he tried again and this time, he thought he might have struck gold. This young woman was much more reserved than the first one, which he liked. But eventually she too began drilling into him with scheming, suspicious questions.

 She just had to know about his background, his family, his romantic history. It was clear that she had an agenda, even if, when he called her on it, she claimed she was just “curious” and wanted to get to know him. But she didn’t fool him. He knew what she really wanted. And he made it definitively clear to her that he didn’t appreciate her intrusiveness.

It would have been easy to lose faith after that. Two dates, two women that were clearly more interested in his money than in him. It wasn’t a great start, but he refused to let negativity get to him. He knew that under the right circumstances, he could be someone’s Prince Charming. But that required a princess worthy of him.

And tonight, he hoped to finally find her.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Jessie tried not to get down.

When Ryan and Susannah called in to let them know that Jon Guerra was a dead end, it was definitely a blow. But she reminded herself that it was just an opportunity to pursue other angles. For example, she’d set aside her plan to look into the dating apps both victims used. After the Guerra lead popped up, she thought it was more useful to look into the man's social media history.

But now she returned to the apps, though she was well aware that the sheer volume of potential suspects might be too overwhelming to deal with. Normally she would have asked Jamil to create an algorithm to sift through the data. But the FBI had pulled him away to help on something related to the search for Mark Haddonfield, and she didn't want to distract him from that.

Beth was looking through the victims’ financials, hoping to uncover some overlap between them. So Jessie decided to dive into the world of online dating apps, even though she felt ill-equipped for the job. It turned out that her suspicion was correct.

Even with access to each woman’s profiles, matches, and text exchanges with those potential matches, the sheer number of contacts was difficult to filter through. Noemi Benson and Rena Hoffman, like millions of other women, were on the dating apps Crispy and BeBold. They were also on something called IRL, which touted itself as the anti-app, whatever that meant. Unfortunately, that one wasn't much help, as it only included profiles, lacking any matches or text exchanges that she could follow up on.

She set that one aside and began sifting through the matches on the other two, looking for any overlap. Even one shared hit could prove invaluable. But over the years, Noemi had identified over three hundred potential matches between both apps. Rena was less prodigious, with only eighty. The problem was that the men deemed “matches” on both apps could alter their profiles and on Crispy, they could even tweak their names, making it hard to be sure if a guy was on both of their lists.

She could feel a throbbing start to develop near her right temple and was considering taking a break to go wake up Kat and ask her if she wanted to help when she got a text from Ryan. Now that Rena had been officially identified, he and Susannah were going to visit with her family, who lived in Studio City, about forty-five minutes away.

Jessie stood up and stretched. She was about to step outside Research to get Kat when Beth coughed dramatically from behind her.

“You find something?” Jessie asked, spinning around.

“No,” Beth said, red-faced. “That was just my unsophisticated way of reminding you that you promised Grover Nix you wouldn’t leave Research.”

“Right,” Jessie said. “We wouldn’t want to piss off Grover. How would you feel about helping me out and getting Kat from the conference room?”

“Not a problem,” Beth said, standing up.

“You realize that you’ll have to wake her up and she might be grumpy,” Jessie reminded her.

“I deal with grumpy every day,” Beth replied, nodding at Jamil’s currently empty chair.

“Good point,” she said. “Thanks.”

Once Beth left, Jessie re-locked the door and sat back down. As she waited, she allowed her mind to wander. It immediately went to Hannah. She’d done her best to stay busy in order to keep her little sister out of her head. Otherwise she would end up constantly worrying, wondering if the safe house she was at was secure enough, or if Rufus was on his game.

She wanted to physically shake the thought out of her head but feared the motion might exacerbate the discomfort in her brain. Instead, she blinked forcefully as she aggressively tried to focus on anything else. Pulling out her phone, she stared at the message from Ryan about visiting Rena Hoffman's family.

That’s good. Focus on that.

She felt a hint of jealousy. She wanted to be out there, talking to people. That was where her skills were best put to use, not here in a musty room full of computers, sifting through dating data.

That’s when the idea came to her. Perhaps she could get out there. It occurred to her that no one had gone to talk to Rena Hoffman’s roommate in person yet. They knew that she was the one who’d filed the missing person report when Rena wasn’t home and didn’t respond to calls or texts. The family might know about their daughter’s personal history, but Rena was a twenty-seven-year-old young professional. Her roommate was much more likely to have a bead on how Rena lived her life now.

She punched up the file to get the roommate's name and the apartment address in Lomita. The roommate, Coral Jenkins, was a twenty-six-year-old freelance graphic designer who worked from home. It was perfect. Jessie could talk to her and take a close-up look at how Rena lived at the same time. She just had to get Grover to sign off on her leaving the station.

There was a knock on the door, and she went to answer it. She was about to unlock it when an odd sensation tickled the back of her neck, hinting that this might be a test of some kind.

“Who is it?” she called out.

“It’s Beth,” the researcher answered.

“Are you under duress of any kind?” she asked teasingly.

Dammit, Jessie,” Kat, apparently nearby, blurted out angrily. “You had this poor girl wake me up. Now let me in before I break down the door.”

Jessie opened the door to find a cowed Beth and a seething Kat standing there. Behind them, Gila Jabarin looked bored. But Grover, beside her, had a pleased smile on his face.

“Now you’re finally learning,” he said.

“I knew you were there,” Jessie told him. “I only asked the question to avoid a tongue-lashing from you. And my reward is getting bawled out by this one.”

“You’re lucky that’s all I’m doing,” Kat said huffily as she brushed past her into the room. “Now what’s so pressing that you had Beth rip me out of a delightful dream about potential wedding hors d’oeuvres?”

“Something you’ll never have to worry about again,” Jessie told her, “dating apps.”

She explained the task involving profile matches and watched her friend’s face sink with each successive detail.

“This sounds like punishment to me,” she grumbled, “but I guess I’ll help. Let’s get to it.”

“Actually,” Jessie replied, using her sweetest, most deferential tone, “I was hoping you could handle this solo for a while. I need to explore another angle.”

“What’s that?”

Jessie turned to her bodyguard and flashed what she hoped was a charming grin.

“Grover and I are going to talk to Rena Hoffman’s roommate.”

Grover’s was stone-faced as he responded.

"I'm sorry," he said in his clipped British accent, "but where I'm from, the word 'going' suggests leaving one location to reach a second one. But we both know that you're not supposed to leave Central Station on account of the whole 'serial killer hunting you' situation."

“That is the standard definition of ‘going,” she assured him with a smile. “And here I thought you were just some dumb lunkhead soldier type. But you’ve just shown me that you’re as sharp-witted as you are tough, Mr. Nix. And because of that, I feel quite confident that a little trip won’t be an issue. I can be ready to go in five minutes.”

“You seem to think that being playful will somehow change the situation, Jessie,” he said, not joining in the fun. “But we both know that the minute you step out of this station, the risk to your safety increases substantially.”

Jessie sighed, deciding that the time for cutesiness was over. She’d have to convince him outright.

“It would be substantial if we were going to a biker bar to talk to a roughneck. But we’re going to the gated apartment building of a graphic designer who, according to her driver’s license, is five feet tall and weighs 103 pounds. She’s not exactly a threat. Plus, we’ll be going in your car, with me doing my standard ‘hide in the backseat’ routine. I think we’ll be fine.”

“You can’t determine whether someone is a threat based on their size,” Grover reminded her. “Ash Pierce should have taught you that.”

“And me,” piped in Gila, who admittedly looked far less threatening than she was.

“Listen,” Jessie said, deciding to focus on the key point, “it’s getting well into the afternoon now. This guy might attack again tonight, and we don’t have any solid leads on where to find him.”

Grover looked like he was about to reply, but she cut him off.

"Yes, I know that Beth is looking at the victims' finances. And even though Kat doesn't work for LAPD, she has agreed to pitch in and review these dating sites. But what if they come up empty? The key to linking these women might be at Rena's apartment, and no one has gone there yet. With most of the HSS team in the hospital, we're spread too thin. No one else can get there right now, but I'm available and I know the case. So come with me and keep me safe while I try to get justice for these women."

Grover shook his head in obvious frustration, but he was no longer arguing. Jessie felt a little bad for him. Any opposition he voiced now would make it sound like he wasn't invested in stopping a serial killer. Even before he spoke, she knew he was on board. She did her best not to smile triumphantly, but it was hard.




 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Jessie thought they’d get some pushback, but she was wrong.

Coral Jenkins, Rena Hoffman’s roommate, was more than willing to let them in. In fact, she seemed upset that no one had come by until now.

“I’ve been waiting here, ready to offer anything I could to help,” she said, her eyes red and puffy, “but this is the first I’ve heard from anyone other than a perfunctory call to let me know that Rena was dead.”

“I’m sorry about that,” Jessie said. “We’re extremely short-handed right now. I definitely want to talk to you, but do you mind if I look at Rena’s bedroom first?”

“I guess not,” Jenkins replied. “Why?”

“You just never know what clues might be hiding in plain sight,” Jessie told her vaguely. “We’ll just be a few minutes.”

Jenkins pointed to the room and Jessie headed that way, followed by Grover. She closed the door, leaving the bodyguard outside. Once in the darkened room, she took a moment to appreciate the quiet.

Her head wasn’t hurting right now. She wasn’t experiencing any dizziness or disorientation. She was out of the office and potentially able to make a difference in this case. She leaned against the door, closed her eyes, and allowed herself a moment to bask in the near-normalcy of the situation,

Then she opened her eyes again. This wasn’t a normal situation. It was the bedroom of a murder victim who needed her to focus on any details that might lead to her killer. She stood still, slowly taking in the room.

There was nothing immediately notable about it, other than how tidy it was. There was a full-sized bed along the far wall. It had been made and looked pristine. She could see hospital corners under the perfectly smooth comforter.

The room was immaculate, too, without any loose clothes lying around. No towels hanging off the back of the chair. Not a piece of lint on the floor. The desk was spotless, without a stray paper or pencil anywhere. Jessie didn’t know if that reflected the mentality of a legal secretary, but it sure indicated that Rena Hoffman wasn’t the loosey-goosey type. She was a meticulous person, a planner.

There were posters on her wall that matched up with the impression Jessie already had of her. They were all modern art prints. Each work, no matter how abstract, had clean, sharp lines. Jessie wandered over to her bookcase. The books, all dust-free, were alphabetical by author and arranged so their spines created one long, unbroken line.

Jessie studied the desk. It had a laptop, a notepad, a pen holder, and a personal organizer. That wasn’t a surprise. Rena struck Jessie as the kind of person who would keep a hard copy planner to go along with whatever she kept in her phone.

She picked up the organizer and opened it to yesterday. There was a gym visit listed for 6:30 a.m., lunch with a co-worker at 1 p.m. and a meeting scheduled for 7:30. That final entry would have likely been one of her last appointments before she went missing. Unfortunately there were no details about location next to the entry.

Jessie took a photo of the page, then looked around one last time in case she was missing something. Nothing jumped out, so she left the room. Grover was waiting outside with his back to the door.

“What has she been doing?” she whispered to him, indicating Jenkins.

“Just sitting on the couch, staring at the muted nature show on TV, and fidgeting with her fingers,” he told her.

“She hasn’t said anything?”

He shook his head.

Jessie walked over and sat down in a chair adjacent to the couch. Coral Jenkins turned off the television and stared at her. The young woman looked wrung out. Blonde, with delicate features that had been blurred by hours of crying, she looked a decade younger than her twenty-six years, like a lost kid more than a working professional.

“How can I help?” she asked, her voice scratchy from sobbing.

“Were you and Rena good friends, Coral?” Jessie probed cautiously.

“Yeah,” the young woman answered. “We knew each other a little bit in college at the University of Arizona. Rena was from here, so she came back home after graduation. I moved here a couple of years later and looked her up. She said her roommate was moving in with her boyfriend, so she invited me to take her place. We’ve lived here together for three years now.”

“Do you know if she was dating anyone?” Jessie wondered.

Coral grabbed a throw pillow lying on the couch and hugged it against her chest as she thought about the question.

“I mean, she dated,” she said, “but nothing serious. I don’t think she ever went out with a guy more than three or four times since I moved in. She never had like, a boyfriend, that I know of.”

“Do you recall her saying she felt scared or threatened by anyone she ever dated?”

Coral shook her head.

“No,” she said, “nothing like that. Her biggest issue was that she said all the guys she went out with were boring or self-involved.”

“We saw that she was on several dating apps. Did she talk about them much?”

Coral scrunched up her face as if she wanted to be diplomatic but wasn’t exactly sure how.

"Not really," she finally said. "I think she was a little embarrassed that she had to use them, although she never said that outright. I once told her that was how I met the girl I'm currently seeing, but she just didn't want to get into it, you know? She was a pretty reserved person."

Jessie nodded.

“What about co-workers at the law firm?” she pressed, changing tactics. “Did she ever mention conflicts with anyone?”

Coral shrugged.

“Sure, but it was all pretty standard stuff,” she said. “One lawyer had unreasonable expectations for meeting deadlines. Another was a screamer, but not just to her. Apparently, the woman screamed at everyone. Rena said that another legal secretary’s breath always smelled like tuna and made her a little sick, but she didn’t want to be rude and tell him. That kind of stuff. She didn’t have a work enemy or anything like that.”

“Maybe she was working on a case involving sensitive information,” Jessie suggested. “Might she have uncovered something she shouldn’t have?”

She knew it was a long shot, but there was always the possibility that Noemi Benson was killed as a diversion so that Rena Hoffman's murder might seem like part of a pattern. Then, no one would pursue the cases she was working on.

“I obviously couldn’t say for sure, but I don’t think so,” Coral answered. “She was pretty open when it came to talking about her cases, to the extent that she was allowed to be. Most of it had to do with real estate issues, zoning conflicts, that kind of thing. It was pretty dry. She never got that stressed about it, other than the sheer amount of work she sometimes had to do.”

Jessie sat quietly for a moment. Rena Hoffman seemed to lead a life that didn’t lend itself to moments of unexpected drama. So how did she end up dumped under a freeway overpass? Where did she go after that meeting?

“Coral,” she said, pulling up the photo she’d taken of the personal organizer, “Rena had this listed in her planner for last night at 7:30. Do you know anything about the meeting? Who it was with? Where? What it was about?”

Coral looked perplexed.

“I didn’t even know she had a meeting,” she admitted. “She came home, showered, changed clothes, and then left again. I asked where she was going, and she was really cagey about it. All she said was 'out.' I think she took a rideshare. Can't you find out that way?"

“We’re still looking for her phone,” Jessie told her. “That’s why it took a while to identify her. It wasn’t with her body when she was found. Neither was her purse.”

Saying that reminded Jessie that Rena’s phone ought to have been found by now. They’d tracked it to McMaster Park but hadn’t had a hit since then. Knowing that it probably had the data they needed in order to know where the woman had gone last night made its continuing absence infuriating.

“Speaking of her purse, what about credit cards?” Coral asked. “Maybe you could track her based on where she bought stuff.”

“That’s a great idea,” Jessie said, impressed with the young woman’s sharpness. “We actually did do that. She didn’t use any of them last night.”

There was no easy way to transition into her next question, so she just asked it flat out.

“As long as we’re talking about last night, where did you spend the evening?”

Coral offered a half smile, clearly aware that she was being asked for her alibi.

“I suppose I should be offended, but I’m not,” she said. “You have to check everything, right?”

“That’s right,” Jessie replied.

"I went over to my girlfriend's place," she answered. "Her name is Allie. I spent the night there. I can give you her contact info. That's how come I didn't know Rena was gone until this morning. I came back around the time she usually woke up. I saw that her bed hadn't been slept in, so I tried to reach her and couldn't."

Coral was quiet for a few seconds, staring at her feet. Then she looked up and focused hard on Jessie.

“You’re not going to give up on finding her killer, are you?”

“No, Coral, we’re not.”

Before she could offer anything more substantive, her phone buzzed. It was a text from Kat. All it said was: Call me, 911.

“We have to go now,” Jessie said, standing up.

“Do you have a lead?” Coral asked hopefully.

“I don’t know yet,” Jessie told her honestly as she headed for the front door with Grover in tow. “But I sure hope so.”




 

 

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Jessie managed to wait until they were in the elevator, headed down to the apartment building lobby, before calling.

“What is it?’ she asked even before Kat could talk.

“Hold on,” her friend said, “I’m conferencing you in with Ryan and Susannah. They’re already on the line. Jamil and Beth are on speaker with me here in Research.”

After a few seconds of waiting, Kat spoke again.

“Can everyone hear me?” she asked.

After they all offered a chorus of confirmations, she launched in.

“I found a suspect,” she said.

“Who?” Susannah blurted out before Jessie could.

“His name is Jeremy Holden,” Kat told them. “I found him on both the dating apps that the victims used.”

“Go on,” Ryan requested.

“He was matched up with Noemi on BeBold and with Rena on Crispy. It took a little while to be sure because he went by J.R. on BeBold—his middle name is Robert—and Jeremy on Crispy. But once I figured that out, the rest fell into place.”

“Was he just matched with them, or did he actually go out with each woman?” Jessie wanted to know.

“From what I can tell, he went out on dates with each of them once,” Kat said. “Both services allow users to text exclusively through the app’s messaging system until both people decide to transition into communicating directly. But neither woman ever made the switch.”

“That’s interesting,” Jessie mused as she and Grover left the apartment building lobby and walked through the covered garage to his car.

“Yeah, and there’s more,” Kat continued. “It looks like that choice was very intentional. In both cases, Holden reached out to them multiple times after the date, requesting a second one. But not only did neither woman say yes or no, they didn’t even respond. Total radio silence.”

“Sounds like Holden’s dating behavior was enough to prevent him from earning even a diplomatic pass,” Susannah noted. “If he didn’t even get the ‘I don’t think we’re a match’ text, he must have been pretty unpleasant.”

“Well, you can find that out for yourself,” Kat replied. “He works as a junior production executive for a film company in Burbank. I called his office to see if he was in. They said he left for the day about twenty minutes ago. That means he’ll probably be arriving at his apartment in Atwater Village in the next half hour.”

“That works out perfectly,” Ryan said. “We’re on our way back from talking to Rena Hoffman’s family in Studio City right now. We can probably be there around the same time.”

“How did that go?” Jessie asked, getting in the passenger seat of Grover’s car. 

"Not great," Ryan said. "They didn't have much new to offer, and the experience was incredibly painful for them. Had I known it would be such a dead end, I wouldn't have put them through it."

Jessie was about to share her experience at Rena’s apartment, but decided she wasn’t in the mood for any potential conflict with Ryan about her leaving the station, so she held her tongue.

“How did your inquiries go?” he asked, seemingly reading her mind.

“What do you mean?” she replied.

“Well,” he began, “since Kat had to conference you into this call, that means you’re clearly not in the office with her, and she was extremely vague when I asked her where you were, so I can only assume you’re out following up on a lead, despite the threats facing you.”

Jessie could feel him trying to rein in his frustration. But despite the fact that at least five other people were listening in to the call, the edge in his voice was apparent. She decided to come clean.

“Grover and I went to talk to Rena’s roommate,” she said. “We didn’t learn a lot, except that Rena had a meeting at 7:30 last night and wasn’t very forthcoming about where she was headed after that. Hopefully we can learn more once her phone is found.”

“Oh, I meant to tell all of you,” Jamil piped in, blessedly taking the attention off her. “It was discovered just recently. Apparently a homeless man found it in the grass just off Artesia Boulevard in McMaster Park and took it. It’s being brought back here now. I’ll try to access the location history as soon as I get it.”

“Thanks, Jamil,” Ryan said before addressing everyone. “Susannah and I will keep everyone updated how things go with Jeremy Holden. Kat, please send us that address.”

“Sure thing,” she said.

Jessie could feel the relief in her friend’s voice that Ryan was apparently willing to let the visit to see Coral Jenkins slide for now. As she hung up, she felt the same way. But it wasn’t all she felt.

Despite the mild guilt gnawing at her for leaving Central Station without telling Ryan, another emotion was asserting itself more strongly: jealousy. She wanted to go to Jeremy Holden’s place too. She wanted to be there when they first approached him, to see his initial reaction when they started interviewing him. She wanted to judge his credibility as he answered their questions.

She knew Kat had the guy’s address in Atwater Village, which she and Grover could reach in thirty minutes too if they took the carpool lane and used the siren and cherry light that she’d brought along. The temptation to just call her best friend and ask for it was overwhelming.

She glanced over at Grover in the driver’s seat. His expression was dour.

“No way,” he said.

“No way, what?” she replied innocently. “You don’t even know what I was going to say.”




 

 

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

Susannah Valentine was not happy.

She’d been driving all over town for the last few hours and had nothing to show for it. Hopefully, she and Ryan would have more luck at their next stop. She pulled over to the side of the road and parked in a loading zone across the street from Jeremy Holden's apartment building. The place was one of those old-school, two-story complexes designed in a "U" shape that had a central courtyard with a pool in the middle. 

“How do you want to go at him?” she asked Ryan as they got out of the car. She knew how she’d like to approach the guy—aggressively. But she wasn’t in charge today.

“Let’s see how squirrelly he gets when we introduce ourselves,” Ryan said, waiting for a car to pass before starting across the street. “I’d prefer to get as much out of him as possible before things get combative. But if he gives us trouble, we can give it back.”

Susannah liked hearing that last part. She jogged across the street with her boss, trying not to let him see her discomfort. They got to the locked gate just as a young woman in yoga gear arrived. The woman looked at them hesitantly as she pulled out her keys. Ryan turned away from her and stared at Susannah earnestly.

“Did you remember to lock the car door, hon?” he asked.

She was taken aback for a moment before she realized what he was doing. The yoga woman was more likely to open the door if they weren’t hovering over her.

“I think so, babe,” she replied in kind. “But you can go back and check if you don’t trust me.”

"I wasn't suggesting that I didn't try—."

“No, it’s fine,” Susannah interrupted. “If this is your passive-aggressive way of saying you don’t like it when I drive, I wish you’d just spit it out.”

She noted that the woman in the yoga outfit was trying to hide an approving smile. She put her key in the lock and opened the door, seemingly set at ease now by the normalcy of the bickering couple behind her. Susannah nodded in her direction, and Ryan turned around, grabbing the door just before it slammed shut.

“Nice touch,” he muttered to her as they stepped inside.

“Thanks,” she replied before turning her attention to the building’s inner courtyard. “Combative comes easy to me.”

“You don’t say,” he replied drily.

The place was hopping. Though there was only one person actually swimming, the pool was surrounded by multiple folks in their mid to late twenties, many of them in bathing suits, some sunbathing. Even though it was a late Wednesday afternoon, the vibe felt like a Friday.

“He’s in apartment 216,” Ryan said, pulling her focus back to the task at hand. “It looks like it’s up the stairs and at the end of the walkway.”

Susannah nodded and took the lead, walking past the sun-worshiping revelers and pointedly ignoring the eyes she could feel devouring her. Most of the time, she reveled in using her assets to make people underestimate her skill set, but on this occasion she would have preferred to be more low profile, especially as each step she climbed to the second floor made her wince slightly.

With Ryan right behind her, she moved to the end of the walkway and positioned herself on one side of Holden’s door while Ryan stood on the other side.

“You ready,” he asked.

She nodded.

“Why don’t you open discussions?” he suggested. “Somehow I think he’ll be more receptive to you than to me.”

“Okay,” she said, stepping directly in front of the door so that anyone inside could see her clearly through the peephole.

She knocked on the door firmly. Ryan, out of sight, put his hand on his waistband, where his gun rested just under his blazer. She kept her hands at her sides, not wanting to arouse any suspicion. After ten seconds without a response, she knocked again.

“Hey,” she called out, trying to sound as vacuous as possible while placing her hand on her hip, which she jutted forward dramatically, “can a girl get a hand out here?”

There was still no reply.

“Give it a moment,” Ryan whispered.

Susannah nodded, then glanced down at the crowd around the pool. A few folks were looking up at her with mild interest. One dude was sitting on a chaise lounge, pretending to read a book, but his sunglasses couldn’t mask his slack-jawed expression.

Another guy was toweling off his hair. He must have been the one in the pool. When he finished drying off and pulled the towel away from his face, Susannah immediately recognized him as Jeremy Holden. He glanced up, meeting her gaze.

For half a second, he seemed intrigued, but then his attention switched to Ryan and his face fell. He looked away quickly, as if he was focused on something else. But as he slid on his flip-flops and grabbed his phone, it was clear that he was uncomfortable.

“I think we found our guy,” Susannah said casually as she turned away from Holden, not wanting to increase his nervousness. “He’s down by the pool in the red swim trunks and he’s taken notice of us.”

Ryan glanced down as she sidled past him and started back down the walkway toward the stairs.

“You mean the guy making a run for it?” Ryan asked.

Susannah looked back downstairs and saw that Holden was indeed running away, darting past sunbathers as his sandals made loud clomping sounds. He was headed in the direction of the front gate.

"Dammit," Susannah muttered, breaking into a run herself. She got to the top of the stairs and leaped down, taking them three at a time. The discomfort on her left side suddenly turned into full-on pain, and by the time she reached the bottom of the stairs, she was gasping for breath.

She shook her head vigorously and tried to put the piercing agony out of her head as she chased after Holden. But after just a few steps, she found that she couldn’t go on. Reaching out for the metal railing for support, she came to a stop.

“What is it?” Ryan demanded, barely avoiding slamming into her as he gracefully maneuvered to the side.

“I’ll be fine,” she insisted through gritted teeth. “You go ahead, and I’ll catch up.”

Ryan clearly wanted to ask her more but knew he didn’t have time. Instead, he turned and broke into a run as he followed Holden. As she gripped the railing, Susannah watched. Holden had already passed through the gate and was scurrying around the side toward the back of the building. Ryan, delayed by checking on her, was well behind him.

She tried to take a few deep breaths in the hope that she could regroup and resume the pursuit. But as she inhaled, the sharp pain in her side made her gasp. She felt herself slump down, using the railing to prevent her from completely collapsing.

She sensed someone hovering over and looked up, ready to pull her gun if need be. But she held back when she saw that it was an attractive blonde in a bikini who was staring down at her with concern.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

“No,” Susannah managed to grunt before her legs gave out completely.




 

 

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Jessie knew she was pushing it.

She could feel Grover seething silently beside her in the driver’s seat as he made the turn onto Edenhurst Avenue, and she couldn’t really blame him. Once again, she'd put him in an untenable position. After she pressured Kat to give her Jeremy Holden's address, she had instructed him to head there. He hadn’t reacted well.

“How the hell am I supposed to protect you when you don’t seem interested in protecting yourself?” he had demanded.

“Can we argue about this on the way there?” she had asked.

“I don’t want to argue about it,” he’d insisted. “I want you to make your safety as much of a priority as I do.”

“Please start driving,” Jessie had pleaded. “If we’re going to get there in time, we need to leave now.”

“But don’t you see?” he replied. “I don’t want to get there in time to put you in harm’s way. My whole job is to keep you out of danger, not deliberately put you in its path.”

“I get that, Grover, really I do,” she assured him. “But I won’t be in any danger. Ryan and Susannah are going to question Holden. If they need to, they’ll place him in custody. I just want to be there to gauge his believability when he answers their questions. How is that dangerous?”

“The whole point is that we can’t be sure of how dangerous this man is,” Grover objected. “What if he pulls out a gun and there’s gunfight with you there?”

“If there’s a gunfight and my husband is in danger, you better believe that I damn well want to be there,” Jessie retorted. “Now I understand your reservations, but I am going to Holden’s apartment on way or another. You can either take me and make sure things don’t go sideways, or you can refuse, and I’ll order a rideshare right now. It’s your call.”

Grover stared at her for several seconds before replying.

“I’m getting really tired of your ultimatums,” he said coldly as he turned on the car. “Put the cherry light on the roof while I plug the address into the GPS.”

That was thirty-five minutes ago, and Grover hadn’t spoken a word to her the entire drive here. As he searched for a parking spot on Edenhurst, Jessie tried to think of a way to smooth things over but came up empty.

“There are no spots near the building,” he muttered, finally breaking the silence, “we’re going to have to pull around.”

He turned onto the side street. Jessie was about to reply when she noticed something odd in the alley they were passing by. A man in red swim trunks and nothing else was running down the alley toward them. She squinted hard, trying to focus. Though the act made her temple throb slightly, it worked. She recognized the guy. It was Jeremy Holden.

They passed the alley, and she lost sight of him.

“Stop,” she barked.

Grover hit the brakes.

“What?” he demanded.

“I saw Holden,” Jessie said, opening the passenger door and hopping out, “he’s in that alley back there.”

“What are you doing?” Grover demanded from the driver’s seat. “Wait.”

“Catch up,” Jessie yelled, ignoring the driver on the street behind Grover, who was honking at him because of the sudden stop in the middle of the road. 

She rushed back in the direction of the alley. Sure enough, Holden was still coming her way, running as fast as he could in his flimsy flip-flops. His eyes were frenzied.

Jessie didn’t know what had put him in that state, but she suspected it had something to do with Ryan and Susannah. Not wanting to take a chance, she unholstered her gun and pointed in the direction of the man who was now only fifty feet away from her.

“Freeze!” she shouted.

Holden, who had been focused on the ground in front of him, looked up. His face was filled with desperation.

“Get on the ground!” she ordered.

For half a second, it looked like he would comply. But then he seemed to change his mind. Instead of getting down, he resumed running, headed straight toward her. She lifted her gun, starting to aim, when a sudden, searing bolt of blinding agony shot through her skull.

She dropped to her knees hard, but the pain of her kneecaps landing on asphalt was nothing compared to what was going on in her head. Her vision was blurry and her hands trembled. There was no way she could fire a shot. She wasn’t even sure she could hold her gun.

This was a mistake. I shouldn’t be doing this. I shouldn’t have put myself in this situation.

But now she was helpless as a murder suspect ran toward her, and she couldn't do a thing about it. Then, through the darkness and the throbbing, she heard a familiar voice.

“Jeremy Holden, this the LAPD,” Ryan shouted, cutting through the noise in her head. “Stop now. If you take one more step, I will shoot you.”

She still couldn't see clearly, but she thought she saw the red blur in front of her stop moving. A second later, she felt a hand on her shoulder. Glancing up, she found Grover looking down at her. He no longer seemed angry.

“I’m going to help you move into a sitting position,” he said gently. “But first, can I take your weapon?”

“Does Ryan have Holden in custody?” she asked, not wanting to strain to look back down the alley again.

“He does,” Grover assured her.

“Okay,” she said, handing over the gun and letting the bodyguard adjust her position so that she was resting on her butt.

Once she was sure that she wasn’t going to topple over onto her side, she lifted her head to survey the situation. Ryan had Jeremy Holden on his stomach as he cuffed him. He was reading the guy his rights. In the background, she saw another figure in the distance, moving their way.

She was about to warn Ryan when she realized who it was: Susannah Valentine. Only the detective seemed to be limping badly. There was no sign of blood on her, but she was holding the left side of her waist.

“How are you feeling?” Grover asked Jessie, concerned.

“I’ve been better,” she admitted, before pointing at Susannah. “But it looks like I’m not the only one. What the hell is going on?”




 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Ash Pierce was restless.

She found that mildly ironic, considering how crazy her last twenty-fours had been. Around this time yesterday, she was holed up in a Hollywood Hills mansion, preparing to invade the safe house where she knew Hannah Dorsey was hiding. Not long after that, she was actually inside the house—in Hannah’s bedroom—happily threatening the teenage girl who had ruined her life.

Then things got wild. Hannah’s bodyguard had burst into the room, engaging her in hand-to-hand combat. Hannah got hold of the man’s gun and almost shot her before she jumped out the second-floor window of the safe house. Had she not managed to grab onto the rope she used to climb up to the window earlier, she might have broken her neck instead of just twisting her ankle.

After that ignominious escape, she was forced to scurry off in the middle of a rainstorm, steal a car, eventually dump it, and run—hobble, really—eight miles in the pouring rain just to get back to her original hiding place. Home for now was a small apartment unit she rented under an alias. It was in a giant complex in East Hollywood where no one knew their neighbors, which suited her perfectly.

After all that excitement, one might think she was ready for a little downtime. But one would be wrong. Lying low was unquestionably the smart move, but it wasn't her preferred one. Every second that she was out of commission gave Hannah Dorsey more time to burrow underground, somewhere that she couldn't be found.

Ash knew she had to make some concessions to reality. Her ankle didn’t hurt as much today as she worried it would back when she’d landed on it awkwardly last night, but it was still stiff. For her to move about effectively when she resumed her hunt, she’d need to tape it well, maybe even give herself an injection of Toradol to limit the pain.

It was too bad she couldn’t inject something into her head too. Ever since her first confrontation with Hannah and Kat in the desert three months ago, when the girl had unexpectedly gotten the upper hand on her and whacked her in the skull with a police baton, she’d been suffering from intermittent but brutal mini-headaches. They would come at her suddenly, then disappear just as quickly. But in those few seconds, the pain was unimaginable.

She knew she should see someone, but she couldn't risk it. If she showed up at a hospital, there'd be paperwork, cameras, and security. She had considered kidnapping a neurologist, but that seemed pointless. If the doctor didn't have access to the proper equipment, there probably wasn't much they could do. It's not like Ash could steal an MRI machine too.

So for the time being she’d have to muddle through. Once her mission was complete, she’d get the care she needed. Then she’d allow herself a long vacation. The truth was that if she hadn’t taken the Kat Gentry/Hannah Dorsey assignment, she could have retired to a South American beach town with a nest egg to last her five lifetimes. But that was spilled milk, and she wasn't in the mood to cry.

She was in the mood for revenge. It wasn’t just personal. Future clients knew she’d been bested by a kid. If she ever wanted to get hired again—and deep down she knew that she did—she had to rectify that situation. She needed to show potential customers that she could finish the job, no matter what. It was a matter of professional pride. But if she was honest with herself, she had to admit that it was personal too.

A girl who was barely old enough to vote at the time had outwitted a former Marine Special Ops soldier, CIA assassin, and professional hitwoman. It was embarrassing, and she needed to make it right. And these days, her idea of making it right included finding Hannah, killing anyone protecting her, then slowly torturing her—making her learn the excruciating depths of pain she could suffer—before unceremoniously ending her.

But right now, she felt helpless to do anything about it. She knew it would be much harder to find the girl a second time. Hannah, though an egotistical, mean-spirted little bitch, was no dummy. She wouldn’t make the same mistake she did earlier by calling her boyfriend. She had likely assumed that it was safe in the first place because she was using a burner phone. But she clearly hadn’t considered that the boy wasn’t, and Ash had managed to backtrace the call location from there.

There would be no more calls. Ash wouldn’t be surprised if Hannah’s bodyguard completely shut off all communication of any kind for both of them. Under normal circumstances, Ash would have pivoted to Kat Gentry, grabbing her up and using her as bait to get to Hannah. But that was a no go too.

Ash couldn’t go driving over to Kat’s apartment or office to stake her out. Both would surely be surveilled by the LAPD, FBI, or both. Besides, it was unlikely that she was in either place, especially after last night's adventure. She too was probably at a safe house, likely with a bodyguard at her side. Jessie Hunt had serious financial resources, more than enough to provide protection for those she cared about.

Of course, there was Jessie herself. If Ash could get hold of her and threaten her life, Hannah would surely come forward. But that was a lost cause as well. Even if the criminal profiler was at her home, which was a veritable fortress, there was no way to get close to the place without being seen. Ash suspected that there were undercover units all around, and likely drone coverage too. Plus, she likely had protection as well, not to mention a cop for a husband. Going after her just wasn’t practical.

She sat on the loveseat in the tiny apartment, trying not to let herself get consumed by the sneaking sense of powerlessness nibbling at her insides. She closed her eyes and tried to clear her head. After several minutes, it emptied out. She waited to see if anything would wriggle in.

An image popped into her head. At first she was perplexed by it, but after a moment it registered, and she smiled. It was the face of Hannah’s bodyguard. Everything had moved so fast during their fight in Hannah’s bedroom. But if she focused, she thought she could recall most of the details of his features, at least enough to recognize him if she saw his photo.

She thought about his fighting style. His precision and cool-headedness during close combat suggested special operations training of his own.

If she was right about that, she might be able to find him in a military database, and after identifying him, locate his current home or professional situation. That might—just might—lead her to Hannah too.

It was a longshot, but it was a shot. And right now, she’d take any shot she could if it meant making Hannah Dorsey pay.




 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

The headache was gone.

As Jessie sat in a Central Police Station observation room, staring through the one-way glass at Jeremy Holden, she felt fine. No one would guess that less than an hour ago, she had been crumpled on her knees in an alley, worried that her head might explode.

In fact, she’d recovered quickly enough that by the time Ryan pulled Holden to his feet and walked over, she was standing again, and mostly clear-eyed. From his expression, he seemed unsure of what he’d seen. Was his wife on her knees to get better aim at Holden or for some other reason?

They hadn’t addressed it in the moment because someone else was in seemingly even worse shape. Susannah Valentine was struggling to walk and needed to wait in the alley while Ryan drove the car around to pick her up. Then everyone had returned to Central Station.

It was only now, with Holden—still in just his swim trunks—cuffed to a metal chair in interrogation room #2, that they had a chance to talk. Susannah was getting checked out by a medic in the station infirmary, and Grover was waiting outside the observation room, so they were finally alone.

“You want to tell me what was going on in that alley?” Ryan asked.

Knowing how much he’d worry, Jessie was tempted to say it was nothing, but knew he wouldn’t buy it. Even if he did, Grover would surely reveal the truth, so she decided to come clean—mostly.

"I had another headache," she admitted. "It came out of nowhere and I wasn't prepared for it. It literally brought me to my knees. But it only lasted a few seconds, and I'm feeling better now."

He studied her, seemingly unsure how to respond. When he finally replied, his voice was quiet.

“I’m not going to say you shouldn’t have been there. I’m not even going to say you should never have left the station at all. But I think we can both agree that headaches that have you falling to your knees are not good. I’m concerned that this might be getting worse. We need to get you back in to see Dr. Varma ASAP.”

“I agree,” Jessie told him. “Once we nail this killer, we can make that next on our list. If Holden is our guy, we can go today. Sound good?”

“I’m not sure I’m comfortable waiting,” Ryan countered. “If Holden’s isn’t the person committing these murders, we don’t know how long it will take to catch the killer. I want to get you looked at sooner rather than later.”

“How about we make a deal?” Jessie offered. “If we haven’t solved this thing by the end of the day, I’ll go in to get checked out first thing tomorrow morning, regardless of the status of the case. We can call ahead to ensure proper security for me. Fair?”

The look on Ryan’s face suggested he didn’t think that her health choices should be contingent on dealmaking, but he held his tongue on that point.

“I’ll agree to that, unless you have another headache like the one earlier,” he said. “No case is worth putting you at risk. Please promise me that you won’t hide what’s going on with you.”

“Who, me?” she said, hoping to lighten the mood. “I would never!”

“I mean it, Jessie,” he replied. “Promise.”

She sighed. It was clear that he wouldn’t move on until she consented. The truth was that if he knew the extent of the pain and disorientation she felt earlier, he wouldn’t be agreeing to any deals at all. This was the best she would get.

“I promise,” she said. “Now can we please go in and talk to Holden to find out if we’ve actually caught the right person?”

“What do you mean, ‘we’?”

Jessie tried not to take offense.

“Susannah’s getting checked out by medical personnel,” she replied. “Why go in there alone when you have a professional criminal profiler at your disposal?”

“Who is on medical leave,” he noted.

“I know, but I’m here and I’m available, unless you think that Susannah is walking through that door any second.”

“I don’t,” he conceded darkly.

“What happened with her anyway?” Jessie wanted to know.

“I’m not sure,” he conceded. “We were going down the apartment building stairs after Holden when she pulled up suddenly. And that wasn’t the first time I noticed her favoring her left side. She said it was a cramp, but I think she might have been hurt worse in that bomb explosion than we initially thought.”

“Then we should definitely check in on her after this,” Jessie said. “But as long as we're waiting to hear an update, let's go at Holden. That's the reason I went to his apartment in the first place, anyway, to be there when you guys questioned him. Now I can help more directly."

“Fine,” Ryan said reluctantly, “but keep your distance.”

"He's cuffed to a bolted-down table, Ryan."

“I don’t care,” he insisted. “Don’t get close to him.”

“Okay,” she agreed.

They left the observation room and moved one over to interrogation room #2. Ryan opened the door, and Jessie was about to enter when Grover stepped forward.

“I’m coming too,” he told them, “just in case.”

No one argued, and they all entered together. Grover moved to the corner and remained standing. Ryan sat down across from Jeremy Holden. Jessie sat beside him but made a show of moving her chair several feet back from the metal table. 

Holden stared back at them haughtily. His expression was in stark contrast to his appearance. He was still wearing just his red swimsuit and flip-flops. His longish black hair was a mess, plastered to his head in sections, while other parts shot out everywhere. He either didn’t know or didn’t care. His blue eyes were cold, and his mouth was tightly pursed.

“Mr. Holden, I read you your rights back in that alley,” Ryan began, “but I want to remind you that they still apply. Are you sure you don’t want a lawyer in here?”

“I’ll tell you what I want is a shirt!” he demanded before they even started asking questions. “It’s frickin’ cold in here.”

“Sure, “Ryan said, “once we get some answers.”

“To what?” Holden demanded. “I don’t even know why I’m here.”

“For starters,” Ryan told him, “evading arrest.”

"I didn't know you were a cop, man," Holden insisted. "I saw some muscle-bound guy and a super-hottie acting suspiciously outside my apartment door. I thought that maybe you worked for my bookie, and you were here to collect my debt, like forcefully."

“That was your first assumption?” Ryan asked skeptically. “That we were enforcers for a bookmaker, and you had to run?”

"I don't know, man," Holden told him. "You looked like you were packing and that chick with you didn't look like any cop I ever saw. I thought she was there to get my guard down, and then you'd pounce."

Jessie noted that, in some respects, he probably wasn't far off.

“Let’s set that aside for now,” she said. “We want to talk to you about some recent dates you’ve been on, especially using apps like Crispy and BeBold. Tell us about your date with Noemi Benson.”

“Who?” Holden asked belligerently.

Jessie had anticipated his response and held out a picture of Benson's profile picture.

“Oh, yeah,” he said. “I kind of remember her.”

“How did your date go?” she asked.

“Uneventful,” he answered with a smirk.

“What about Rena Hoffman?”

“That name sounds more familiar,” he said. “You got a picture of her too?”

Jessie showed it to him.

“Right,” he said. “I went out with her once. Didn’t amount to anything.”

“Why didn’t either date work out?” Jessie wanted to know.

He snorted and offered a nasty sneer.

“Because both of them were boring,” he replied, “No fun at all.”

Jessie was about to nail him on that, but Ryan beat her to it.

“That’s weird,” he said, “because according to the app data, you kept texting them both for a while after those first dates, asking for a second one, so you must have liked them a little bit. How do you explain that contradiction?”

Holden looked briefly thrown before an idea seemed to pop into his head.

“What can I tell you, man?” he relied with a shrug. “It’s been a while. Maybe I was drunk texting or something. I can’t remember. What’s this all about anyway?”

“And neither woman got back to you at all, much less agreed to a second date,” Jessie noted, ignoring his question. “That must have been annoying.”

“Whatever,” he said dismissively. “It was their loss.”

“I don’t know,” Jessie continued. “Based on the tenor of your texts, it seemed like you were pretty put out. Looking at what you sent, I see words like ‘bitch’ and ‘prude’ thrown around pretty loosely. It sounds like you were a little upset with them.”

“Like I said, I must have been drunk,” he claimed. “If I was sober, I would never have wasted my time."

“You’re in a police station, Mr. Holden,” Jessie reminded him. “That kind of answer isn’t going to fly. Maybe it’s time to start being honest.”

He stared at her and for a moment she feared that he might actually invoke his right to an attorney. But he didn’t.

“What can I say—I thought it was pretty rude not to respond at all. So I guess I was a little harsh. Is that a crime?”

“Why do you think they didn’t respond?” Jessie pressed.

“Who knows?” he replied. “You should ask them.”

Jessie could see him getting agitated but couldn’t tell if he was deflecting from what he might have done or just generally uncomfortable with the direction of the questions.

“Jeremy,” she said, leaning in. “This isn’t helping you.”

He looked like he was going to protest his innocence again, but then seemed to change his mind.

“Okay,” he said, “maybe I wasn’t the most gentlemanly on the dates. To be honest, I just wanted to hook up. But like I said in the texts, they were both such prudes. Neither one of them would let me get even a taste. It was a waste of time.”

“But you texted them after,” Jessie pushed.

“So what?” he replied. “I was horny. I thought it was worth a shot to try again. But I got nothing in response, so like I said, I got a little…harsh. But is it really that big a deal? I mean, are they coming to you now saying I offended them so much that it’s a crime? Come on lady. It’s been months since I dated that first one and at least a few weeks with the other. I never forced anyone to do anything. This is crap.”

Jessie looked over at Ryan, who nodded that he was okay with what he knew she wanted to do. She turned back to Holden and locked eyes with him before lowering the boom.

“You used the word ‘harsh,’” she noted, “which I think is appropriate, considering that both these women were murdered.”

 




 

 

 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

At first, what Jessie said didn’t seem to register with Holden.

But after a long beat in which his face was completely blank, she saw his expression turn to panic.

“Wait!” he shouted, his voice rising uncontrollably, “are you accusing me of killing people?”

“Nobody’s accusing,” Ryan said, “right now we’re just gathering information. Do you have information to share?”

“I didn’t do anything,” he insisted quickly. “I swear.”

“I’m not sure we’re willing to just take your word for it,” Jessie replied calmly. “You’re going to need to convince us. Where were you last night?”

His eyes, which had been bouncing around like pinballs until now, settled. Clearly, he was relieved to have a question he thought he could answer.

“I was at a film screening,” he replied.

“Where?” she demanded.

“Westwood,” he said.

That didn’t automatically absolve him. Westwood was less than three miles north of the West L.A. location where Benson’s body had been found.

“Did you have to check in for the screening?” she asked.

He nodded vociferously.

“And I sat with some friends too.”

“What about Monday night?” Ryan wanted to know. “Where were you then?”

Holden’s brow furrowed, either in concentration or deception.

“Oh, yeah, I was at my buddy Calvin’s place. We were watching the football game.”

“Just the two of you?” Jessie asked.

“No, there was a group of us. Four total.”

“Which game?” Ryan demanded, turning the screws. “There were two that night.”

“Philadelphia and Minnesota,” he answered without hesitation.

“Who won?” Ryan asked, keeping the pressure on.

“The Eagles did, 24-7. I remember the score because it cost me money. That’s why I thought you were coming to collect, because I lost the thirteen grand on that game, and I still hadn’t paid up two days later.”

Jessie's heart sank. Holden might be lying, but it didn't seem likely. Not only was he able to answer every question they threw at him, but he'd also locked himself into alibis that required confirmation from multiple people. If he was full of it, they'd know pretty quick. Ryan pushed a piece of paper and a pencil across the table.

“Give us the names and contact info for everyone who can vouch for your whereabouts,” he said, unable to keep the disappointment out of his voice as he stood up. “We’ll be back in a minute.”

Jessie got up to and followed Ryan outside, with Grover in tow. She felt just like her husband looked. They would do their due diligence and make the calls, but she already knew what the results would be: another dead end.

“I’ll wait for his list and follow up on the phone numbers he gives us,” Ryan said once they were in the hall. “Do you want to see how Susannah is doing?”

“Sure,” she replied dejectedly.

Anything was better than stewing over what was clearly a failure. Besides, she really did want to see how her friend was doing. She started down the hall when he called after her.

“Hey, I know this wasn’t the outcome we wanted, but remember your commitment to me. No matter how this plays out today, you have an appointment tomorrow, right?”

“Right,” she said, feeling defeated. “I’ll call as soon as I get a chance.”

She turned and headed back down the hall. Grover fell into step beside her.

“What appointment?” he asked, his deferential tone indicating he understood how disappointed she was.

“To see my neurosurgeon,” she muttered. “I told Ryan about what led to the alley falling incident and he insisted.”

“Hard to blame him,” Grover said.

“Yes, it is,” she agreed. “Thanks for not tattling.”

“Don’t thank me,” he said. “I just never got a chance to talk to him privately. I would have sold you out in a second.”

“Good to know,” she replied.

“It’s for your own good.”

She couldn't argue with him. The headaches were coming with greater frequency and intensity lately, as was the nausea and disorientation. That, on top of the stress of worrying about Hannah's safety, as well as her own, was pushing her close to the edge. She wondered if she should just admit herself into the hospital. Half of HSS was already there, as was Dr. Lemmon. It'd be like a reunion. She chuckled bitterly at the thought.

They reached the infirmary, and she knocked lightly on the door. A nurse opened it cautiously.

“I wanted to check in on Detective Valentine,” Jessie said. She could see Susannah lying on an elevated exam table at the back of the room.

“We’d prefer she not have visitors right now, Ms. Hunt,” the nurse said apologetically. “She needs to take it easy.”

“Let her in, Lydia,” Susannah called out from behind her. “I promise we’ll keep it brief.”

“Very brief,” Lydia instructed firmly.

“I’ll be right outside,” Grover said, taking up a position right outside the door.

Jessie nodded and walked over to the table.

“This doesn’t look great,” she said. “You can’t even stand up? What a wuss!”

“Don’t make me laugh,” Susannah said, fighting off a giggle. “It’s just more comfortable like this than standing or sitting right now, at least until the pain meds really kick in.”

“What’s the deal?”

“Not sure yet,” Susannah said. “Personally, I think I might have bruised a rib when that bomb went off. The force kind of slammed me into the fire escape. I guess it took a while for it to really start smarting."

“Ryan told me you almost collapsed going down the stairs at the apartment,” Jessie said, concerned. “Do you think you should go get an X-ray or something? Maybe you broke a rib instead of just bruising it.”

“Nah,” Susannah scoffed. “We’re shorthanded as it. Besides, what are they going to do, even if I did? There’s no treatment for that. Anyway, I think it’s just a bruise.  Like I said, once the meds kick in, I’ll be good to go. Just give me a little while.”

“Okay,” Jessie said, though she got the distinct impression that the detective was downplaying her situation. Susannah’s attitude felt uncomfortably familiar. It was almost like she was staring into a mirror of denial. “I’m going to Research to see if they’ve uncovered anything. I’ll keep you updated.”

“You better!” Susannah ordered before wincing. It seemed like just the effort to speak authoritatively was causing discomfort.

“Yes, ma’am,” Jessie replied, pretending not to notice. But as she left the infirmary, it occurred to her that if Susannah was out of commission, the only working detective left in HSS was Ryan. She didn’t like that one bit.

Ryan was a great detective and up for almost any physical challenge. But going out alone in search of a serial killer? The idea made her spine tingle with dread.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Things in Research were frustrating.

First, Jessie got the bad news that Rena Hoffman's phone had been damaged. It still worked, but accessing its data was taking longer than expected. She could tell from Jamil's demeanor that he was even more irritated than she was and decided not to push. He'd figure it out. He always did.

In the meantime, she decided to return her focus to the dating apps. Kat and Beth had continued to review them during her absence. After all, just because Kat had found one suspect—Jeremy Holden—didn’t preclude there being others. Now Jessie was counting on one of them panning out.

Unfortunately, so far, no one else seemed to be a match. Jessie could feel the frustration emanating from both women and decided to leave them be as well. Gila Jabarin, apparently uninterested in helping out on this particular assignment, sat in the corner, scrolling through her phone.

Jessie sat down at a computer and opened the files for the two dating apps, hoping that her fresh eyes might uncover something the others had missed. The first thing she noted was that, technically, there were three apps, not two.

They’d largely dismissed the third one, called IRL, because it wasn’t a dating app in the traditional sense. It fact it billed itself as the anti-app. First of all, it only seemed to have a beta version so far. Plus, there was no matching of potential dates and no ability to text anyone else with a profile, so there was no way to track who connected with whom, if that was even possible.

Jessie frowned at that last fact. She wondered what the point was of signing up for an app that didn’t actually allow its users to meet potential partners. She felt like she had to be missing something. 

Unfortunately, she couldn't access anything more about the app without creating a profile of her own, so reluctantly, she did. When it was activated, she reviewed how the system worked.

Once she was logged in, the reason for the anti-app claim and the name IRL became clearer. The service worked via mixers. People could register to attend a themed mixer, usually at a club of some kind, the location of which was announced the day of. The mixers were centered around enthusiasm for hobbies as varied as emo music, adventure sports, 1980s nostalgia, or even chess.

If a user saw that someone with a profile they liked had signed up to attend a mixer, they could sign up too in the hopes of meeting them there. Or they could just sign up because they like the mixer’s theme and hoped they would meet someone they connected with while attending.

The member profiles were pretty generic, with general likes and dislikes and space for a brief statement that reflected their take on the world and dating. Only first names were allowed. It was all pretty bare bones.

But it might be enough. Now that she understood how the system worked, she just needed to see which mixers the victims had attended. If someone had registered for the same mixers as both Noemi or Rena, that was a potential lead. She was just pulling up their mixer histories when Jamil let out a relieved sigh.

“What?” Beth asked.

“I’m in,” he said. “I’ve got access to all her phone data.”

In light of that, Jessie turned her attention to Rena’s mixer history, hoping what she found would overlap with what Jamil might discover. Sure enough, it listed her as having attended one last night. The theme was History Trivia. But the location was listed simply as Site B.

She checked the glossary of terms and found that the app designers thought adding this extra obstacle amplified the “mystery” of the app. But the mystery was short-lived as each letter corresponded to a location. She checked where Site B was, then looked up at Jamil.

“Any chance her location data has her at the Old Town Brewpub in Torrance at around 8 p.m.?” she asked him.

His expression told her that not only was that the case, but he was also disappointed that he hadn’t been the one to announce it.

“How did you know that?” he asked.

“You know IRL, the third dating app both Rena and Noemi were on, which didn’t look like it would be of much use to us? It might turn out to be helpful after all. If both women attended IRL mixers on the nights they died, that might be our connection to the killer.”

“But didn’t you find that Hoffman had listed a 7:30 meeting last night in her calendar?” Grover asked, speaking for the first time since they’d been in Research.

Jessie realized that he was right.  She’d forgotten about the meeting. Had Rena bailed on the mixer because of it?  And then, in a flash, it hit her. There was no meeting.

“I think the meeting was the mixer,” she said suddenly.

“What do you mean?” Beth asked, confused.

"It makes perfect sense," Jessie explained. "Rena's roommate, Coral, said that she was a reserved person. Maybe she didn't want anyone, even Coral, knowing that she was on this dating app. She might have been embarrassed. A fascination with historical trivia isn’t exactly all the rage these days. So she marks it down as a ‘meeting’ in case anyone sees the calendar, is cryptic when Coral asks where she’s going, and then happily heads off to answer questions about the Federalist Papers and hopefully make a love connection. And if our killer is on the app as well, trolling for potential victims, he might have shown up at the brewpub too.”

Kat nodded excitedly.

“So then we need to find out who attended that mixer and any event that Noemi went to on Monday,” she said.

“Are you able to check on Noemi’s profile to see if she went to a mixer then?” Jessie asked Jamil.

“I already had her phone location listed as Eastpark Century City, but I can try to nail it down,” he replied. “Give me a few minutes.”

Jessie worried it take longer than that. Eastpark Century City was a massive outdoor shopping mall complex. Locating exactly where Noemi had ended up once she got there would be a challenge. But if anyone was up for to the task, it was Jamil. 

“In the meantime I’m going to tell Ryan that our next stop is the Old Town Brewpub,” she said, grabbing her phone.

“You mean his next stop,” Grover corrected. “You’re not going into the field, I assume?”

The severe look on his face told her that while it was phrased as a question, it was really an instruction. And considering what happened during her recent foray into the field, it was probably a good one.

“Yes,” she conceded reluctantly. “I mean Ryan’s next stop.”




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

Hannah tried not to jump to conclusions.

She had been peeking through the living room curtains for the last five minutes, waiting to see what the guys in the white van on the street out front would do next. Rufus was in the kitchen, studying his laptop monitor, which currently had six different camera shots pulled up.

“Any luck?” she called out from the living room.

“I’m trying to zoom in on the rear license plate,” he shouted back, “but there’s a bush partially blocking it.

“Is Deep Dive Carpet Cleaners even a real company?” she asked, referencing the name on the side of the van.

“It’s real,” Rufus confirmed, “and their office is only a few miles away. But any halfway decent kill team would be sure to get those details right. It doesn’t reassure me very much.”

Hannah didn’t mention that what she found less than reassuring was his use of the phrase “kill team.”

“And you don’t want to call the office to see if they have any work scheduled around here today?” she asked.

“That could open a whole new can of worms,” Rufus warned. “If they’re legit, then being questioned about a real appointment might raise alarm bells with the management company handling the property. Plus, I don’t want to make any calls if I can avoid it. That might be what Ash Pierce is hoping for.”

“But how could she even know about this house, much less have hired a kill team to come for me?” Hannah wanted to know. “You said there’s no way it could be tied to you, at least not this fast. And it’s not like Pierce is able to communicate freely. Finding people who can do this and would be willing to, especially when there’s no guarantee that she won’t get captured and stiff them for payment, seems a little risky for the team she would hire.”

“All excellent points,” Rufus agreed, “which is why I suspect they really are a carpet cleaning company.”

“And yet,” Hannah noted, “they’ve been parked across the street for ten minutes now and no one has come out.”

“It’s suspicious,” Rufus agreed.

“So what do we do?” she asked.

There was silence from the kitchen.

“Rufus?” she asked, turning around to find the bodyguard standing right behind her. “Jeez! You scared me to death. Maybe give a girl a warning?”

“Sorry,” he said with a smile. “I guess I’m too good at my job.”

“Your job is to sneak up on people?”

“Sometimes,” he said, peeking through the curtains himself. “Still no movement?”

“Nothing,” she replied. “Should you be here? What if they try to surround the house? Don’t you need to be studying the cameras?”

“Listen,” he said with a sigh. “If that really is a kill team out there, we’re probably screwed anyway. I’ve done a solid job of securing this place against infiltration by one person. But incursion by a highly trained unit? That’s a different matter. So I’m going to take a different tack.”

“I’m all ears,” Hannah told him.

“I’ve got a helmet and yellow vest in my go bag,” he explained. “I’m going to play the role of a workman in the area and chat them up.”

Hannah shook her head in disbelief.

“Setting aside the wild fact that you have a go bag with a vest and helmet, you’re just going to walk over to what might be a group of trained killers?”

“Yes,” he said. “If they are a kill team, I’ll have the advantage of surprise. If they’re here legitimately, I’ll learn that pretty quick too.”

“I’m glad that one of us is so confident,” she replied.

“I’m also going to wear an earpiece,” he continued. “You’ll be watching the laptop feed and able to communicate with me. If you see anyone with a weapon or notice someone trying to sneak up behind me, please give me a heads up.”

“I’ll do my best,” Hannah said, trying to process what she was being asked to do without resorting to snark. “Do you trust a civilian for this?”

“I don’t have much choice, do I?” he said, flashing a smile that suggested he was actually enjoying this. “Also, it goes without saying that if you see me get shot or if I tell you to bail over comms, you should move immediately to the exit strategy we discussed earlier.”

“You think that will work?” she asked.

"Probably not," he conceded. "But it's better than sitting around here, waiting to get picked off. Now I'm going back to the kitchen to put on the vest. Keep your eyes on the van, and let me know if anyone starts running this way with a machine gun."

“That’s not funny,” she said as he walked back to the kitchen.

“It’s a little funny,” he said, looking back over his shoulder.

 

***

 

Hannah sat quietly in the living room with the laptop on the table in front of her, and the curtains open just enough for her to see the van. As of yet, no one had gotten out of it. 

Rufus hadn’t spoken in the seven minutes since he’d told her he was leaving through a side door, and he had instructed her not to say anything until he contacted her first. She was just starting to worry that he'd been gunned down with a silencer when she heard his voice.

“Approaching the van now,” he whispered. “Warn me if anyone tries to surprise me.”

“You got it,” she said, faking that she had a clue what she was doing.

Rufus appeared from behind a tree, walking toward the van from the back and wearing the helmet and vest he’d referenced. He ambled causally along the sidewalk, as if he didn’t have a care in the world. But she could see his right hand resting just over his vest and knew that his gun was hidden underneath it.

“Engaging,” he muttered. “Stay alert over there.”

“I am,” she replied, mildly annoyed that he thought she had to be reminded.

A second later, he was by the driver’s side door. He gave the door a rap with the knuckles of his left hand, perhaps to startle the driver and get some small advantage. His right hand, at his side, was now holding the gun, out of sight of the driver.

“Hey guys,” he said to the men Hannah couldn’t see, “having a late afternoon snack, I see?”

There were a series of surprised grunts in response. It sounded like one guy was coughing, perhaps on some food.

“Just needed to fill our bellies before the next job, you know,” a man with what sounded like a full mouth eventually said from the driver’s seat.

"I get that," Rufus replied, the gun now pointed in the driver's direction, just out of sight below the window. "Nothing like a little In-N-Out Burger to replenish the body and soul. Unfortunately, I've got some bad news for you. We've got a potential gas leak in the neighborhood. It might be nothing, but we're asking all residents to evacuate the vicinity until it's resolved to our satisfaction. The same goes for anyone working in the area. Was your next job around here?”

“Yeah,” someone said from what sounded like the passenger seat. “We’re supposed to clean that house right across the street. It’s only supposed to be an hour-long job. Supposedly, there aren't many carpets inside. That's why we saved it for the end of the day."

Hannah took some small comfort in what the guy said. This house did have just a couple of rooms with carpeting. If they knew that, maybe this outfit was legitimate.

“I’m afraid we definitely won’t have the all clear until later this evening,” Rufus said, sounding genuinely apologetic. “You’re going to have reschedule for another day.”

“I don’t see anyone else leaving,” the passenger challenged.

“We evacuated most of the residents over an hour ago,” Rufus said authoritatively. “I’ve been assigned to warn stragglers and folks who arrived more recently. We don’t want anyone collapsing from gas poisoning, you know?”

“Oh man,” the first guy said. “We’re gonna get reamed for waiting so long to do this job. The folks who hired us are a real pain. Everything has to be done exactly to their specifications, and their specifications are for it to happen today. Are you sure we can't get in there real quick?”

“I’m afraid not,” Rufus said firmly. “I respect that you guys have a job to do, but so do I, and if I do it wrong, people could get sick or worse. In fact, I should have insisted that you guys head out already, but I don’t want to be a jerk. So I’ll let you finish up your food, but then please be on your way.”

“Can we come back tomorrow?” the passenger asked.

“You could try,” Rufus told him, “But I can’t promise everything will be resolved by then. You might want to reschedule for next week, just to be safe.”

“There’s no way we can wait that long,” the driver said. “The management company won’t have it. They’ll tell us to wear gas masks if we have to if it gets the job done.”

“Well, I wish you the best with that,” Rufus said, apparently not wanting to push the issue too far. “I’m going to get back to alerting people around here. You guys have a good day.”

“You too,” the driver said.

Rufus made sure not to turn his back to the van as he retreated, but Hannah noticed that he'd returned his gun to its holster beneath the vest.

"I think we've got an all-clear," he said quietly, "but keep an eye on them just in case."

“You think they’re really carpet cleaners?” Hannah asked hopefully.

"Ninety percent sure," he replied. "They were really scarfing down that food and the driver weighed about 250 pounds. The passenger wore thick glasses. That doesn't mean they're who they say they are. Those could be disguises, and I couldn't see what was in the rear of the van clearly. There could be others back there. But the betting money is on them being real. All the same, I'm upping the security measures when I get back. And probably not sleeping tonight."

Hannah sighed. Somehow, even good news sounded menacing these days.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

The Old Town Brewpub in Torrance, where Rena Hoffman potentially went just before her death, was not what Ryan was expecting.

He’d assumed it would be a casual joint with TVs on the wall, playing whatever game was on at that moment, along with pool tables and dartboards. But the name turned out to be deceptive. The Brewpub was much more of a traditional nightclub, complete with a dance floor, thumping music, and flashing lights that cut through the veil of darkness.

Considering that it was still only 6 p.m., there was nobody on the dance floor, but almost every stool at the long, semicircular bar was filled. He approached the hostess stand and tried to speak to the young woman standing there but found that he couldn’t be heard over the bass-heavy beat. He leaned in close and yelled in her ear.

“I’m with the LAPD. I need to speak with your manager.”

He held up his badge and ID. After a moment in which the college-aged woman looked mildly terrified, she nodded.

“Give me a minute,” she shouted back and headed toward the back.

While he waited, Ryan tried not to let his mind drift to unrelated concerns. But it was too late. He wanted to know how Jessie was feeling. He was anxious for an update on Susannah Valentine’s status too. He glanced at his phone in the futile hope that there might be a message from FBI agent Jack Dolan about either the search for Haddonfield or Pierce.

Of course, there was nothing. Even though he’d checked in with interim Captain Gaylene Parker on the drive over, he briefly considered texting her to ask how everything was going, before deciding that doing so would be overbearing and insulting to the long-time professional.

He forced himself to tear his thoughts away from his apprehensions and back to the case at hand. Looking around the club, he wondered how any kind of trivia competition could possibly take place here. How could anyone even hear the questions? One thing that did jump out at him was that in a place this loud, busy, and dark, it would be easy to slip a roofie in someone’s drink. The toxicology report wasn’t back yet on Rena Hoffman. But he wouldn’t be stunned if she’d been drugged.

The hostess returned with a short, good-looking, muscular guy in his late twenties with short-cropped black hair. He wearing black slacks and cream-colored shirt opened one button too low, and he appeared as nervous as the hostess.

“What can I do for you, officer?” he nearly screamed.

"Captain, actually," Ryan replied, happy to use the intimidating power of his title as a tool to get the answers he needed. "Is there somewhere quieter we can talk?"

“Sure, there’s the back patio out there,” the manager bellowed, pointing to a distant, moderately populated outdoor section, “or we can go to my office.”

Ryan found it mildly amusing that the guy would even suggest an area filled with patrons when he didn't know the topic of conversation. How would customers feel when they overheard questions about a woman who'd visited here and died later that night? He did the man a favor and pointed back in the direction he'd come from.

“I think your office would be best,” he said firmly.

The guy nodded and led the way back. As they passed over the dance floor, Ryan felt the bass ripple through his body. By the time they got to the back, he half-feared that he’d done permanent damage to his hearing. More than that, he gave silent thanks that he never had to come to a place like this in search of love.

“I’m Will Boston,” the manager said once they entered the office, and he closed the door. Ryan remained standing until Will took a seat, scanning the man’s desk for anything suspicious. Just because the guy worked here didn’t exclude him as a potential suspect. In fact, it made it more likely.

“I’m Ryan Hernandez,” he said. “As I said, I’m a captain with the LAPD. We’re investigating a case involving a woman who may have come here last night. Were you working then?”

“I sure was,” Will answered. “Same hours as tonight. I got here just before six and left after we closed up at 2 a.m. What’s the situation with this woman you mentioned?”

“So you’re in charge of this place from the moment you arrive until the time you leave?” Ryan asked, ignoring Will’s question. “You don’t get any breaks to run out for a bite?”

Will laughed at the thought.

“Technically, I get breaks,” he replied. “They’re supposed to be ten minutes long, and I’m entitled to a thirty minute lunch too. But I can’t remember the last time I actually took my allotted time off. I usually eat on the main floor or at the bar, and my breaks usually end up being mostly for putting out fires that I've let burn until then. That was especially true last night."

“Why was that?” Ryan asked.

“It’s kind of crazy, actually,” he explained. “We were hosting this mixer for a new dating app and the event was a trivia contest. But it wasn’t normal questions about singers and movies and stuff. It was based on history, and the people who showed up were a different breed."

“What does that mean?” Ryan asked.

“Well, they were super-competitive, but not in a fun, ‘we’re all trying to hook up here’ kind of way. It was way more intense than that.”

“Okay,” Ryan said. “Go on.”

"Anyway, these two guys got into a big argument about when some law or amendment passed. I don't remember the exact details, but they were literally screaming at each other. Then one of them tossed his drink at the other, and it was on. They were throwing punches. By the time I got there, they were rolling on the floor. I kicked them both out. One of them left, but the other said I was trying to con him out of the prize money he was going to win. I threatened to call the cops if he didn't get the hell out. He left after that.  It was ridiculous. I mean, the event was for a dating app and these idiots were more interested in killing each other than meeting people."

Ryan was a little overwhelmed by how, once Will got going, he didn't seem to want to stop. But it was better to have a more forthcoming interviewee than a reticent one. He decided it was worth the risk to be more upfront himself.

“That’s actually what I want to discuss,” he said. “We believe that the woman I referenced earlier was at this trivia mixer. Unfortunately, she was found dead after that, not too far from here.”

Will’s eyes went wide, and his mouth opened, but no words came out.

“We want to confirm if she actually attended the event,” Ryan continued. “If so, it might help us get a better sense of what happened to her.”

“Of course,” Will said, regrouping slightly. “I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

“Do you have surveillance cameras?” Ryan asked.

“We do,” Will said. “They’re not the greatest though. The owners were more interested in setting up a dope sound system than security. I’ve talked to them about it a couple of times because we’ve had women complain about getting harassed in the parking lot, which doesn’t have any cameras, but it’s not on their priority list.”

“I’ll need to look at the footage,” Ryan told him before pulling out his phone and scrolling to a photo of Rena Hoffman. “Do you recognize her?”

The manager leaned in to get a better look. Almost immediately, it was clear that he knew who she was.

“Oh yeah, I totally recognize her,” he said. “She actually won the competition that had those guys fighting. It was kind of funny. They were going at each other over this one question, but according to the trivia host, neither dude was close to winning. That chick ran away with the thing.”

He stopped talking, seeming to realize in that moment that the “chick” he was referring to was now dead.

“I can cue up the footage from the patio—that’s where we held the mixer—to when she won,” he said, sounding chastened. “Then you can track her from that point until she left for the night.”

“That would be great,” Ryan told him.

 

***

 

It didn’t take long to find her.

The moment when the guys started fighting was easy to locate. It occurred at 9:02 p.m. Rena was clearly visible in the background, looking appalled even as other attendees were laughing. The footage was grainy, low-res, and black and white. Even so, from then on, he was able to track her fairly easily using the five cameras in the club.

The contest ended around 9:30 and people dispersed, some leaving and others remaining to chat. Rena was visible at a two-person high-top table in the corner of the frame. She was sipping a drink alone until she was approached by a man with his back to the camera.

It was hard to gauge age or height from the angle, but the man was of average build. He wore slacks, a dress shirt, and a casual blazer. He seemed a little overdressed for the event, but maybe he just wanted to make a good impression.

After several minutes of chatting, he motioned for the server and appeared to order a drink. Not long after, it arrived and was placed in front of Rena. Ryan fast-forwarded through the video, though not so quickly that he couldn't tell if the man dropped anything in her drink. He never did.

“Do you recognize that guy?” Ryan asked Will.

“Not from that angle,” the manager said.

Ryan moved the footage along. It was clear that the two of them were hitting it off because they stayed at the table, engaged in conversation until 10:22, when the man asked for the bill. Unfortunately, once he got it, he paid in cash. They walked away together, but even though the guy was now facing the camera, the graininess and height of the camera angle made it hard to make out the man’s features.

“There might be a better view of them when they leave,” Will said. “The camera near the front is just as crappy but the angle is lower so you may be able to see him full-on.”

Sure enough, as they passed by the hostess table in the front of the club, the man's face was more clearly visible. Ryan froze the image. Rena's suitor looked to be in his mid-thirties. His face was soft but not pudgy. He wasn't flabby, but it was clear that he was slowly losing the fight against age and whatever vices he enjoyed.

“Do you recall him at all?” Ryan asked.

“Not by name or anything,” Will said. “I do remember seeing him dropping a pretty big tip earlier in the night when he got his own drink at the bar. But it was cash, so I assume that won’t help you identify him. Sorry.”

“That’s okay,” Ryan said.

Being able to track a credit card receipt would have been helpful. But he now had a decent image of the man Rena had left with. Even though it was a little fuzzy, Ryan held out hope that Jamil would be able to use facial recognition to ID him.

For the first time since they’d taken on this case, he felt like they were on the right track.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

Things were looking up.

Jessie allowed a hint of optimism to flicker inside her. Not only had Ryan sent Jamil a halfway decent video clip that might actually help identify the man that Rena had left the Brewpub with, but they’d also had some success in the interim.

Beth had managed to access the full list of mixers that Noemi had attended recently and found that on Monday night, she signed up for a wine tasting event at Sharper, an upscale club located at the Eastpark Century City Shopping Complex, exactly where Jamil had identified her phone GPS location.

While Susannah, who had rejoined the team in the Research department, reached out to Sharper to see if they had video footage they could send over, Jessie asked Ryan to head there rather than come back to the office. As the one active-duty detective in the field, he was the only option.

Once that was done, the group put their collective efforts into to trying to determine which IRL dating app user might be their killer. Jamil had already run the screenshot of the thirty-something guy with Rena at the Brewpub through the app database in search of a match but had come up empty. That wasn’t really a shock. Photos on the app were optional and while about seventy-five percent of women included one with their profile, only about half of the men did.

The app was only in the beta version, but there were still thousands of male users. Even after Jamil filtered the parameters to men without profile photos between the ages of twenty-five and forty-five, they were left with 1,241 possible options.

“Can you filter it so that the list only includes men who attended both the wine tasting on Monday and the trivia contest last night?” Kat asked Jamil.

“I already tried that,” he said. “The app doesn’t have that ability yet. I’ve left multiple messages with the company. I’m sure that they can access that data from their end, but they haven’t gotten back to me. In the meantime, we’ll have to go into every male suspect’s profile and look at his mixer history individually.”

That’s exactly what they were doing now. But it was a cumbersome process and one that might prove fruitless anyway. It occurred to Jessie that the person they were looking for might be using a fake name or even have deleted his account. She was just about to bring that up to the group when she heard simultaneous pings and looked up.

“What was that?” Susannah asked.

Beth looked around, seemingly confused, before a smile crossed her face.

“It was their phones,” she said, moving over to the table where they were resting. “Both Noemi and Rena just got a notification at the same time.”

Jessie immediately knew why Beth was smiling and hoped they shared the same instinct.

“What’s it for?” she asked, trying not to get excited.

Beth looked at both phones. When her smile didn't fade, Jessie knew why before being told.

“It’s an alert for a mixer tonight,” Beth said. “It’s called the Mega Movie Mashup Mixer. The description says to come as your favorite film character and be ready to enjoy a night of romantic Hollywood magic. It’s at 8 p.m. at Site G.”

“Jamil?” Susannah asked, not needing to finish the question.

Hold on one sec,” he said. “Okay, according to the app’s glossary, Site G is The Citadel on Robertson Boulevard in Beverly Hills.”

Kat turned to Jessie and said what they were both thinking.

“You know there’s a good chance your guy is there, right.”

“It’s a decent bet,” she agreed. “His first kill was on Monday, then last night. I’m guessing he knows that he doesn’t have long before he’s identified. He’ll want to get in another kill while he still can.”

There was a brief moment of silence in which Jessie suspected they were all thinking the same thing. They had cracked the code. They knew what this guy looked like. They knew where he was likely to be. They were actually going to get him.

“We better move quick,” Susannah said, snapping them all out of it. “It’s almost 7 p.m. This thing starts at eight. We don’t have much time.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

Austin Flynn studied himself in the mirror.

He thought he looked pretty snazzy in his outfit. His Humphrey Bogart, Casablanca-style, ivory dinner jacket really popped. His hair was slicked back, just like Rick's was in the film. Austin didn't smoke, but he had a cigarette in his mouth to approximate the look of the movie's main character. He was curious to see who would guess his identity and who would just assume he was another guy in a James Bond tux.

He glanced at his watch. It was already 7:22, and the mixer tonight started at eight. Luckily, the event was only a couple of miles from his Beverly Hills mansion, so he was in no danger of being late.

Austin was particularly excited about this evening. Unlike the mixers the last two nights, he was genuinely jazzed about tonight’s theme. Yes, he liked wine just fine and enjoyed a robust discussion of history, but both of those mixers had been a little stodgy. No one could get too superior at what was basically an early Halloween party.

He hoped he’d have better luck than the previous nights. Both of them had started with such promise before degenerating quite rapidly. It wasn’t how he’d hoped they would go, but his dates hadn’t ended up being who they said they were either. For him, it was the same old story.

Austin thought he was past this. Back when he’d gotten married five years ago, he figured it would be forever. His bride was young, beautiful, and charming. That should have been his first warning sign. Austin was under no illusion that he really was as smooth as Rick in Casablanca. Nor was he amazingly good-looking or especially funny.

That left one likely reason that Penelope would have chosen to be with him: his money. He was an heir to a boutique potato chip company that had become hugely popular in the nineties when he was just a child. The family was now worth well over half a billion dollars, and he had access to a tenth of that. The fortune was what gave him the mansion, the yacht, and the fancy sports cars like the orange Lamborghini Huracan that he planned to use tonight.

But he'd deluded himself into thinking Penny had truly fallen for him. She was very convincing. That included keeping him in the dark about the multiple affairs she'd conducted almost from the month after their wedding.

He didn’t learn about any of that until much later, nearly three years into their marriage, when he returned early from an out-of-town company board meeting to discover an unexpected vehicle on the property. It was a souped-up pickup truck. Rather than go inside the mansion, he followed his instincts and waited all night across the street in his Mercedes SUV.

Sure enough, the next morning a strapping, lumberjack-looking guy left the mansion and drove off in the pickup. After getting over the initial shock, Austin was consumed by shame more than anything. He was embarrassed that he hadn’t even considered that this might be a possibility. 

Suspicious that this wasn’t a one-time thing but not the type of guy to confront someone directly, he came up with a plan. He would act normally but have a series of hidden surveillance cameras set up in the mansion and in Penelope’s car.

He steeled himself for the worst but was still stunned by what he found. His wife was carrying on multiple sexual relationships with three different men, including, in what felt like an insultingly tired cliché, the gardener. He collected all the footage, ready to provide it to the divorce attorney he’d selected but not yet hired.

Deep down, he knew why he kept delaying. It was because the public humiliation of being such a sucker was something he wasn’t yet ready to deal with. When Penelope unexpectedly suggested—the weekend before he had resolved to finally meet with an attorney—that they take the yacht to Catalina Island, he was filled with mixed emotions.

Part of him didn’t to have anything to do with this betrayer, much less be stuck in close proximity with her for forty-eight hours. On the other hand, he wondered if perhaps Penelope had started to feel guilty about all her indiscretions and was hoping to use this weekend getaway to reconnect.

Ultimately, he decided to give her a chance. He owed the marriage one last shot. So they’d left on Friday around midday. It was over dinner that night that he learned the real reason she wanted to take this trip.

She wanted him to buy a cabin in the mountains of Big Bear that she could use for “skiing and hanging out with friends” when he was out of town. She claimed that she was just so lonely in the L.A. mansion without him there.

Austin was furious. Penelope didn’t want to recommit to their marriage. This was all a ploy to find a new way to cheat on him, using his financial resources to make it easier. That was when he’d lost it. He was tempted to take the unopened wine bottle on the table and smash it on the deck. Instead, the explosion was one of words.

“I know you’re having affairs!” he had shouted at her before he could stop himself.

“What?” she said, clearly trying to hide her shock by acting hurt.

“Don’t try to deny it, Penny,” he scolded. “I have video. Lots of it.”

Her expression changed from stunned surprise to righteous indignation.

“You took secret videos of me?” she demanded.

“Of you having sex with other men, yes,” he informed her. “The divorce lawyer will have a field day with them.”

Suddenly the mask of adoring, supportive wife dropped away, and the real Penny showed herself. Her warm smile turned into a cold grimace. Her ice blue eyes hardened. She pushed her expensively coiffed blonde hair out of her eyes and stared daggers at him.

“You don’t have the guts,” she spat.

For a moment, he was too taken aback to respond.

“What?” he finally asked.

"You heard me," she told him, her voice a low growl. "Are you, Mr. Potato Chip Man, really going to submit to the ugliness of a divorce proceeding, where the world will learn just what a pathetic loser you are? Do you really want everyone to know that your wife has been hopping from bed to bed for years, and you never had a clue? Hell, I screwed a guy the week after we got back from our three-week honeymoon. Do you want that in the papers? Do you want your proud family to know?"

“You’re disgusting,” he mumbled. He looked down and saw that his hands, pressed palms-down on the deck table, were ghostly white beside the unopened bottle of red wine.

"We both know what you're going to do," she continued, unashamed. "You're going to let me do what I want because it's too embarrassing to let the truth come out. I might deign to give you an heir of your own if you’re lucky, assuming I can make time for you between the other guys and assuming you can get the job done. That will be our tradeoff, Augie: I pretend to be the doting wife and maybe even the doting mother and you keep your mouth shut about anything else that goes on.”

“You really think I’d go along with that?” he challenged, amazed by her arrogance.

“Of course you will, sweetheart,” she said with mockingly saccharine sweetness. “It’s the only way. Every other outcome is just too messy for a coward like you.”

The words were still echoing in his ears when he grabbed the wine bottle. Before he even had time to fully process what he was doing, he swung it at her head like a baseball bat. There was a loud thwack as it connected with her temple. Penny dropped to the ground. Amazingly, the bottle didn’t shatter.

Austin looked down at his wife and saw the stream of blood pouring down her face. Her eyes were glassy. He couldn’t tell if she was dead or just stunned. He dropped the bottle and rushed to her side.

“I’m so sorry, Penny,” he told her, his voice choking with emotion. “Please, please, tell me that you’re okay.”

She blinked dully, and his heart began beating again. She was alive. He slid his hands under her head to create a kind of pillow on the hard deck floor. She looked up at him with an expression he couldn't identify. Was it fear? Regret? She moved her lips, but nothing came out. Her brain seemed slightly scrambled. Finally, she managed to form words.

“You’re going to pay through the nose for this, darling,” she whispered.

He stared back at her, uncertain that he'd heard her correctly. But the nasty smile on her face as blood dripped onto her teeth told him that he had. He wasn't sure exactly when his hands moved from behind her head to her neck, but at some point he comprehended that he was choking her.

She gasped, trying to push out words, but that only made him squeeze harder. His fingers dug into the soft flesh of her neck until he could feel muscle and even bone. Eventually, the gasping stopped, as did the desperate shaking of her legs. He never learned what exactly she was trying to say with that last bit of breath.

He looked down at her empty eyes for some time, though he couldn't be sure how long it was. At some point, it occurred to him that he wouldn't be able to explain this away as some kind of accident. When he eventually returned to the marina, he would be arrested for murder. Unless…

An idea formed in his head much more quickly than he would have expected. Soon he was acting on it. He went down below and collected the gold, ornamental anchor his father had given him along with the yacht. It obviously wasn’t intended as anything more than decoration, but it was heavy, easily fifty pounds. Once he strapped it to Penny’s body with paracord and dumped her in the ocean, she only bobbed there for a few seconds before sinking out of sight. Then he opened the bottle of wine he’d hit her with.

He was halfway through it when he heard the weather alert warning alarm on the radio. He checked the report and saw that a big storm was on its way. It was supposed to pass south of Catalina and Los Angeles, hitting just of northern San Digo County around 3 a.m. But if he turned that way now, he could get to the danger zone just as the storm hit.

If he survived, then his planned story that Penny had fallen overboard would be much more credible. The authorities would go back to check his GPS data on his chartplotter and see that he was where he claimed to be. It was a solid, if not perfect alibi. Even better, rescue and recovery teams would be searching for Penny a good fifty miles south of where he’d dumped her. The chances of finding her, already remote, would drop to near zero.

It turned out he was right, because now—two years later—he was free and clear. Of course, there was a perfunctory investigation. But with no body, a credible alibi, and no indication of marital trouble, there wasn’t much to go on.

He hadn’t yet contacted the divorce lawyer. Anyone else who knew about Penny’s affairs wasn’t coming forward. Once he destroyed the sex videos—save for one to remember her by—there was nothing to even suggest a motive.

He spent two years in mourning, not so much for her but for his loss of innocence. He lived a monastic life both in persona and in practice. He didn’t want any hint of suspicion. And the truth was, he felt too burned to try his hand at love again.

But eventually, about a month ago, he got those romantic and physical stirrings again. He decided that it had been long enough to dip his toe back in the dating waters. But this time, he would do it differently. He wanted to meet a potential mate that had no idea who he was, who would be drawn to him based on his personal traits rather than his money.

So he signed up for several dating apps, but never using his real name. That would defeat the purpose of finding a girl who liked him for him. On the app that set up the mixer he was attending tonight, called IRL, he used the name Augie Melton, a combination of his nickname and his mother’s maiden name.

He created a profile, hit “submit,” and put himself out there, once again opening his heart to both the possibility of love and cruel disappointment. But he tried to stay positive, despite his apprehensions.

Monday was his first mixer and his first date—with a young woman named Noemi. Admittedly, it hadn't gone perfectly. The date last night with Rena went a little off the rails too. But that was all in the past.

He gave himself one last look in the mirror, then added a little dab of cologne. He grabbed his billfold, full of hundred dollar bills—he wasn’t sure how many—and placed it in his inner jacket pocket.

He knew he wasn’t the most objective judge, but he thought he looked quite dashing. And he hoped someone else would think so too, because he was ready for romance to re-enter his life. He was sure it would work out this this time. He would find the perfect girl for him. That is, assuming the girl was worth it.

Assuming she wasn’t a conniving, backstabbing bitch.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

Jessie didn’t think this was a great idea.

She could tell Ryan didn’t either. After they called him and told him not to bother going to Sharper, the club at Eastpark Century City because they knew where the killer would be tonight, he’d rushed back to the station. And as he stood beside her, looking over the outfit that Susannah had picked to wear to the mixer, Jessie she could tell that he was as concerned about the detective as she was. She just didn’t seem right.

Susannah was wearing a white dress with a plunging necklace, clearly modeled on the one Marilyn Monroe had worn in the The Seven Year Itch. She even had the white heels and the blonde wig. But she didn’t look comfortable.

She was pressing her hand against the wall as if unsure that she could balance herself on the heels. And she stood more stiffly than usual, without any of hip-thrusting, chest-forward sexuality that she usually brought to these kinds of assignments.

“I’m not sure this is going to work,” Ryan said flatly. “We’re sending you into a club where there might be a serial killer. You don’t look super steady on your feet. I’m worried we could have a repeat of this afternoon at the apartment complex, which would put the case, and more importantly, you, at risk.”

“I’ll be okay,” Susannah assured him. “Once the pain meds kick in, I won’t feel a thing.”

“Didn’t you just take some a few hours ago?” Jessie asked. “Are you sure you can have another dose this soon?”

“I’ll take them in the car on the way over,” Susannah said. “That’ll be close to the time the mixer starts and they’ll have started to work by the time we get to the club.”

“Why do you not just have another woman cop do this?” Gila Jabarin asked, before adding with her typical lack of tact, “you do not look healthy or sexy. How will you attract this man?”

“First of all, thanks Gila,” Susannah replied, showing more restraint than Jessie would have thought possible. “Secondly, we can’t just throw some other officer, or even a detective, into this. She wouldn’t know the case or the suspect. She wouldn’t know what to say to extract a potential confession if she got close to the guy. It might do more harm than good.”

“But you are sweating at the forehead,” Gila said. “It will make this man suspicious.”

“Really, I’m fine,” Susannah insisted, starting to sound irritated. “Once the adrenaline gets going, I’ll be ready to rumble. A Beverly Hills club is a lot different than this stuffy office—."

She stopped talking suddenly as she inhaled sharply, clutching at her left side with her hand. Her face turned pale, and her legs started to wobble. Her body began careening forward. Jessie leapt toward her but knew she was too far away to catch her in time. But Grover, who was standing in a nearby corner, dove headfirst to the floor in front of her and rolled over, extending his arms upward to catch her as she fell, before easing her softly down on top of him.

“I’m sorry,” Susannah muttered. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

Jessie knelt down beside her and looked in her yes. They were cloudy and damp.

“Lie her down on her back, Grover,” she instructed. “I want to check something.”

The bodyguard delicately placed her on the carpet. Jessie hesitated for a moment, then decided this was no time for inhibition.

“Sorry about this,” she said quietly as she tugged Susannah’s dress up past her waist. What she saw made her gulp hard. “Dear god!”

Susannah’s entire left side running up her rib cage was deep purple, with dark, spidery lines extending out in all directions from the giant bruise.

“I think she’s got internal bleeding,” she said, then looked up. “Jamil, get the nurse in here. Beth, call for an ambulance. Kat, go get some ice. She’s burning up.”

“Really, Jessie, I’m okay,” Susannah said, her eyes fluttering rapidly before closing. Then she went quiet.

“Susannah?” Jessie said loudly, “are you okay?” Can you hear me? Wake up!”

But there was no response.

 

***

 

They returned to the Research department after watching the ambulance tear off into the night.

Jessie plopped down in a chair, trying to get her bearings. The EMTs had stabilized Susannah enough to move her, but it was clear that she was in dire shape. Kat and Gila had left, too, following the ambulance to the hospital. Gila had initially protested but was shut down.

“No one here can go,” Kat told her. “Everyone else has to keep working on this case. We're of no use here, but Susannah needs someone with her. Besides, there’s no way Ash Pierce is going to be looking for me at the hospital. So I’m going. You’re welcome to come along.”

She stormed out of the office without waiting for a response. Gila looked helplessly at Grover, who then did the same to Jessie.

“She’s not going to be told no on this,” she told them both. “But I’d feel a lot more comfortable if she didn’t go alone.”

Grover nodded at Gila.

“You drive,” he told her. “Have her stay down in the backseat. Don’t let her sign in under her real name at the hospital, and don’t let her out of your sight. Not even when she goes to the bathroom. Getting to go there is her big win. All other security measures are non-negotiable, got it?”

Gila nodded that she did, then started for the door.

“And text me when you get there,” Grover added.

Once she left, Jessie looked around the room. The only people remaining from HSS were herself, Ryan, Jamil, and Beth. Grover, his job done for now, returned to the corner of the room.

“What time is it?” Jessie asked.

“7:46,” Jamil answered immediately.

“We don’t have much time,” Jessie said to everyone.

“What do you mean?” Ryan asked.

“This mixer starts at eight,” she said. “What if our guy meets someone early on and leaves with her before we arrive? We need to be there soon.”

“We?” Ryan said sharply.

Jessie stared at him calmly. She could see him tensing up but didn't care. He knew what she was going to say, but she came out with it anyway.

“There’s only one option left with the time we have,” she told him, “me.”

“No way!” he objected.

"Come on, Ryan," she said gently. "You know I'm right. It's like Susannah said—we can't just pull in someone from another unit and get them up to speed in the next fifteen minutes. I know the situation, and if we find the guy, I’ll be able to read him, maybe get him to say something incriminating.”

“You’re not even a cop, Jessie,” he protested, “not to mention that you’re officially on leave for a medical condition that affected you just today.”

“And there’s an entirely different serial killer on the loose who’s got it in for you,” Grover added.

Jessie sighed, giving herself a moment to regroup after the double-barreled attack.

“Listen, guys,” she said, staying cool, “it’s not like I’m suggesting going into a darkened, abandoned warehouse by myself. It’s a Beverly Hills nightclub where people are dressing up as movie characters. Plus, I'm assuming you'll both be right there to help me if things get out of hand. All things considered, it's pretty low risk. And as to Haddonfield, I defy you to explain how he could possibly anticipate us going there."

The two men exchanged a shared expression of frustration. But not wanting to give any more time for them to come up with additional arguments, she pressed ahead.

“I’m going to head over to Vice to look for an outfit that will work for this event,” she told them. “Hopefully there’s something a little more up my alley because I’m not pulling off a Marilyn Monroe-type thing tonight.”

She started for the door and glanced back to find everyone staring at her, unsure how to respond.

“Jamil, let us know when you get a facial recognition hit on the guy from the Old Town Brewpub,” she said, hoping to snap them into action. “Beth, keep searching the IRL member database to see if you find a match for guys who fit our profile and have signed up for all three mixers.”

They both nodded and turned back to their computers. The typing began immediately.

“As for you two gentlemen,” she said to Ryan and Grover, “you better come along with me. If you don’t want to stick out like sore thumbs, you need to pick your character costumes too. Party time is in twelve minutes.”




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

 

They didn’t arrive at the mixer until 8:13, but Jessie thought they’d made pretty good time.

Finding outfits that worked for the event and still allowed everyone to hide their weapons effectively was more challenging than it seemed. It was easier for the guys.

Ryan was able to throw on a trench coat and fedora to approximate Humphrey Bogart’s Sam Spade in The Maltese Falcon. Grover hunted up a black leather motorcycle jacket, a gray t-shirt, cargo pants, and a pair of sunglasses, which combined to credibly recreate Arnold Schwarzenegger in The Terminator.

The process required more creativity from Jessie. In order to come in character but wear something that would allow her to remain armed and not draw suspicion, she only had a few options. After a sixty-second brainstorming session, she settled on something resembling one of Meg Ryan's outfits in When Harry Met Sally…

She found a pair of blue jeans, along with a red, cable-knit sweater and a brown blazer that reminded her of the outfit Sally wore when she first reconnected with Harry at a bookstore after years apart. She threw on a blonde wig that resembled the hairstyle from the scene and called it a day.

After parking down the street half a block from The Citadel, they ran into a small complication when they saw that people waiting at the door for entry had to show their sign-up confirmations from the app on their phones. Ryan remedied the situation by taking them around back and letting one of the club managers know that that they were there on police business.

“Hopefully our killer got stuck waiting in the line, and we got in before him,” Jessie said as the manager led them through the kitchen and toward the door leading into the club proper.

Her hopes were quickly dashed when she peeked through a porthole window in the swinging door and saw the multitudes of patrons already in the place. It appeared that the entire club had been rented out for the event because there was hardly anyone, other than staff, not dressed for the occasion.

“Hold on,” Ryan said, pulling them back just as Grover was about to push the door open. “Let’s do a last review before we go out there.”

“Sure,” Jessie said.

“Is everyone’s earpiece working okay?” he asked.

They both nodded.

“I’ve also got an open line to Jamil in case he needs to give us any info,” Ryan continued, before directly addressing Jessie. “I’ll feed any useful details to you, so you don’t have too many voices in your head.”

“Sounds good,” she told him.

“Jamil,” Ryan said to the researcher back at the station. “How’s the wire doing? Can you hear Jessie clearly?”

Jessie and Grover waited silently as Jamil said something they couldn’t hear.

“He says it’s clear as a bell right now,” Ryan told them as he gave a thumbs up. “We’ll see how it does with all the club noise. I hate saying this, but if you find a suspect you like, make sure to get real close so the mic picks everything up. Ambient noise can be an issue in places like this.”

“Will do, boss,” Jessie said with a salute, hoping it might help de-stress her obviously anxious husband.

“Don’t worry,” Grover said, obviously sensing the same thing in Ryan. “I’ll be right nearby. No one will lay an unfriendly hand on her without getting it broken a second later.”

“Very reassuring,” Ryan said unconvincingly. “I’ll stay across the way from you guys, but always in sight. I want to have eyes on the big picture to warn you of potential threats you might not notice coming your way.”

“Always looking out for me,” Jessie said, making another stab at puncturing the tension of the moment.

“You better believe it,” he replied before leaning over and giving her surprising but pleasantly passionate kiss. “Please be careful. I can’t have anything happen to you.”

“I will,” she told him, dropping the playful tone to let him know she was ready for this.

“Okay, let’s go,” Ryan said. “I’ll leave first. Jessie, you wait thirty seconds and head out. Grover brings up the rear fifteen seconds after that. Everybody ready?"

“Ready,” Jessie said.

“Ready, “Grover agreed. 

“Here we go,” Ryan said, turning and disappearing through the door.

Jessie counted to thirty, took a deep breath, and pushed open the door to the club and whatever danger lay within it.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

 

At first, everyone seemed like a suspect to Jessie.

Guys dressed up like Keanu Reeves in John Wick and Keanu Reeves in The Matrix exuded a similar menace when the outfit wasn’t paired with Keanu Reeves’ face. To Jessie, the dude dressed up as Captain America was just a man wearing a mask that made it hard to identify him.

It took her a good five minutes get her bearings, filter out the craziness of her surroundings, and focus in on locating men in their thirties with dark hair and middling builds. It might be a waste of time since their suspect could be wearing a wig or have otherwise changed his appearance. But she had to start somewhere.

As she walked to the bar, she got two compliments from women on her outfit. Both of them specifically identified her film and character. Some of the men she passed looked her up and down, though no one commented on the costume. But that didn’t stop them from hitting on her.

“Can I get a tall drink of liquor for the tall drink of water?” one guy asked as she passed by.

“I’m good for now, but thanks,” she said, after identifying him as a decade too old and five inches too short to be their guy. His outfit was a soldier’s uniform, but it was too generic to guess who he was dressed as.

“Let me know if you need help peeling off that turtleneck,” offered a young, frizzy-haired guy in lab coat. Jessie thought he was going for Doc Brown in Back to the Future but couldn’t be sure. She didn't even respond to him. Time was short, and she couldn't waste it on anyone who didn't at least come close to matching the suspect's description.

It occurred to her that her flirting skills were seriously out of practice. She’s met her first husband, the one who tried to gaslight her, frame her for murder, then kill her, back in college. And she’d only been divorced from him for about a year before things got romantic with Ryan. So she hadn’t worked these muscles in earnest since she was a teenager. She feared how much they might have atrophied.

“You know guys,” she said as she maneuvered past people on her way to the bar, “I’m less concerned about getting surprised by this killer than by how I’m going to handle the flirty-datey thing. It’s been awhile.”

“I say go for it,” Ryan said. “Be aggressive. I promise it won’t hurt my feelings.”

“You say that now,” Jessie replied as she finally got through the sea of humanity and reached the bar.

Without a clue as to how best to approach this undertaking, she decided to take his advice and just dive in. After all, in theory she was supposed to be here because had signed up for a dating app and chosen to come to this kind of outing. She had to sell that. She picked a guy who generally matched the guy in the Brewpub video and shimmied into the small space next to him.

“Who are you supposed to be?” she asked, forgoing any opening pleasantries.

“You can’t tell?” he said, pretending to be hurt.

“White dress shirt, loosened tie, navy sports jacket, heavily gelled hair?” she countered. “It feels like you could just be a talent agent that popped in here after work, completely unaware there was a mixer going on.”

“You’re not far off,” he said. “This is my Jerry Maguire look.”

“No offense, but it doesn’t feel like you really put your heart into this one, Jerry.”

“Cliff, actually,” he said, extending his hand.

“Jessica,” she told him, only partly lying as she shook it.

“Well, Jessica, I have a confession to make.”

“Oh, I like confessions,” she told him with great sincerity.

“The ‘costume’ was a last-minute brainstorm,” Cliff said. “I had to choose from the limited wardrobe choices I had available.”

“We’re Hollywood-adjacent right now,” she replied. “There are a dozen costume houses within five miles of this club. You don’t have much of an excuse.”

“I think I kind of do,” he insisted. “The truth is I didn’t even think I’d make this mixer. I only flew back into town an hour ago. I had a business trip in New York, and my flight was delayed. It was really touch and go there for a while."

Jessie’s heart sank a little. If Cliff was telling the truth, then he had a perfect alibi for at least last night. Still, she pushed ahead just in case he was lying.

“Oh yeah,” she said, feigning interest, “how long were you there?”

“I got into New York on Sunday night. It was two and a half days of non-stop meetings.”

“Cool,” she said. “You got any photos?”

“Sure,” he said excitedly, apparently enthused at how well this interaction was going.

Unfortunately, Jessie was less so. Once she looked at the time stamps on his photos, which verified when he was there, her mind turned to extricating herself from the situation.

“Oh, hold on,” she said, pulling out her phone and pretending that she’d gotten a text. “Damn! My roommate is having a personal issue, as usual. She's a drama queen, and I've got to deal with this, or she'll text me all night. But it was nice talking to you, Cliff."

"Can I get you a drink for when you come back?" he asked eagerly.

“That’s okay,” she said bluntly, “this might take a while.”

She turned away before he could respond and slid through the morass of bodies.

"That was cold," Grover said in her ear, his British tone somehow sounding more disapproving than it otherwise would. "You may be out of practice at flirting but certainly not at crushing men's spirits."

“She’s an expert at that,” Ryan piled on giddily.

“That’s enough of that,” Jessie hissed. “This is hard enough without the peanut gallery offering a running commentary. Shut it, boys!”

“Sorry,” Ryan said, chastened.

“Yes, sorry,” Grover added, less convincingly.

Jessie didn’t respond. She was too focused on evaluating another potential target. He looked to be in his mid-thirties. And with his dark hair and medium, slightly out-of-shape build, he looked like an option worth pursuing.

“What do you guys think of the fellow in the white tuxedo at the bar, fifteen feet to my left?” she wondered. “He looks like a decent match to me.”

"Hard to tell for sure from this angle, but I guess I can see it," Ryan said. "You want to give him a try?"

“Heading that way now,” Jessie replied, snaking past three women wearing matching leopard-print dresses, clearly inspired by the film, Muriel’s Wedding. She found a stool open next to the guy and hopped on it.

“How’s it going?” she asked when he turned to face her.

“Better now,” he said. “Who are you supposed to be?”

“I’m Sally from When Harry Met Sally…,” she told him, slightly disappointed that he didn’t get it, despite that not being the point of this conversation.

“Never saw it,” he said, “but I’m sure you nailed it.”

"Thanks," she said, trying to get a sense of the guy. He didn't seem nervous, like he was anxiously looking for his next victim, but that didn't mean anything. Serial killers weren't necessarily known for their jangly nerves. "So let me guess here. You're either the maître d' from some movie I don't recognize, or you're James Bond. Which is it?"

He gave her a mildly offended look, and for a moment she feared she’d made a faux pas she wouldn’t be able to recover from.

“Of course I’m Bond. James Bond,” he said, slurring his own introduction slightly.

“My apologies,” she said. “What’s your civilian name when you’re not on a mission, James?”

He smiled broadly, and Jessie noted that his eyes were a little glassy. She wondered how many drinks he'd already had.

“Newberry,” he announced dramatically, “Brett Newberry. What about you?”

“I go by Jessica when I’m on a mission like this,” she whispered conspiratorially.

“Oh yeah, what’s your mission?” he asked.

Jessie noted that his eyes were sharper now as he allowed himself to peek lasciviously at her sweater. She suddenly felt like she was in the company of a shark, only one drawn to the contours of her red top rather than blood.

And yet, something didn’t feel quite right. Would the man who had convinced two seemingly level-headed women to leave an event with him be this salaciously clumsy? It was hard to imagine any woman leaping at the chance to hook up with this guy. And if he was their killer, would he get drunk less than a half hour into the mixer? Brett Newberry seemed too sloppy to do what their killer had done.

“My mission?” she asked, trying to think of a way to extricate herself from the situation. She looked across the bar and saw another guy in a white tux and decided to make him her excuse. “My mission, and I do choose to accept it, is to determine who is the most convincing James Bond here tonight. Once I make my determination, I’ll be buying that guy the drink of his choice. You make a compelling case for yourself, Brett. But I have to keep it moving.”

“Wait,” he said, his goofy, drunk smile turning into an indignant frown. “You’re not just gonna bail on me, are you?”

“I’m just completing my mission,” she said sweetly, shrugging as she slid off the barstool and started to step away. “The crown and the nation demand it of me. You understand.”

Without warning, Brett grabbed her wrist tightly and tugged her back toward him.

“Actually, I don’t,” he growled.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 

 

Jessie tried not to wince.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Grover, who was less than ten feet away, start to move in their direction. She shook her head slightly, warning him off. Despite what Brett Newberry was doing right now, she didn’t believe he had murdered those women. And if the killer was here and saw that she had personal protection on standby, he’d never make a move. Besides, she could handle this guy on her own.

“Brett,” she said calmly, leaning in so that her lips were almost touching the man’s ear, “I’m going to need you to let go of me right now.”

“You think it’s cool to lead someone on and then just shut them down like this?” he demanded indignantly, not releasing his grip.

She decided that one warning was enough. With her free hand, she grabbed his thumb and squeezed the webbing between his thumb and forefinger, pinching hard. He immediately let go of her wrist, but she kept a tight pincer hold on him as he contorted in pain.

“You think it’s cool to touch a woman when she clearly doesn’t want you too, Brett?” she replied, never raising her voice.

He tried to respond but could only grunt. His watery eyes pleaded with her to let go.

“It’s not cool, Brett, and I want you to remember that,” she said. “Nod for me to show that you’ll remember that.”

After a desperate gasp, Brett managed a weak nod. She let go of him.

"Don't mess with me, Brett," she continued. "Or next time, I'll rip off your thumb and shove it where the sun doesn't shine."

Then she moved away, not even looking back. She doubted Brett would try to follow her but felt confident that if he did, Grover would handle it for her without drawing too much attention. Still, she didn’t linger, bobbing and weaving her way through the club traffic so that it would be difficult to keep up with her.

“That was impressive,” Ryan said in her ear. “Where did you learn it?”

“You remember that ten-week FBI training course I took a couple of years ago, before I officially joined HSS? I retained a few of their lessons.”

“Maybe you can show me that move later on,” he replied.

“Um, should I take out my earpiece for the rest of this conversation?” Grover asked. “I feel like this is some twisted form of marital foreplay.”

Jessie was tempted to use one of her moves on the bodyguard to keep him in line but restrained herself.

“I’m sure we’re quite tame compared to some of your past clients, Grover,” she said before getting them back on task. “I’m heading over to James Bond number two now.”

She moved quickly to get to a recently vacated barstool before someone else did. As she darted over, she studied the man she was approaching. He was wearing a similar white tux to Brett’s, but now she noticed something she’d missed before. There was an unlit cigarette on the bar in front of him, next to what looked like a glass of water.

He fit the general profile of the man they were looking for. His hair was dark and perhaps a bit too full to be natural. He was sitting, so it was hard to compare his build to the guy in the video. But he looked to be in the mid-thirties, which also generally matched the man who had left the Brewpub last night with Rena.

Jessie made it through the crowd and was just sidling up to take the stool next to the man when Ryan spoke in her ear.

“I just got word from Jamil,” he said. “Remember, all this time he’s been running facial recognition on the guy in the video from the Old Town Brewpub. Well, he got a 94% match on someone. The suspect is Austin Flynn, thirty-five, heir to the Flynn Thins potato chip company. He has a residence just a few miles from here. We’re sending units there in case your guy at the bar isn’t him. Jamil also just sent a driver’s license photo to us for comparison. Take a peek when you can to see if you think we have the right man.”

Jessie would have looked at her phone, but just then, the man glanced over at her and gave a shy smile.

“It’s yours if you want it,” he said, indicating the stool next to him.

“Thank you,” she replied, sliding on to it, “what a gentleman. It looks like it’s not just your outfit that’s old school.”

“Thanks,” he said. “But please don’t be the half dozenth person to guess that I’m James Bond.”

“Of course not,” she assured him, smiling warmly. “Since you can’t smoke in here, I’m guessing the cigarette is for effect. And the person who most comes to mind when I think of a man in a white dinner jacket with a cigarette is Humphry Bogart. So my money is on you being Rick from Casablanca. How’d I do?”

She didn’t need him to answer to know how she did. Over the course of her response, his tentative smile had turned into a broad grin.

“Quite well,” he said. “I’m impressed. Shall I do you?”

“Please,” she replied.

“Red sweater, brown blazer, blue jeans, and shaggy blonde hair,” he said. “I’d know this anywhere. You’re Meg Ryan in When Harry Met Sally…”

“You nailed it,” she said. “Not the first person to get it tonight, but definitely the first guy. You like that movie?”

“Sure,” he said. “I’m a hopeful romantic.”

“Not hopeless?”

“Not yet,” he said.

“What’s your name, hopeful romantic?” she asked, sensing that she was getting back on her banter game, though she didn’t love that it happened while chatting up a potential murderer.

“Augie,” he said, extending his hand, “Augie Melton.”

“Jessica Hunter,” she lied, shaking it before pointing to his glass. “You’re not drinking?”

"Not alcohol," he said. "I'm a lightweight, and I'd like to be at my best if I'm going to put myself out there for something like this. But I'd be honored to get you something if you like."

“That’s very kind of you,” she replied. “How about a French 75?”

Augie smiled even broader at that.

“That’s from the movie too, if I recall,” he said.

“You don’t miss a thing,” she told him.

He waved to the bartender. As he ordered, Jessie heard Ryan’s voice in her earpiece.

“We’re checking on the name now,” he said. “I’ll let you know if it’s legit.”

“So do you come to many of these mixers?” Augie asked once he was done ordering.

“Not really,” she said. “I only just signed up on the IRL app. I was going to try to get to that trivia night in Torrance last night, but I couldn’t make it because of work. You?”

For the first time since they started talking, his expression darkened.

“Are you asking if I went to the mixer or what kind of work I do?” he asked tartly.

She realized she’s hit a nerve and decided to pull back a bit.

“Since you don’t seem excited by either option, never mind,” she said quickly. “How about, considering our surroundings, you just tell me your favorite movie?’

“I’m sorry,” he said, seeming to get that he’d been a little too sharp. “I guess I just get tired of the whole ‘what do you do?’ thing. Maybe we can avoid that stuff for a while?”

“I totally get it,” she said, sensing she might have the right guy. An uber-wealthy heir to a snack fortune might not want to reveal that fact about himself, whether it was because he feared gold-diggers or just being identified. “How about we stick to the movies?”

“Oh, I don't know," he said with a heavy sigh. "Maybe It Happened One Night, Pride and Prejudice, or even Moonstruck.”

“You do realize that all your picks have happy endings,” she pointed out. “I guess you’re not a star-crossed lovers type of guy.”

“Not so much,” he admitted. “I got my fill of doomed romance from my real life.”

“Same here,” Jessie said. “Full disclosure: I’m divorced. Turns out the guy wasn’t really who he said he was. He kind of led a secret life.”

He smiled sadly, as if he understood.

“Unfortunately, my story’s a little different,” he said, surprising her. “My wife passed away.”

Though she got the sense he was telling the truth, something about the way he said it made her suspect he was leaving out a few significant details.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

Just then, her drink arrived.

“We’re checking on that too,” Ryan murmured in her ear as Augie paid the bill, notably with cash.

“Thank you,” Augie said, “but don’t feel bad. It’s been a few years now. This is actually my first foray back into the dating world.”

“Well, here’s to new beginnings,” Jessie said, lifting up her drink.

“To new beginnings,” he agreed as they tapped glasses.

Jessie pretended to take a sip, though he wasn’t really looking at her anyway. He seemed to be lost in thought, perhaps recalling his marriage. The bartender got Augie’s attention to give him his receipt and thank him. Ryan took the opportunity to speak in her ear again.

“Jamil says Flynn’s wife died when she fell overboard from their yacht during a storm. But so far, he can’t find a record of any Augie Melton. I think this may be our guy, using a fake name. If you can coax him to leave, we’ll get him outside and I’ll grab him there, where he’s less likely to harm anyone. I’ll go out now and wait for you there. Grover, you stick close to her until then.”

As Ryan spoke, Jessie pretended to take a long, second sip to avoid having to speak.

“Mm, that’s good,” Jessie said, putting the glass down and hoping her husband understood that her comment was also a confirmation of his plan. Now she just had to think of a natural way to get Augie, or probably Austin, outside. Before she could come up with anything, he spoke.

“I have to say I’m a little disappointed in the costume creativity here, especially considering where we live. I’m seeing a lot of Marvel superheroes and Disney princesses.”

“Maybe that’s why they’re all single,” she offered. “They can’t think outside the box. Of course, I’m not sure what our excuse is.”

They both chuckled at that. The moment was interrupted by a racket on the other side of the bar. Jessie looked over to see none other than Brett “James Bond” Newberry in some kind of scuffle with a guy who looked like Maverick from Top Gun. They were shoving each other, and it looked like Brett was about to throw a punch when a large, muscular man stepped between them and pointed to the exit, clearly indicating that their evenings at the mixer were over. Jessie turned back to Augie, who seemed less interested in the fracas.

“I ran into that guy earlier,” she told him, pointing at Brett. “He claimed to be doing Bond, but apparently he left the charm at home tonight.”

Augie shook his head disgustedly.

“It seems like class is dying out these days,” he said dispiritedly. “Sophistication and taste are apparently a lost art.”

“I know what you mean,” she said, nodding sympathetically.

“But you seem to have them in spades,” he said, pointing at her drink, “even in your beverage selection.”

“Thank you,” she replied, picking it up to take what felt like an obligatory sip.

She would have faked it again but this time he was watching her more closely, so she swallowed just a bit. It was actually not bad.

“You know,” she said, “It’s pretty loud in here. Do you want to go outside for a bit so we can actually have a real conversation?”

He looked mildly surprised, though not upset, at the suggestion.

“It’s a good idea,” he said, “but it might be a challenge to get back in if we go out.”

“Would that be such a bad thing?” she asked as coquettishly as she could without coming across as tawdry.

He didn’t need long to think about. After only a second, he shrugged.

“Let’s go,” he said.

They started to leave. She took the drink to be polite, though she knew she wouldn’t be allowed to leave with it. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Grover fall in line behind them, just a few paces back.

The crowd was much thicker now, and it took a while to wend their way through everyone. As they approached the exit, she could see Brett up ahead, arguing with a bouncer, who appeared to be exercising all his restraint to avoid just picking the obnoxious guy up and physically tossing him out.

“I’m thinking he wouldn’t have told Ilsa to get on that plane,” Augie noted, pointing at Brett. “He doesn’t strike me as the gentlemanly type.”

Jessie smiled at him, though it took her a second to get that the joke was a reference to the end of Casablanca. Suddenly she didn’t feel as sharp as before and wondered if all the noise and constant bumping into people was causing another headache to come on.

Up ahead, she saw that the bouncer was finally losing his patience with Brett and had started to firmly escort him out of the club. She hoped they wouldn’t be stuck in here much longer. The place was starting to feel a little claustrophobic.

They briefly got trapped in a crush of people as the hall narrowed to a bottleneck near the club exit. Jessie felt herself getting overheated, whether as a result of the tightly packed crowd or her body’s attempt to stave off the creeping pain in her head. Bodies and faces were starting to merge as her vision blurred.

Someone behind them slammed into her, and she lost her balance, nearly falling before Augie grabbed her arm and steadied her.

“Thanks,” she muttered.

“We’re almost out,” he promised.

And then they were. The darkness of the club was replaced by the bright lights outside, and the thick, hot atmosphere of The Citadel gave way to the crisp breeze of the street. She gulped in the air greedily, hoping it would clear her head.

Before she could regroup, she saw Brett and the Maverick guy just ahead of her on the sidewalk, going at it again. They were shouting unintelligibly. Then, without warning, Brett cold-cocked the guy. Maverick managed to reach out and grab Brett as he fell into the street. Suddenly all hell broke loose as some people tried to gather round to watch and others, being shoved to the side, took offense and started throwing punches of their own.

“Be careful,” Augie warned, easing her to the side to avoid the melee.

Jessie tried to look around for Ryan or Grover, but the whole world seemed fuzzy. There were voices in her head that she couldn't understand. She was having trouble seeing or even thinking clearly. Her head felt so heavy.

All she could feel was someone leading her away from the mass of bodies and the accompanying noise in an unknown direction to an unknown destination.




 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

 

 

Ryan waited outside the bar.

He stood off to the side of the line of people hoping to get inside, waiting for Jessie to lead out the guy who was almost certainly Austin Flynn. A light sprinkling of rain started to come down, just enough to dampen his skin. He noted Brett Newberry was being forcefully escorted outside.

“We’re almost outside,” he heard Grover say in his earpiece. “Jessie and Bogart are about ten feet ahead of me near the door. I can’t get closer. It’s pretty packed in here.”

“It looks like a situation is developing out here,” Ryan warned them. “That Newberry guy is getting into it with some dude in a bomber jacket. Be careful when you come out.”

Just as he said it, Newberry took a swing at the bomber jacket guy. After that, the scene turned into chaos. The people in line swarmed around the men, engulfing them, and in some cases joining in.

Ryan stepped to the side, trying to get clear of the crowd to get a better view of the club’s exit. But as the fight escalated, it became hard to see anyone clearly. The whole sea of fight-happy humanity spilled into the street as screams from several young women caught in the crossfire echoed in the night air.

“Jessie?” he said. “Are you out of the club yet? I can’t see anything in this mess. Confirm if you’re able.”

There was no response from her.

“Grover, do you have eyes on Jessie?”

“I don’t have eyes on much of anything, mate,” Grover shouted among a cacophony of other voices. “Security is trying to close the door to prevent us from getting out there right now. I’m stuck.”

Ryan, worried that Jessie might be getting trampled or worse, decided to stop trying to circle the madness and descend into it. He pushed past several onlookers, then began elbowing kidneys and kneeing the backs of legs, sending folks sprawling out of his way as he sliced to the center of the pile.

He caught sight of a figure in a white tuxedo at the edge of the circle and made his way in that direction, bobbing and weaving past amped-up partygoers in ridiculous costumes. Flynn's back was to him as he tried to shove off a much larger guy in a black t-shirt that was two sizes too small for him.

A moment later, Ryan was there, grabbing Flynn and starting to turn him around. But as he did, the big guy in the t-shirt shoved him against the wall.

“Enough,” the big guy barked.

Ryan slammed hard into the wall but ignored the pain and spun around. He stared at the big guy, who was clearly club security, and for a brief second considered identifying himself as a cop. But he didn’t want Flynn to know that information yet, so he took the simpler route.

He stepped forward, surprising the bouncer with his aggression as he kicked the guy in the shin, then offered an open-palmed uppercut under his jaw. The bouncer toppled backward into the frenzy of bodies behind him. Ryan turned to Flynn, whose back was still to him, and yanked him around.

But it wasn’t Austin Flynn. It was Brett Newberry, who had somehow escaped the fight and ended up here. His face was bloody, and his nose looked broken, but his eyes were still wild.

“You want some?” he shouted.

Ryan whirled around, looking for Jessie or anyone else in a white tux.

“Come on, man!” Newberry yelled from behind him. “I’ll take you down.”

As he said it, the bouncer scrambled to his feet, groggy-looking and wobbly, but with an angry grimace plastered on his face. Ryan didn’t care.

“Jessie, can you hear me?” he demanded over the din of the crowd. “Say anything to let me know you can. Tell Flynn you’re hungry. Even that’s enough. I can’t see you anywhere.”

The bouncer was coming at him again now, but he didn’t have time for that. His wife wasn’t responding. He had to find her. As the bouncer stepped to him, someone appeared out of the corner of Ryan’s eye with lightning speed. Before he had fully comprehended what had happened, the bouncer was on the ground again, curled up in a ball, hugging his belly. Grover was standing over him.

“Can’t find her?” the bodyguard asked, ignoring the man at his feet.

“I thought this was Flynn,” Ryan explained, pointing at Newberry, who had stopped shouting after seeing what Grover had done to the giant lying on the sidewalk.

They both looked around desperately. As he did, Ryan thought he heard something in his ear. He pressed his hand over it, hoping to block out the noise. It sounded like someone mumbling confusedly between grunts. He looked at Grover, who shook his head, obviously not getting it either. Then came a few words he could understand.

“Roofied me…” The unmistakable voice of Jessie muttered, before adding, “fancy car…orange.”

“You’re just a little tipsy,” another voice said a few seconds later. “I’m going to give you a ride home.”

He heard what he thought was car a door slam and looked up again for any sign of a fancy orange car, but there was nothing in sight. Trying not to let panic get the better of him, he knelt down next to the bouncer, rolled him onto his back, and flashed his badge.

“LAPD,” he told him, “tell me where your club’s parking lot is.”

The bouncer, watery-eyed and moaning, took a deep, clearly painful breath, then pointed down the street behind them. Ryan stood up. About fifty yards down the way was a sign that read, “Event Parking-$50.”

He was just starting to run that way when an orange Lamborghini pulled out and turned right, speeding down the street away from them. He stopped, committing the license plate to memory. Grover, who was right beside him, tapped him on the shoulder.

“We have to get back to your car,” he said. “Flynn doesn’t know anyone will be following him. If we hurry, we can catch up.”

Ryan nodded. Then, they both turned around and sprinted back in the opposite direction.




 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY

 

 

Jessie knew it wasn’t just a headache.

Somewhere along the stumbling, dizzy walk to the parking lot, she realized that Austin Flynn—she was sure it was him now—had drugged her. She vaguely remembered looking up at the argument in the bar between Brett Newberry and Maverick. That must have been when Flynn slipped her something.

Soon after that was when she'd started to feel off. Now, it was much more than that as he both held her up and pulled her along the sidewalk away from the club. She could barely see or stay upright, though she thought she could feel a few raindrops landing on her face. She wondered if it was real or drug-induced. As Flynn dragged her around the corner, she realized she was in a parking lot. She wanted to give Ryan and Grover directions to find her but was too disoriented to be of much use.

Then she heard a beep and saw the lights flicker on a fancy, orange sports car. That’s where they were going. Flynn opened the passenger door, shoved her in, then shut it. She watched him walk around the front and knew this might be her only chance to tell Ryan anything without being heard. She formed the only words she could muster.

“Roofied me…” she announced in what she hoped was a shout but suspected was a garbled whisper. “Fancy car…orange.”

The door opened, and Flynn got in beside her.

“You’re just a little tipsy,” he said sympathetically, as if he didn’t have anything to do with her condition. “I’m going to give you a ride home.”

Flynn slammed his door shut and started the car. She wanted to punch him in the face but wasn’t sure she had the motor skills for any kind of attack. A moment later, they were moving, and it was all she could do to keep from toppling forward.

“Damn, I forgot to strap you in,” Flynn said, reaching across her body to grab the belt.

Instinctively, her hand shot up, slamming him square in the nose. He yelped in pain, then shoved her hard against the door. Her shoulder smashed into it just before the side of her head slammed into the window.

For a second, everything went dark. When she opened her eyes, there were flashing stars in her field of vision. Her head screamed, but she was almost grateful for it. The pain cut through the gauzy pull of the drug, giving her a glimmer of clarity.

Jessie knew that if she didn’t act now, she wouldn’t survive this. Austin Flynn, a two-time killer, was pissed. She had no idea if Ryan and Grover had any idea what had happened to her. Even if they did, by the time they found her, she might be dead under a bush at a highway underpass. Even amid the druggy haze and her pounding head, fingers of fear clutched at her insides. She had to act now.

There was no time for clever planning. She just had to get out of this car any way she could. Without worrying about the consequences, she flung herself at Flynn, careening into his body and thrusting her arms forward. As he collided with the driver’s door, her left hand found the steering wheel and she tugged hard to the left.

“What the hell!” Flynn shouted.

The car careened left, skidding sideways on the slick street, as her body was flung back toward the passenger seat. She ignored the sharp twinge in her right shoulder as she reached down and grabbed the door handle. She saw Austin Flynn, wide-eyed with horror and fury, try to simultaneously regain control of the car as he reached for the automatic door lock. But he was too late.

The door opened, and Jessie flung herself out. The car was low to the ground, but when she landed, it still felt like all the skin was being ripped off her back. She barely had time to register that or the ear-piercing screeching of the car's tires before she started rolling, like a barrel careening uncontrollably down a hill.

She came to a stop on her side and had a close-up view as the orange sports car skidded off the road onto the sidewalk, before slamming violently into a telephone pole.

Suddenly, the street was quiet. The only sound she could hear was her own raspy breath. And then, as darkness enveloped her, nothing at all.




 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

 

 

Hannah knew something was wrong. 

Rufus hadn’t gotten a single call since they’d been at this house, almost twenty-four hours now. And he’d told her the only reason he would make or receive a call was if something really good or really bad had happened. The stricken look on his face told her it wasn’t the former.

She walked over to where he had stood up from his spot on the couch and tried to listen in to what was being said, but all she could hear on the other end of the line was an unintelligible male voice with what sounded like a British accent. Rufus’s responses, all monosyllabic, weren’t much help in clueing her into the situation either. After less than a minute, he hung up.

He looked at her with an expression she’d rarely seen from him: indecision. He didn’t seem to know what to say or how to say it. He swallowed hard and looked like he was about to speak, then stopped.

“Don’t sugar coat it,” she told him flatly, grabbing his phone as if it might hold the answers she wanted. “That will only make it worse. Just tell me. I can handle it.”

“Okay,” he said. “That was Grover. Jessie was working a case unrelated to Haddonfield or Pierce. I don’t know all the details, but in the course of it, she was drugged and briefly abducted. She managed to jump out of the car, but she suffered several injuries. They just arrived at Cedars and are taking her into surgery now. Grover promised to give me an update as soon as they have one.”

Hannah’s head was spinning with questions she knew couldn’t be answered. What the hell was Jessie doing working a case when she was supposed to be on leave, keeping a low profile? How had her cop husband and her personal bodyguard allowed her to get into a situation where she was drugged and kidnapped? What exactly was the nature of her “several injuries?” Just how dire was the situation?

“How bad is it?” she asked.

"I don't know," he admitted. "Bad enough that Grover was willing to break protocol and call me. Normally, he wouldn't do that."

“We have to find out,” Hannah insisted. “We can’t just sit here waiting for him to call back.”

“I’m sorry,” he said sympathetically, “but we don’t have much of a choice.”

But they did have a choice, and as far as she was concerned, it was an easy one.

“We need to go there now,” she said simply.

Rufus shook his head.

"You know we can't do that," he told her gently. "Going to the hospital would put you at risk, which is exactly what your sister doesn't want. Apparently, she jumped out of the car on a major street, and the vehicle she was in subsequently crashed. There might have been video taken at the scene. It's possible that this will make the news. If that happens, there are people we're both aware that will want to go there too."

“All the more reason to go to protect her,” Hannah insisted.

“Grover is setting up security precautions as we speak,” Rufus assured her. “She will be well-protected throughout her time there. But having you there would create a variable which would unnecessarily complicate the situation. You already know all this to be true, Hannah.”

“Just put me in the same room as her once she’s out of surgery,” she replied. “Then you can protect both of us at once.”

“You mean make you both vulnerable in the same space?” he countered. “You’d be helping to create the perfect trap for yourself.”

“I thought Grover was ensuring that she wouldn’t be vulnerable,” she reminded him.

“He is,” Rufus said, “but there’s no reason to take chances. Listen, his call was a courtesy. He didn’t have to do it, but he thought you should know. Don’t make him, or me, regret that decision. Besides, you being there won’t do her any good, at least not right now. That is, unless you have a medical degree I’m unaware of.”

“That was harsh,” she said quietly.

She sat down on the couch and put Rufus’s phone on the coffee table in front of her.

Rufus sighed heavily.

“You’re right,” he replied. “I’m sorry. Eventually, we’ll find a way for you to see your sister. But right now, the risk is just too great. You need to accept that and move on. I realize it’s an almost impossible task, but let’s find a way to distract you until you can fall asleep.”

Hannah knew there would be no convincing him. And to be fair, she could understand his position. His job was to keep her safe, and the best way to do that was to stay here, in this house, where no one looking for them could find them anytime soon. But that was his job, not hers.

“Okay,” she finally said, hoping she sounded convincing, “I don’t like it, but I get it. But you better find something super distracting because I’m not tired and I can’t play another game of Monopoly.”

“I found an older edition of Trivial Pursuit in a closet upstairs,” he suggested. “I didn’t bring it down because I figured all the answers would be from before your time.”

Hannah liked the sound of the idea but not for the reason he might suspect.

“You know, I did take courses in history, literature, and science in high school,” she said, feigning indignation. “It’s not like, if it’s not on TikTok, I don’t care about it.”

“All right,” he said, holding up his hands in surrender. “I’ll get it.”

He started to walk away when she called after him.

“Let’s make it interesting,” she suggested. “How about we play for a little cash?”

“That’s fine,” he agreed, “but I think you’re setting yourself up for disaster. I rock at trivia.”

“We’ll see,” she replied as playfully as she could fake. “The only problem is that I only have fourteen dollars on me. Can you front me a little?”

He shook his head in disappointment.

“You should never bet with money you don’t have,” he advised.

“Then it’s going to be a short night,” she told him. “What, are you afraid you’ll never see that money again?”

Rufus sighed again.

“My wallet’s in the go bag on a chair in the kitchen. I have exactly $241 dollars in there. I need most of that for unexpected expenses. But you can take $36 to give yourself an even $50. Fair?”

“More than fair,” she agreed. “Just hurry. I don’t want to be alone down here with just my thoughts for too long.”

He nodded in silent understanding before heading up the stairs. Hannah immediately went to the kitchen and found the money in his wallet. Instead of taking just $36, she took an even $100 in a variety of denominations, along with a baseball cap at the bottom of the go bag. She replaced the wallet, grabbed a sharp kitchen knife, and returned to the living room.

That’s when she noticed Rufus’s phone still resting on the coffee table. She darted over, turned it off, and shoved it under a couch cushion. Then she yelled up the stairs.

“I’ll be in the bathroom for a minute,” she called up. “Don’t start without me, okay, cheater?”

“Very funny,” he shouted back down.

As quickly as she could, Hannah moved to the hall restroom, turned on the light, twisted the button to lock the door from the inside, then closed it. After that, she moved to the front door, undid the chain lock, and used the kitchen knife to slice the thin wire connected to the top of the door, which activated the security system that Rufus had set up. She quietly opened the door, stepped outside, and closed it again.

Then, with just the cash in her pocket and a kitchen knife in her hand, she started running. Santa Monica's busy Third Street Promenade shopping and dining district was only half a mile away. At this hour, there were sure to be several cabs nearby. Hopefully, she could be in one and on her way to the hospital before Rufus even realized she was gone.




 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

 

 

Ash Pierce was nearing her breaking point.

She had been reduced to a routine of icing her ankle, taking pain meds for that and her head, and tracking social media and news sites for any whiff of her prey’s location. But so far, there was nothing. She wasn't used to being this passive, and it was infuriating.

Even though she knew it wouldn’t help her ankle, she got up to do some pushups in the hope that wearing herself out would ease the simmering frustration she felt. She started with fifty, gave herself a one minute break then did another fifty.

As she lay on her stomach, preparing to do the third set, she heard a beep, indicating that one of her online trackers had sent out an alert. She got up and shuffled over to the laptop. The advisory was from the Nixle wire, a system that alerted members to everything from weather and traffic warnings to criminal activity in their region. This advisory involved a traffic accident in the Beverly Hills area.

The reason it had popped up was because the traffic accident involved a suspect in a pair of recent murders, believed to be of a serial nature. That was one of her key alert phrases. Jessie Hunt dealt with serial killer cases, as did her husband. If either one of them was somehow involved in this one, that might offer hints as to the location of Hannah Dorsey.

She pulled up everything she could find on the incident, and the more she read, the more excited she got. According to anonymous police sources, the driver of the crashed car, who was also a suspect in the case, was believed to be the wealthy heir to a snack chip fortune. In addition to handling serial killer cases, Jessie Hunt's unit, Homicide Special Section, specialized in murders involving high-profile victims or suspects. This fits the bill. It was hard to imagine how the unit wasn’t involved.

Then, she found a series of photos and video clips from the accident scene. The footage showed an orange Lamborghini bent around a telephone pole. But that wasn't what interested Ash.

Off to the side of one still image was an ambulance. Standing at the rear of the vehicle, with his back to the camera was a man that looked suspiciously like Jessie Hunt’s husband, police captain Ryan Hernandez. His presence essentially confirmed that HSS was involved.

She read several brief, tersely worded statements from the LAPD on the incident, none of which offered much help. But then she found a post on the Nextdoor app, which included the alerts. She noticed that there was one police statement that had apparently been deleted from the LAPD press notifications, but not before a local citizen had screenshotted it and included it in their post on the crash.

The statement read in part that “both the suspect and the intended victim he abducted have been taken to Cedars-Sinai Medical Center for treatment.” Ash smiled. There was only one reason that update would have been removed. The authorities didn’t want folks knowing where these people had been taken. And she had a sneaking suspicion as to why.

Based on everything she knew about Jessie Hunt, there was a reasonable chance that she was at the hospital to question the victim, the suspect, or both. There was even the outside chance that she had used herself as bait and might be the “intended victim” mentioned. If the latter was true, then Hannah Dorsey would almost certainly be at the hospital too. She would never leave her sister in a situation like this, even if she knew it might put her at risk.

Admittedly, all this was a long shot. There was no certainty that Jessie Hunt was at the hospital, or that if she was, it was because of some injury. And the likelihood was even more remote that her sister would show up there. But it wasn’t an impossibility. And this was the best lead she’d had since last night at the safe house where she’d almost snagged Hannah. She might as well go, just in case.

So she went to the closet, where her weapons cache was waiting for her. She looked it over, deciding which one would be the best option to finally finish this. If Hannah Dorsey was there, she would pay, not just for the baton blow that left Ash with this relentless thumping in her skull, but also for the professional shame she’d caused her.

In the last few months, she had been outmaneuvered by a teenager who left her in a physically diminished state, incarcerated, and with her reputation as one of the best killers in the country in tatters. The insult was almost worse than the constant injury. But now, all that had the potential to be remedied in one bloody night.

Ash imagined Hannah lying on a floor, gutted and bleeding out, begging for help that would never come. The image made her smile, and for a moment, the pain in her head subsided. This might end up being a good day after all.




 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY THREE

 

 

Jessie had to blink a half dozen times before she could see much of anything.

Even before her vision cleared, she knew she was in a hospital. She could hear the beeping of the heart monitor. She recognized the cold air of the room, which was invariably kept too chilly. She could tell that the lights were dimmed for her benefit.

She tried to speak, but her throat ached, and her lips were dry. Glancing to her right, she saw the standard plastic sippy cup with the straw sticking out. That was her water if she could only reach it. But just trying to shift in the bed sent a shiver of discomfort through her body, and she decided to hold off. As parched as she was, the water could wait.

As her eyes cleared and she saw the room better, she tried to recall why she was here. It didn’t take long. The last thing she remembered was the accident. She could picture herself leaping out of a car, her shoulder slamming hard on the pavement before momentum and speed tore her flesh up. That explained why it stung when she tried to move earlier. She suspected that her back was in bad shape.

She remembered rolling endlessly on that pavement until ultimately coming to a stop, where she watched as the car she’d been riding in collided with a telephone pole. She could still hear the sound of metal crunching as it lost the battle with the giant pole.

She vaguely recollected that she’d been drugged. In retrospect, she wondered if that had actually helped her pass out faster, before the full impact of having her skin scraped off while spinning over asphalt for twenty feet hit her. She imagined that she was on some kind of morphine drip right now, but intended to tell someone to up the dosage, as every part of her was currently throbbing intensely.

She shifted her attention to the left and saw that her left arm was in a sling, indicating that the impact to her shoulder did indeed do damage. She saw an IV taped to the back of her left hand, where the insufficient supply of liquid pain assistance was dripping into her veins.

As she cast her eyes down the rest of her body, she was relieved to find no other notable casts or braces on any limbs. However, the lower portions of both legs, visible under her hospital gown, were heavily bandaged, as were both her forearms, more signs that the asphalt got her good.

She also felt what she thought was some kind of wrapped bandage on the right side of her head. That wasn't a shock as the memory of her head slamming into the passenger side window came back to her. She wondered if she'd suffered another concussion. Her head hurt vaguely, but it was hard to distinguish from her other assorted ailments.

She scanned the room and saw that there was no one else there. Curtains covering the window blocked out the lights from the hall but also caused some mild claustrophobia. The realization that she was alone briefly worried her until she saw movement in the small window in the door to her room.

A moment later, the door opened, and Ryan walked in. He saw that she was conscious and walked over. He was smiling, but it looked forced.

“Welcome back, Sleeping Beauty,” he said.

Jessie tilted her head to the right, hoping he’d understand. He glanced at the tray with the sippy cup, nodded, and picked it up. Very carefully, he placed the straw between her lips. She sucked up a small portion, allowing it to roll around and coat her mouth. She could feel her tongue unwrinkle in real time.

Then she took several more sips, making sure not to gulp too hard. She’d been in enough hospital beds to know that sometimes patients were too voracious in downing the water, leading to coughing fits. The way her body, especially her back, felt, she didn’t want to engage in any sudden, violent movements. After she got enough water, she released her lips, and he placed it back on the tray.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

“Bad,” she croaked.

“Well, you look great,” he told her, making a valiant attempt to sound convincing.

She took a shallow breath, then a slow, deep one before responding. 

“Flattery will get you everywhere,” she whispered hoarsely, “but not until you fill me in on what I missed.”

"Of course," he said. "We saw Flynn's car pull out near the club and managed to catch up to you. By then, you were out of the car and unconscious, and the Lamborghini was wrapped around a phone pole. The medics arrived and gave you flumazenil to reverse the effects of the roofies he slipped you. Beyond that, I'm not going to lie—you were kind of torn to shreds. There were bits of clothing and asphalt grit ground into your skin. They did an initial cleanup, but you're going to need some grafts for parts of your back, which got the worst of it."

Though it was hard to hear, none of what he said shocked her. She tilted her head in the direction of the sling on her left shoulder.

“Right,” he said. “That’s just a sprain. No surgery required. They just want to keep it immobilized for a week or so. You’ll probably need physical therapy for it once they give the all-clear. But not all the news is as good."

“My head?” Jessie guessed.

Ryan nodded.

“It was bleeding when we found you,” he told her.

“Slammed into the car window,” she explained.

"Well, Dr. Varma had some tests run while you were out of it," he said. "They're not all back yet, but she indicated that she's probably going to want to do surgery."

“On my brain?” Jessie asked, her voice cracking slightly.

"She said there's some swelling," he admitted. "You know, that's been the concern with this whole Second Impact Syndrome thing. She said it's not swelling rapidly, which would require immediate, emergency surgery to relieve the pressure. But she thinks it's enough of a concern that it's time to do something more than just treat it with medication."

“When?” Jessie asked.

“The procedure is scheduled for mid-morning tomorrow.”

“What are the side effects?” she pressed, her voice getting a little stronger.

“To be honest, we didn’t get into any of that,” Ryan said. “She just said it needed to happen. With everything else going on with you, I just took it in and moved on to the next thing. But we can ask beforehand.”

Jessie nodded. She realized that her whole body had tensed up during the course of the conversation, and she did her best to relax.

“More water please?” she requested, “and if they will do it, more morphine. I’m really struggling here.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Ryan said as he brought the straw to her lips again.

“What about Flynn?” she asked after swallowing another mouthful of water.

"He's unconscious," he told her. "He got out of surgery a few minutes ago. He had a collapsed lung and multiple leg fractures. His jaw was broken, too."

“Good,” Jessie muttered.

“I have some legitimately happy news if you want to hear it,” he offered.

“Please.”

“Susannah is doing better,” he said. “You were right. In addition to a cracked rib, she did have internal bleeding. Apparently, the impact from the force of that explosion last night was greater than she realized. But the doctors tell me that she's been stabilized."

“Where is she now?”

“Sleeping a few floors down from us,” he said. “I checked on her while you were unconscious, and she was completely zonked out.”

“I’m glad she’s doing better,” Jessie said, pleased that there was at least some good news to share.

“That’s not all,” he told her. “I was able to visit Nettles too. He’s in a lot of pain, as you might expect. That will happen when your face hits a wall full speed and parts of it break. But other than having his head more bandaged up than yours, he’s okay. He even wanted to visit you later, when you’re up for it.”

“That would be nice,” Jessie told him.

"Karen Bray and Sam Goodwin want to do the same thing," he added. "They were both released this afternoon. When I filled them in on your situation, they wanted to come back right away, but I told them to rest tonight and stop in tomorrow."

“So two HSS people leave the hospital, only to be replaced by two more,” Jessie replied, trying to keep things light. “It’s a revolving door around here.”

“That’s for sure,” he said. “It seems like I’m the only one still standing. Good thing I’m such a good multi-tasker that I can run the unit on my own.”

He smiled goofily to let her know he was kidding.

“Good thing,” she agreed. “But with everyone out of commission, who is left to call Jack Dolan for updates on the other cases of interest?”

Ryan's expression darkened, and she knew she'd touched a nerve.

“What is it?” she asked cautiously.

“I was hoping I’d be able to only share good news with you,” he said quietly.

“What do you mean?”

“Dolan told me that they haven’t made any progress at all on either Haddonfield or Pierce. He’s afraid they’ve both left town for good.”

“I don’t believe that for a second,” she insisted. “Do you?”

“I’m dubious,” he said. “But it’s not our case anymore.”

She stared at him long and hard before replying.

“Maybe we should get it back.”




 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR

 

 

Mark Haddonfield tried not to look suspicious.

It had been a challenge just to get in the hospital and he didn’t want to do anything that would draw attention now that he was here.

A few hours ago, everything seemed so hopeless. But all it took was one Nixle alert about the arrest of a serial killer suspect in Beverly Hills after a car accident to change everything. Using the desktop computer in the home of Steve Odom, the elderly neighbor of Jessie’s that he’d killed, he did a deep dive on the incident.

It became pretty clear that the serial killer, an inheritor of a snack food fortune, was an ideal suspect for an HSS case. The reference to an “intended victim” in a since-deleted LAPD press release, along with a mention of the hospital they were taken to, told him that it was time to come out of hiding. This might be his last, best chance to get to Jessie Hunt. But how to get to her? It was Jessie who came up with the solution.

"You know what you need to do," she baited. "There's only way into that hospital tonight. The question is: do you have the guts to do it, or are you too much of a coward?"

He knew the answer to that question. He was willing to do whatever it took to complete the plan he put in place all those months ago. So he grabbed a box cutter from Odom’s junk drawer, disinfected it as best he could, got in the man’s car and drove to Cedars-Sinai.

After parking, he put on his black wig. Then he used the box cutter to slice a long gash in his left leg, just above his injured knee. Next he hobbled to the emergency room entrance, where his bloody leg, his real limp, and his moderately credible attempt to seem disoriented got him taken right back.

He let them stitch him up, then snuck out before getting formally discharged, grabbing a set of orderly scrubs along the way. He waited in the stall of a staff restroom until a guy in the same scrubs came in, then stepped out of the stall while the man was washing his hands, grabbed the back of his head, and slammed it down onto the edge of the sink.

“Move quick,” Jessie hissed at him. “If someone finds you now, it’s all over.”

After hurriedly dragging the unconscious man over to the janitorial closet and dumping him behind a bucket of mops, he took the man’s ID badge and keys and left. That made it much easier to move about the hospital. He wasn’t able to access any computers because he didn’t have a passcode. But it turned out there was a much simpler way to find out if Jessie was here. He simply followed the cops.

“Don’t freak out,” Jessie warned. “You belong here too. Just act normal.”

He got in an elevator with two of them, watched which button they pushed—the sixth floor—and subsequently hit the button for the fifth. He got out at his appointed floor, took the stairs one level up, opened the door, and peeked down the hallway.

Sure enough, there were two officers by the waiting area elevators and another one standing by the nurses station. That didn’t guarantee that he was on the right floor. They might be here to guard the serial killer. But it was worth investigating.

He stepped out into the hall and grabbed hold of a gurney resting along the wall. With his head down, he methodically moved along, trying to glance in every room he passed. But the actual heads of the beds were impossible to see from his angle, and getting closer to the doors to look would surely get him noticed.

Frustrated, he wondered if he’d made a mistake. He had walked into the lion’s den: a hospital full of cops, not to mention cameras everywhere. He’d left an unconscious orderly in a closet six floors below who would inevitably be missed. And when he was found, the whole hospital would probably go on lockdown. He was short on time and out of ideas.

“I knew you’d wuss out,” Jessie muttered with disgust. “You’ll use any excuse to fail, won’t you? Maybe look around for a half a second before giving up.”

That’s when he saw her. Mark had already had a close encounter with the woman just yesterday, only hours before he set the bomb in his ratty, Skid Row studio apartment. In fact, it was likely because of her that the cops had found the place.

Kat Gentry had nearly stumbled upon him on the street, and only his quick-thinking idea to pretend to be homeless had saved him from discovery. But now she was here, pacing in the sixth-floor waiting area. And if Kat Gentry was here, looking concerned, that meant Jessie Hunt was here too.

He was close now. He could almost taste justice being served.




 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE

 

 

Ash Pierce was working off a hunch.

As she stood in the dark alley across from the staff parking lot entrance to Cedars-Sinai Medical Center, she knew it might not pan out. Hannah could already be in the hospital by now. Or she might try to enter the place through the main entrance or the emergency room. But Ash doubted it.

No matter how concerned she was for her sister’s welfare, the girl wasn’t dumb. She knew an assassin was hunting her. That’s why she’d been in hiding in the first place. And Hannah also knew that Ash had the ability to access all kinds of databases and video surveillance feeds, including those at hospitals.

So, even in a panicky state, she would make some effort to get into the hospital via a route that would be harder to track. The staff entrance in the back of the hospital was still monitored by cameras, but Hannah might reasonably guess that her pursuer wouldn’t prioritize that feed. She’d be wrong.

Ash didn’t have time to set up online surveillance of the place, but she could go a more basic route, which is why she was standing under the awning of closed flower shop five hundred feet away, using binoculars to watch everyone who entered the staff entrance.

Twenty minutes and one very achy ankle later, she hit paydirt. A cab pulled up near the parking lot and a tall, young woman in a baseball cap clearly designed to hide her blonde hair got out. Unlike most of the other people who’d used the entrance at this ungodly hour, she wasn’t wearing scrubs.

The woman moved quickly toward the entrance, and Ash understood why. Two other women were walking in the same direction, and it looked like the one in the baseball cap was timing her arrival so that she'd reach the door just after the other two had opened it and gone in. It made sense, as that entrance required a badge swipe for access.

Sure enough, Cap Gal caught the door just before it closed. She gave one last glance behind her, then stepped inside. Luckily for Ash, that glance was all she needed. She already suspected she had her target, but now she was sure. Through the binoculars, there was no question who the woman was: Hannah Dorsey.

Ash shoved the binoculars in her backpack, pulled down the brim of her own baseball cap, and stepped out from the protective darkness of the flower shop awning.

She walked at first as she made her way across the street and then the parking lot. But eventually, her excitement got the better of her. Even though her ankle screamed with each step, she broke into a jog and then a full-on run. She was so close now. She could almost smell the metallic scent of Hannah's blood.

Soon, she'd breathe it in for real.

 




 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY SIX

 

 

Hannah had made a big mistake.

The choices that had put her in this position seemed reasonable at the time. Just a few minutes ago, when she reached the main lobby of the hospital, with the big bank of elevators, she saw four police officers situated at various points. There was no way to get to an elevator without being questioned by one of them.

Considering that by now, Rufus had likely figured out her intended destination and warned folks of her imminent arrival, she couldn’t just walk up and say hi. Whoever found her would almost certainly take her into custody until Rufus arrived. She had to find another way.

And there was an additional problem: she didn’t even know what floor Jessie was on, much less what room. She figured her best bet was to take the stairs up and look through windows to see which floor had cops posted there. That would be a good tip-off.

So she quickly turned back from the lobby and looked for signs directing her to the stairs. As she spun around, she slammed into someone. Her cap fell off her head as she grabbed the middle-aged woman, stopping her from hitting the ground.

“Sorry,” Hannah said. “Are you okay?”

“I think so,” the woman said. “Are you?”

“Yeah,” said, noting that the woman’s ID badge, pinned to her top, read: information center volunteer. “Actually, you might be the exact person I need. Can you direct me to the stairs for the upper floors?”

“They’re down the hall to the left,” the woman said, pointing her toward them before looking at her watch. “But it’s only 2:55 a.m. They’re off limits to non-hospital personnel until 8 a.m.. You’ll have to use the elevators.”

“Oh, okay,” Hannah said. “Then can you please tell me where the restroom is?”

“Those are down the same hall but to the right,” the woman told her before pointing to the ground. “Don’t forget your cap.”

“Thank you,” Hannah said, putting it back on and heading down the hallway.

She found the sign for the stairs and opened the door, which led down another long hallway, this one only minimally lit. She broke into a jog, noting a storage room before rounding a corner and passing the mechanical room, all before arriving at the door to the stairs. She pulled on the handle, but it was locked.

She sighed in frustration, realizing that she didn’t have anything to pick it with. Then she remembered the storage room, which might have something that could do the job, and started back down the hall. She’d only taken a few steps when she heard the sound of a closing door, followed by footsteps.

She wondered if it was the volunteer woman. Had she seen her go left to the stairs instead of right to the bathroom and decided to check up on her? Or maybe she said something to a cop who was doing his due diligence. Either way, getting discovered would upend all her efforts. She couldn't get to the storage room around the corner without being seen, so that left one option: the mechanical room.

She grabbed the door handle and prayed this one wasn’t locked too. To her amazement, it opened. Without waiting to question her luck, she stepped inside. She was on a metal stairwell that led down a level to an area that seemed like it belonged in a steampunk novel. To her right was a giant circuit breaker box behind a panel that read “electrical.”

She darted down the stairs and hurried along the gangplank. There were jets of steam shooting out from the tops of huge water heaters that extended up from the floor below, all of which had gauges she couldn’t understand. She had to be careful to avoid exposed pipes that she feared might burn her if she bumped into them.

She was just looking around for an exit sign that might show her a different way out when she heard the distinct sound of the door at the top of the stairwell. Had the woman heard her come in here? Was she really following her? Was a cop? If so, would she get busted for trespassing? Obviously, that wasn’t her primary concern, but it wouldn’t help matters either.

Suddenly, her thoughts were interrupted by what sounded like a gunshot, followed moments later by a second one. All at once, the lights flickered and went out. She was consumed by total darkness.  

After a couple of seconds, the emergency lighting kicked in, offering just enough dull illumination for her to see the general contours of the objects around her. And then she heard a voice cut through the hissing steam, clanking pipes, and shadowy half-light.

“Oh Hannah! I bet you didn’t expect to hear from me again anytime soon. But it’s time for a little reunion. Did you miss me?”

Hannah would recognize that voice anywhere. It was the one that haunted her dreams on the few occasions where she actually managed to fall asleep for a few hours.

It was the voice of Ash Pierce.




 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN

 

 

Jessie tried not to groan.

She was waiting for Ryan to come back with the nurse, who would hopefully increase her dose of morphine. Just inhaling and exhaling was now making her back burn. He returned seconds later with the nurse, who immediately came over.

“I understand you’re struggling a bit,” she said.

“That’s an understatement.”

“We’re supposed to wait until the top of the hour to administer your next dose,” the nurse said. “Do you think you can hold out?”

“What time is it now?” Jessie asked.

“2:57 a.m.”

Jessie’s expression must have been answer enough because the nurse quickly changed her tune.

“I guess three minutes isn’t that big a deal,” she said in a hushed voice, as if someone might tell on her.

“Once that’s kicked in, do you mind if a few folks poke their heads in?” Ryan asked. “They’ve been wanting to see you for hours now.”

“Who?” Jessie wanted to know.

“Kat and Dr. Lemmon,” he said. “Grover’s been waiting out there too.”

Jessie immediately felt guilty, imagining the group of them huddled anxiously outside her room.

“You can let them in now,” she said. “I’ll muddle through.”

He opened the door and beckoned for the three of them to enter. Janice Lemmon came in first. She was still using her cane for support in the aftermath of a herniated disc, but otherwise seemed to be recovering well from the injuries she sustained only a day and a half ago at the hands of a crazed man who’d gone on a psychiatrist killing spree. The bandages on her forearms were from cuts she’d sustained during the attack. But neither them nor the disc issue seemed to slow her down as she came over to the bed.

Next to enter was Kat. Other than the concerned look on her face, she appeared to be in good shape, though her bleary eyes indicated just how tired she must be. Standing a few steps behind her was Gila Jabarin. Ryan hadn't mentioned that she'd be coming in, too, but it made sense. Her job was to go where Kat went, no matter what. Unlike her protectee, Gila’s eyes were fully alert.

Last to come in was Grover, who paused a moment before entering. Jessie understood why when she caught a glimpse of a uniformed officer positioned just outside the door. The man must have been assigned to provide additional security. Apparently, Grover was giving him instructions.

Once he was done he came in too, closed the door firmly, and walked over, moving past all three women. He had an unusual look on his face, one Jessie had never seen before and couldn’t quite place.

“I’m so sorry,” he said, looking down at her.

Then she understood the expression. It was guilt.

“What?” she said, confused.

"I failed you completely," he told her. "My one job was to stick close to you and keep you safe in an inherently dangerous environment, and I did about as bad a job as possible."

“Are you kidding?” she said. “You were assigned to protect a person who deliberately put herself in harm’s way repeatedly, including using herself as bait for a serial killer. No, Grover, I put you in a terrible position. I may be the worst client of all time.”

"First of all," he said. "You are nowhere near the worst client I've had. Secondly, thank you for your generosity of spirit. I hope to justify it by doing a reputable job here at the hospital. In fact, I was about to go review procedures with the new officer outside who was just assigned to your room. There was just a shift change, and this one needs to be properly briefed. Do you mind if I step out?”

“Of course not,” she said, “but before you do, have you had any word from Rufus?”

He nodded.

“I actually reached out to him,” he explained. “As you well know, we agreed to avoid communication, but I felt an update was in order in light of the seriousness of your situation. I gave him the basics so he could pass them along to Hannah. In retrospect, it was probably a mistake. It’s not like they could come visit or do anything to help. Regardless, we only spoke for a minute.”

“So you don’t know how she’s doing?”

“If there was anything dramatic to report, he would have done so,” Grover said. “No update is usually a good thing in a circumstance like this. I’m going to head back out there now.”

Once he left, Lemmon moved closer and put her hand on Jessie’s.

“I understand you’ve been keeping busy,” she said.

Jessie smiled, trying not to giggle.

“I get bored so easily,” she replied.

"Yes, well, because of your need for speed, you're about to get very bored," Lemmon said. "I can tell you from recent experience in this facility that the television viewing options here are unsatisfactory, and the reading material leaves a lot to be desired. Not to mention that the constant intrusions for blood draws and blood pressure checks make for less than ideal sleeping conditions.”

“I’ll keep my expectations in check then,” Jessie assured her before focusing her attention on Kat. “How are you doing?”

“Mostly very angry at you for being so relentlessly stubborn,” her friend said.

“This is funny to hear,” Gila volunteered gruffly, “as you are equally stubborn to the woman you criticize.”

Kat looked over at her bodyguard in exasperation.

“This is supposed to be a heartfelt moment between friends, Gila,” she complained. “No one asked for running commentary from the least sentimental person in the history of the world.”

Gila shrugged unabashedly but said nothing more. Just then, Grover slipped back into the room, taking up his usual, unobtrusive position in the corner. Jessie suspected that Kat wished Gila had the same philosophy.

“Anyway,” Kat said, returning her attention to Jessie, “I believe I was in the middle of trying to make you feel as bad emotionally as you look physically.”

“You’re off to a great start,” Jessie assured her.

“I guess I’ll lay off for a day or two,” Kat offered. “Speaking of physically, how are you doing?”

“Actually, the nurse just upped my morphine drip,” Jessie said, “so I’m doing better than two minutes ago. The pain in my back has gone from screaming down to just moaning. My shoulder is only whining now. And the little man in my head with the jackhammer seems to have taken a lunch break. So you know, I’m super.”

“Cool,” Kat replied, “so you want to join me for a run tomorrow morning? You usually do five miles, right?”

“That’s right,” Jessie said. “Why don’t you go out to the track at say, 6 a.m. I’ll meet you there.”

“Is that a promise?” Kat asked, grinning.

Before Jessie could come up with a comeback, there was a knock on the door. Jessie could see the officer through the window. Grover moved over swiftly and opened it slightly.

“Mr. Nix,” the young cop said. “There’s a man being held by the elevator saying he needs to speak to you. He claims he works for you, says his name’s Harrington.”

“Let him in,” Grover instructed.

The officer gave the order over the radio.

Jessie exchanged a look with her bodyguard. If Rufus and Hannah had come here without any warning call, something serious must have happened. Ten seconds later, Rufus stepped inside the room, but he was alone. He looked desperate.

“Where’s Hannah?” Jessie demanded.

Rufus’s expression immediately went from worried to crestfallen.

“She’s not here?” he asked. “I was sure she would be.”

“Explain, Rufus,” Grover barked.

“After your call, I told her what happened and she was understandably upset,” he said. “But I managed to calm her down, or so I thought. I went to get a board game to play. But in the two minutes that I was upstairs, she took cash from my wallet, as well as my phone, and bailed. I had no way to contact you. So I got in the car and searched the area, but pretty quickly I decided that there was only one place she would run off to like that: here—to see her sister. I thought for sure I’d find her in this room.”

Jessie had listened to his story with increasing horror. Even the morphine coursing through her veins couldn’t keep the panic at bay.

“Your assumption that she’d come here makes sense,” Kat said calmly, showing remarkable composure. “If she only had a few minutes’ head start, maybe she hasn’t gotten here yet. She would have had to secure a ride. That could have taken a while.”

“Right,” Ryan agreed, also moving straight into problem-solving mode. “I’m going down to the lobby and coordinate with all the teams on site. I’ll distribute Hannah’s photo and have anyone who sees her immediately take her into custody and bring her here. Once she’s secure, we’ll lock down the whole floor until we can get her back to the safe house. I’ll be back once we’re all squared away.”

With that, he bolted out the door.

“What makes him think she’ll go back willingly?” Rufus asked after Ryan had left, clearly at his wit’s end.

Lemmon took that one.

“Because once she’s had a chance to see her sister and feel reassured that she’s safe, she’ll listen to reason,” the doctor explained, “especially if Jessie insists she go back.”

“Listen,” Jessie said, speaking for the first time, now that she felt she could reply without becoming overwhelmed by the fear she felt for her sister, “I’m sure every officer that Ryan assigns to this job will give it their all, but that’s not good enough for me. You know she’s not going to walk through the front door of the hospital. She’s going to try to sneak in and get past the cops that she assumes won’t let her up here.”

“So what are you saying?” Kat asked.”

“You have to think like her to find her,” Jessie said, “That’s why I want the people who know her looking for her. That means you guys—Kat and Rufus.”

Rufus looked over at Grover.

“Are you okay with that?”

His boss nodded reluctantly.

“Yes,” he said. “You take one entrance. Kat—you can try another, but Gila will be right beside you. I’ll stay here in case she somehow gets past everyone. We don’t need a cop up here inadvertently taking a shot at her if she starts running toward the room. Go now.”

They left, leaving Jessie alone with Grover and Dr. Lemmon.

“I’d go too,” Lemmon said with a smile, “but I worry that I’d make the rest of them look bad.”

“I’m sure you would,” Jessie said, trying desperately to tap into the woman’s endless good humor as a way to maintain her sanity. “Better you hang out here with me. You don’t want to shake their confidence.”

“I’m going to step out for a minute to update the officers on this floor to the situation,” Grover told them both. “I guess I don’t need to tell the two of you not to go anywhere.”

“Actually, you do,” Lemmon said, pretending to be offended. “I’m older, but I’m not incapacitated.”

“Many apologies,” Grover said, too stressed to pick up on teasing tone. “I’ll be right back.”

“Thank goodness they’re all gone,” Lemmon said once he left, “now we finally dive into that gossip session I’ve always wanted to have with you.”

“Dr. Lemmon,” Jessie said, finding that she just couldn’t maintain the charade under the circumstances, “I know you’re trying to keep things light so that I don’t completely lose it, but it’s not working. Hannah is out there somewhere, unprotected, and there’s a trained assassin looking for her. Until this is resolved, I’m not going to be the best hang.”

Lemmon looked to be thinking of some comeback that might change Jessie’s mind, but before she could come up with anything, the lights went out, along with all the medical monitors in the room. A few seconds later, a dull emergency light flickered to life, casting the room in pale illumination.

Jessie looked through the small window in the door and saw that the lights in the hall were out too. Despite all the meds she’d been pumped with, a prickly sensation passed through her. She looked at Lemmon through the semi-darkness and knew the doctor was thinking the same thing that Jessie said aloud.

“Something’s wrong.”




 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT

 

 

Mark Haddonfield waited impatiently in the medication room.

He glanced at the clock on the wall. It was almost 3 a.m., and this damn hospital was like Grand Central Station. 

He hadn’t intended to end up in here, but a cop had rounded the corner at the end of the hallway and started walking toward him. Just then, a nurse stepped out of the medication room as Mark passed by with the gurney. He quickly slid in before the door closed and scurried to the back of the room.

It turned out to be a blessing in disguise. In this room were all kinds of drugs, including several sedatives, which were kept in a locked cabinet with windows. He used his phone to look up how each one worked and discovered that one in particular might be of use to him: Brevital Sodium.

The drug was intended to induce sleep before surgery or a medical procedure, but used as a blunt instrument, it might also work to simply incapacitate the person injected. Mark thought that if he could get close enough to someone, he could simply inject them with the Brevital, disabling them. It certainly seemed like a cleaner option than coming at his target with a knife, especially when that target was an armed police officer.

So he broke open the cabinet, loaded up a half dozen needles with what the internet said was a good dose of the stuff, set them on a metal tray, then placed a small towel over the tray. He peeked out the window of the medication room and when the coast was clear, he stepped out, put the tray on the gurney, and continued down the hall as if he was just another orderly hard at work.

He passed the nurses station and glanced down the hall to the room where he knew Jessie was staying. He had watched Kat Gentry try to enter the room earlier, only to be rebuffed by the officer at the door. Nearby at the time was Jessie’s longtime psychiatrist, Dr. Janice Lemmon, who also seemed to be waiting to go in.

Right now, there was no one outside the room other than the officer on guard duty, who was different from the one he’d seen before. There were still two other cops in the waiting area, but they were more focused on the elevators than what was going on behind them.

Mark paused at the edge of the hallway, pretending to study a file that he’d swiped from outside a patient’s room a few minutes ago. He was trying to determine how best to approach Jessie’s room without drawing the suspicion of the cop guarding it.

“You don’t have to figure anything out,” Jessie told him condescendingly. “The door is right there. You are less than a hundred feet from her. Just push the damn gurney that way, inject the cop, and drag him inside the room with you. Then you can teach her the lesson that she so richly deserves to learn.”

Mark knew she was right. There was no excuse to wait any longer. He just had to move. He started pushing the gurney again but stopped cold when Jessie’s door opened. Kat Gentry and another woman he didn’t recognize burst out and ran along the hallway toward the elevators. They were followed moments later by a man that Mark also didn’t recognize. All three of them took the first available elevator downstairs.

The elevator doors had barely closed when someone else came out of Jessie's room. He was a capable-looking man in his forties. He spoke to the cop outside Jessie's door for a moment, then dashed down the hall and spoke to the officers at the elevators. As he did, Mark pushed the gurney along so that he was now in the same hallway as Jessie’s room. He could hear the man, who had a British accent, explaining the situation to the cops.

"If you see this girl," he said, holding up an image on his phone, "bring her to the room immediately. She's the subject's sister and likely wants to see her. She's not a threat but could be in danger herself, so she might try to sneak past you. Be alert."

After the officers assured him that they would be, the British man turned and started back down the hall to Jessie's room. He was about to pass by Mark, who had his back to him when the lights suddenly went out. It sounded like every machine in the place did too.

“This is your chance,” Jessie hissed. “Take advantage of it. Use the syringe to take this guy out!”

“What the hell?” the British man said, looking around. He turned to Mark. “Do you know what’s going on here?”

Mark looked up at him.

“No idea,” he said as he plunged the needle into the man’s abdomen.

The British man’s eyes widened, and Mark could have sworn that it wasn’t just from surprise. It seemed that the man might recognize him. The man simultaneously opened his mouth and reached for what Mark assumed was a sidearm. But before he could get any words out or grab his gun, Mark had injected him with the syringe in his other hand.

The man’s hand fell to his side and his legs wobbled. Mark managed to catch him before he fell and ease him onto the gurney. He quickly pushed the thing into the first available room, a janitorial closet. As he closed and locked the door, the lights flickered briefly, and a dull light came on in the closet. It allowed him to see that the man’s eyes, unlike his limp body, were bouncing around wildly.

“Closet,” the man started to yell before Mark punched him in the jaw. That didn’t stop the man, who shouted, “he’s dressed as an order—!”

Mark punched him three more times in the mouth, then clamped his hand over it as he reached for a rag on the shelf. The man, dazed but still conscious, managed to bite his hand hard. Mark fought off a yowl as he took the rag and shoved it into the guy's mouth. The Brit immediately tried to spit it out.

“Stop,” Mark ordered, pushing the rag back down. “I’m trying not to kill anyone other than her tonight, but you’re making it very hard. Just lie here and let events unfold. That’s how you survive.”

The man stared at him for a second, his eyes fluttering as the drug overcame him, then resumed trying to spit the rag out. Mark pulled out the tray with the remaining four syringes from under the man and grabbed one. He was about to jam it into the man’s neck, regardless of what it might do, when Jessie stopped him.

“Don’t,” she ordered. “You’ll need the rest of those for the cop outside her room and anyone who’s still in there with her.”

“You’re right,” he agreed. “So how do I handle this guy?”

The British man glanced around the room, then looked at him with a confused, dull-eyed expression.

“Use your fists some more,” Jessie suggested. “They were working pretty well before.”

“But he looks like he’s almost out,” Mark objected, “and I don’t want to hurt my hands.”

“Then wrap some rags around them,” Jessie ordered. “You’re about to disembowel Jessie Hunt. Are you too weak to throw a few punches beforehand?”

“Don’t talk to me that way!” he demanded.

“Then don’t be such a little bitch!” she shot back.

“I’m not a bitch,” Mark insisted.

On the gurney in front of him, the man, fighting desperately to stay awake, wore an expression of shock. He’d even stopped trying to spit out the rag. Mark didn’t appreciate the disdain in his bleary eyes. He quickly wrapped his fists in rags and began punching. He didn’t stop until the man lost consciousness, though he wasn’t sure if that was a result of his blows or the drug.

“Good,” Jessie told him as he peeled off the bloody rags, “Now get moving. You don’t know how long you’ll have to get this done.”

As if in response to her warning, Mark heard a whirring sound, and the lights got a little brighter.

“The hospital generators must be kicking in,” he muttered.

“Then go,” Jessie demanded. “This is your chance, while the place is in chaos, and everyone is trying to figure out what happened. Use the moment.”

Mark nodded, grabbing the four remaining syringes, shoving them in the pocket of the orderly scrubs, and opening the door of the closet. He locked it from the inside, then closed it and started down the hall toward the cop. He held out the patient file in front of him, as if he was studying it, oblivious to the officer camped out less than eighty feet away. 

“Remember,” Jessie whispered. “He thinks you work here. Use that to get close. Then move fast. He won’t know what hit him. And neither will Jessie Hunt.”

Mark liked the sound of that and had to use all his willpower not to grin as he limped down the hall, ever closer to his prey.




 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY NINE

 

 

“This can’t be a coincidence,” Jessie said quietly.

“What do you mean?” Dr. Lemmon asked from the visitor’s chair she’d settled into once the generators kicked in.

“I mean, Rufus bursts in here saying that Hannah has bailed on him, then moments later, the power goes out. How often does that happen in a hospital?”

“You’re not suggesting that your sister manipulated the electrical system of an entire hospital, putting hundreds of patients at risk, so that she could more easily get to you?” Lemmon asked, horrified.

“No,” Jessie answered, “but someone else who might have followed her here wouldn’t think twice about it.”

Lemmon silently contemplated that idea for a moment before getting to her feet.

“That’s a theory that I’ll ponder while I take a small lavatory break,” she said as she grabbed her cane and carefully made her way over to the bathroom door. “That is assuming the toilets still work.”

She stepped into the bathroom and closed the door behind her, leaving Jessie alone with her troubled thoughts. But not for long. Just seconds later, the door opened. Jessie looked up to see the young officer guarding the room facing her. She immediately knew something was wrong.

His face was droopy, and he looked like he was fighting off sleep. His body was slumped against the doorframe like a marionette. He opened his mouth to speak but couldn’t seem to form words. Then his whole body careened forward, and he landed hard on the floor. His head bounced on the surface once before resting still. Standing behind him was a tall, young orderly with black hair. He stepped inside and closed the door behind him.

Jessie didn’t need to hear the orderly speak a word to know who he was. Even bedridden and pumped up with morphine, she could identify the man dragging the officer’s inert body over to the door and using it to block entry. A shiver of fear managed to spike through the numbness and pain she was feeling as she realized: Mark Haddonfield had finally found her.

"You can take off the wig, Mark," she told him, hoping her voice didn't betray the anxiety that was twisting in and around her body.

“Thanks, Ms. Hunt,” he said, standing upright again after lodging the officer squarely against the base of the door, which had no lock. He pulled off the black wig and tossed it at the foot of Jessie’s bed, where it landed next to her feet. “I felt really silly wearing it, but you know, desperate times call for desperate measures.”

“I do know,” Jessie agreed. “Clearly you must have felt desperate if you had to cut off the power to the whole hospital. I know you wanted to get to me, but putting all these innocent people at risk feels excessive.”

Haddonfield smiled at her warmly, as if he was genuinely happy to be engaging with her.

“I wish I could take credit for that,” he said. “But I have to admit that it’s just a happy coincidence, albeit one that allowed me to get the jump on your British friend out there. He seemed really surprised when I jammed him with those syringes.”

Jessie did her best to keep her expression neutral.

“Is he dead?” she asked.

“I don’t think so,” Mark told her. “Unlss I gave him too much of the juice. When I left him, he was zonked out, just like our officer friend on the floor here. Of course, prior to that, I had to beat him up pretty good to shut his mouth. He bit me, you know? Very rude.”

As he spoke, Jessie tried to think. She knew what Haddonfield’s endgame was, but she wasn’t sure if he wanted to drag out the process or just get it over with. The months of mayhem and murder he’d engaged in suggested that he wanted this moment to last. But she doubted that any attempt to distract him would work for too long. Still, she had to try. In her current condition, she didn’t have any other choice.

“You must be so disappointed,” she told him.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“It’s just that you spent all this time sending me coded messages,” she explained, “trying to match wits with me and strike fear in my heart. And now, when you finally get in the same room with me, I’m laid up like this, unable to offer you the challenge you were probably hoping for.”

“I’ll muddle through,” he replied.

“I’m sure you will, but I can’t imagine that this is how you pictured our reunion,” she pressed. “I certainly didn’t. I figured you’d somehow get into my home, and we’d be bantering in my kitchen while holding kitchen knives. This feels so…anticlimactic.”

Haddonfield was staring at her intently as she spoke, but then something seemed to distract him as he glanced off to the side.

“I know,” he muttered under his breath, before returning his attention to her. “She says that you’re just trying to distract me, to delay the inevitable.”

“Who says that?” Jessie asked.

Haddonfield offered her a ghastly, twisted smile.

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” he replied. “But I think you’d find that you have a lot in common.”

“Do you have an imaginary friend, Mark?” she asked, hoping the question would irritate him just enough to make him want to justify himself, but not so much that he’d want to attack her outright.

He glanced off to the side again, but this time only for a moment.

“Let’s focus on you, Ms. Hunt,” he said, regaining his focus. “I think it’s time you accept responsibility for your crimes.”

“Crimes?” she repeated.

“What would you call it when you abandoned a vulnerable young man, lost in a new city, at a new school?” he demanded. “Imagine a student so excited to learn profiling under your tutelage that he transferred universities just to take your seminar. Then imagine him being shut out of your class because of the bureaucratic hurdles you put in his way. Recall how you promised to get him into your class and then ignored him after that, not even showing up at office hours to discuss it. Remember how you went on sabbatical weeks later, leaving him no opportunity to take your class at all. Now he’s screwed—stuck in an unfamiliar place, with no friends, no support system, few financial resources, and no academic future. Imagine how a young man in that situation would deal with your hypocrisy and cruelty. You left me no choice but to get your attention.”

Jessie was dumbfounded. And even though she knew she shouldn’t poke the bear, the question in her head escaped her lips anyway.

“Are you really saying you killed five innocent people because you couldn’t get into my seminar at UCLA?”

The look of triumph on his face disappeared, replaced by something closer to fury.

“You’re mocking me?” he challenged, “after everything you put me through? After the shame I’ve suffered at your hands? After your sister did this to my leg? After you repeatedly messed with my head? Don’t you think you deserve this?”

Before Jessie could offer a response, he looked off to the side again, as if listening to the opinion of someone else he believed to be in the room.

“She says you have it coming,” he said. “She says you’ve stalled long enough and that if I don’t follow through, I’m not worthy of my mission, that I don’t deserve to take your place. And you know what? She’s right. I gave you a chance to take me under your wing, to let me be your protégé, but you rejected the opportunity. Now you have to pay the price. Time to take your medicine, Ms. Hunt.”

Then he stopped talking and started moving toward her.




 

 

 


CHAPTER FORTY

 

 

Hannah hid behind the large boiler in the back of the mechanical room.

She’d darted back there almost the moment after Ash Pierce had started taunting her. In the dim emergency light of the room, she thought it would take some time for Pierce to work her way back to Hannah’s hiding spot.

She could hear the woman walking slowly down the metal stairs and stop at the gangplank that extended above the open level below. For several seconds there was no sound other than the hiss of steam, the pings of aged pipes and her own beating heart. Then a loud whirring kicked in, and additional lights flickered on. Suddenly, Hannah's hiding spot felt much more exposed.

“That’ll be the generators starting up,” Pierce called out. “The hospital has to have a backup system so all their patients don’t die at once. Can you imagine some poor woman in a coma, attached to a breathing machine that just stopped working? The idea is horrific, don’t you think?”

Hannah glanced around, looking for anything she could use to defend herself, but there was nothing.

"Listen, Hannah," Pierce said, her voice sing-songy. She seemed to be loving this. “We’ve both been waiting a long time for this moment. Let’s not ruin it by having you cower in some corner. I’m going to find you eventually. Why not just come out and face the music?”

Hannah wondered if the woman truly expected her to reveal herself or if this was all part of her elaborate game.

“I get it,” Pierce continued, “you don’t want to just step into the light and have me gun you down, so I’ll make it a fair fight. No gun at all. I’m going to put it down so we can go at this clean with no special advantage for me.”

Hannah peeked through a tiny gap in the boiler’s elaborate piping and watched as Pierce placed her gun on the ground, then kicked it about ten feet along the gangplank, well out of reach. But it was too far to get to. Hannah was twice that distance from the weapon. If she tried to run out and grab it, the assassin would easily be able to reach it first and fire off several shots before Hannah got close.

“Still too scared?” Pierce taunted. “Come on, you took me down when we were out in the desert. Afraid you won’t match up without a police baton to whack me over the head with? You know, I still get headaches from that crack you gave me. Not very nice at all, Hannah.”

Pierce didn’t seem to really expect her to come out. She was having a ball messing with her, fully aware there was nowhere to go. Hannah was still debating what she could possibly do when she heard the distinct sound of the mechanical room door opening. Pierce stopped talking.

“Hannah, are you in here?” shouted Kat Gentry’s familiar voice.

Through the pipes, Hannah saw Pierce’s face curl into a nasty grin. She was sure the assassin would go after her gun, but instead she darted off behind a nearby water heater.

“Hannah?” Kat called out again.

“Hurt,” Pierce moaned in a voice that vaguely approximated Hannah’s, “help!”

“Hold on, I’m coming,” Kat shouted back, starting down the stairs.

Hannah watched in horror, picturing the inevitable outcome if she didn’t do something now. Kat, who still moved tentatively these days, even after recovering from her wounds at Pierce’s hands, would have no warning that she was walking into a trap staged by the same woman. Hannah had no choice.

“Stop,” she yelled as loud as she could, hoping to be heard over the steam and clang of the room, “Ash Pierce is down here too!”

But she was too late. Kat had already reached the bottom of the stairs. She was just stepping onto the gangplank when Pierce leapt out at her. Kat barely had time to raise her arms to block the blow from her attacker. With unexpected speed and precision, she countered, throwing a forearm shiver that nailed Pierce in the chest, sending her stumbling back.

The hitwoman recovered quickly, squaring up as Kat reached for her gun. But Pierce was too quick, slamming into her just as she removed it from her holster. They both smashed into a water heater behind Kat, and the gun fell, dropping helplessly into a pit of pipes at the base of the heater. The two women bounced off the heater and landed in a pile together on the gangplank.

Hannah stepped out from behind the giant boiler. This was her chance to get the gun. Pierce was still closer to it, but she was busy, consumed in a brutal frenzy of flying fists, elbows, and knees that Hannah couldn’t distinguish as belonging to one woman or the other.

She kept half an eye on the fight as she dashed over to the gun. She was only steps away from it when Pierce broke free of the clench with Kat and leapt for it too. Hannah dove to the floor at the same time and felt herself collide into the hitwoman. She lost sight of the gun but felt an arm wrap around her neck and start to cut off her airflow.

Despite the panicky feeling that started to overcome her, she looked over her shoulder and saw that Ash Pierce was kneeling on the ground over her, trying to get a better angle to choke the life out her. The gun was nowhere to be found.

Then something smashed into Pierce’s head from behind. The killer’s grip on Hannah’s neck released and she ripped free to see the woman lying dazed on the grated, metal floor. Right behind her, also on her back, was Kat. It was clear what had happened: Kat had flung herself at Pierce, feet first, and kicked her in the head before landing hard on the floor.

She moaned but didn't allow the pain to prevent her from rolling over and getting to her feet. She stepped toward Pierce, who was clearly dazed, shaking her head as if there was a pebble in it that she couldn't get out.

“Get back,” she ordered to Hannah as she grabbed Pierce’s arm and started to twist it behind her back.

Something in her tone was new. There was a confidence in her voice, an assurance in her movements that told Hannah that Kat Gentry was no longer at the mercy of what Pierce had done to her. Right now, in this moment, She was taking charge of her destiny.

Hannah did as she was instructed, moving away to give Kat more room to operate. But in the blink of an eye, before she could even speak, Pierce pulled out a knife from a sheath that Hannah hadn’t noticed until now, spun out of Kat’s grip and ended up behind her, holding her in place with her left arm as she lifted the knife over her head with her right.

Hannah was too far away to help. She could only watch the blade, glimmering in the generator-supported light, hover over Kat’s head. Just as it was about to come down, a voice bellowed from the stairs.

“Stop or die!”




 

 

 


CHAPTER FORTY ONE

 

 

Hannah looked up to see Gila Jabarin standing on the stairs, her gun pointed at Pierce. Hannah was briefly relieved, but the feeling dissipated immediately as she realized that with Kat blocking Pierce’s body, it would require a near perfect shot to take the assassin out. Pierce seemed to understand the same thing because she quickly brought the knife within a centimeter of Kat’s throat.

"Drop the gun," she demanded, "or this one is done. Even a headshot might not save her if I twitch funny."

“Shoot her!” Kat yelled.

Hannah wondered if she might be able to throw herself at Pierce from behind and change the dynamic. But she feared that would just increase than chance that the woman would slit Kat’s throat. Gila seemed to make a similar calculation because she lifted her gun in the air above her head.

“I will drop the gun,” she said, “But then you must try me instead. I have heard about you, Ash Pierce—how dangerous you are. But you have never tested yourself against the best. Try me.”

“Israeli?” Pierce asked, intrigued. “Special Forces, I assume?”

“Something like that,” Gila acknowledged.

“Okay,” Pierce said. “Toss the gun off the gangplank and we can have some fun.”

“It will not be fun for you,” Gila told her, flinging the gun down. It clattered loudly as it hit the cement floor one level down.

Even as it was still echoing through the room, Pierce threw Kat headfirst against a large, exposed pipe, smashing her head into it. She crumpled to the ground in a heap.

“I didn’t stab her,” Pierce said as if it was some great act of mercy, before walking toward the bodyguard, “but I am going to stab you.”

Hannah tore her eyes away from the women and rushed over to Kat. Her head was bleeding, but she was conscious. Her eyes fluttered before trying unsuccessfully to focus on Hannah. She was in rough shape.

“You’re going to be okay,” Hannah promised, cradling Kat’s head in her hands.

Her attention was pulled away by the sound of the fight just twenty feet from her. She looked up to see Pierce taking measured swings at Gila with the knife. The bodyguard avoided them, bobbing and weaving, knocking the hitwoman’s arms away when they got too close.

They parried like that for several seconds before Pierce dipped in and got Gila with a slice on her left forearm. The bodyguard didn’t even glance down, her eyes still fixed on her attacker. Pierce lunged forward again, narrowly missing Gila, who sidestepped her at the last second.

In one fluid motion, Gila grabbed hold of the hand holding the knife and thrust it forward, slamming it into a pipe. The knife shot out of Pierce’s hand and flew back in the opposite direction. Hannah lost sight of it, though she heard it clang on the gangplank. Her focus was on the women.

Pierce broke free of Gila’s grip, but the act made her lose her balance slightly. As she regrouped, Gila hit her in the face with a combination of punches, then slid under a flailing, missed blow from Pierce, and grabbed her from behind, getting her in a headlock.

Pierce was clearly disoriented, but the desperation of her situation seemed to give her a panicked strength as she flung herself backward wildly. Gila didn't expect it and stumbled back. Their shared momentum sent them toward another pipe. Gila's back collided with it, and Hannah heard a scorching sound. She saw that the pipe was exposed and realized what she was hearing was Gila's skin being burned.

The bodyguard shouted in pain, and her grip on Pierce loosened enough for the hitwoman to break free. Without looking back, Pierce kicked behind her at Gila, hitting her square in the abdomen. Gila tumbled backward. Hannah realized that the force of the kick was going to send Gila toppling off the gangplank entirely to the cement floor ten feet below. There was no time to warn her.

Sure enough, Gila spilled over the edge. She managed to grab the side of the grated gangplank floor with her right hand and cling on for dear life. Hannah looked down and saw that Gila wasn’t just dangling over the floor on the level below, but over a tangle of equipment that looked like it could impale her. The bodyguard managed to get her left hand on the gangplank grate too but the blood from her forearm, where Pierce had cut her, was dripping down into her face.

That was a minor concern compared to what happened next. Pierce was still shaking her head as if she'd gotten water trapped in her ear, but that didn't stop her from advancing on Gila. All it would take was a few smashes from her boots on the bodyguard's fingers to send her falling into the metal jungle below.

That’s when Hannah noticed the knife. It was lying on the gangplank about halfway between her and Pierce. That must have been where it landed after Gila knocked it out of Pierce’s hand. Hoping she wasn’t making a terrible mistake, she shouted as loud as she could.

“Hey Bitch! What about me? Did you forget why you’re here?”

Ash Pierce stopped in her tracks, just feet from Gila’s suspended body. Slowly, she turned around. When she saw Hannah standing there, the assassin offered her a giant, bloody-toothed grin.

“I admire your spunk, Hannah,” she said, before spitting out some bloody saliva. “If I didn’t have to kill you, I think I could really start to like you.”

Hannah didn’t give a damn what Ash Pierce thought of her. Now that the assassin’s attention was no longer on Gila, her goal had been accomplished. She knew that Pierce’s overconfident familiarity wouldn’t last long and decided now was her only chance to take advantage of it.

Without responding, she darted forward toward the knife lying on the gangplank grate. She saw Pierce look down and register the weapon for the first time. She rushed forward too, closing the distance between them fast.

Hannah threw herself to the floor and got there first, grabbing the hilt of the knife. Her momentum sent her rolling over onto her back, just as Pierce arrived, landing on top of her, smashing down on Hannah’s chest and squishing the air out of her.

Hannah clung to the knife as she gasped desperately for breath. Pierce, straddling her now, wrapped her hands around Hannah’s and tried to rip the knife free, but her bloody, sweaty fingers slipped off. Rather than try again, she punched Hannah in the midsection. Hannah gasped again but gripped the knife tightly.

“Just so you know,” Pierce spat, leering down at her with rage-filled eyes, “once I’m done with you, I’m going after your sister next.”

But as the words left her lips, her hand shot up to her forehead her face contorted in obvious agony. Hannah looked at the woman above her, who had tried to kill her, to torture and kill Kat, and now threatened to do the same to Jessie. The fury she felt coalesced into one simple directive that echoed through her brain: end this.

Almost without instruction, her right hand rose up hard and fast and jammed the blade of the knife into the side of Ash Pierce’s neck. It pierced her flesh just above the collarbone and embedded there even after Hannah released her grip.

Pierce looked down at her, dumbfounded, even as a scream escaped her lips. The sound quickly became garbled as blood filled her throat and shot out of her mouth. More blood spewed out of the wound, down onto Hannah.

As Pierce clutched at the knife, Hannah shoved the woman off her and rolled away to the side. She watched in horror as the assassin pulled the knife out of her neck with one hand and used the other as a makeshift bandage, pressing down on the gaping hole left behind while blood flowed through her fingers. Despite all that, she stood up and took a step forward.

Hannah scrambled to her feet but found that she couldn’t do much more. Her ribs were screaming, and she could barely catch her breath. Pierce took another step forward, but Hannah held her ground, less out of bravery than exhaustion.

Then she sensed movement to her right and glanced over. Kat had somehow gotten to her feet and was now standing beside her with a determined look on her face. Her hands were out, ready to fight. She seemed oblivious to her bleeding forehead.

A moment later, Gila appeared to Hannah's left. She curled her raw fingers into fists and assumed a combat posture. The three women stood there, a united front, waiting for Pierce's next move. The assassin paused for a second to take them in.

“I still like my odds,” she muttered, her words hard to understand because of her voice’s raspy wetness.

She lunged forward, the knife high in her hand. Both Kat and Gila stepped in front of Hannah to create a human wall as the knife came down. Then a shot rang out and Pierce flew backward, landing on the metal grate. A hole in the right side of her chest began to fill with blood.

Hannah looked behind her. Rufus Harrington was at the top of the stairs, his gun still pointed at Pierce. She turned back around to Pierce, whose expression could best be described as bewildered. She seemed not to believe that she was in this position, lying on the floor, with everyone she’d tried to kill standing over her.

Her fingers fumbled as she tried to re-grip the knife, as if she was trying get a better grasp on it to come at them again. Gargling gasps, more animal than human, came from her throat. Then all at once they stopped. At the same time, her fingers released their grip on the knife, and it dropped from her hand, gently landing on the grate and making a soft “ping” like a bell going off.

Hannah, who realized she'd been holding her breath this whole time, exhaled.




 

 

 


CHAPTER FORTY TWO

 

 

Jessie felt helpless.

As Mark Haddonfield hobbled toward her, she wracked her brain for anything she could say that might hold him off, but she came up empty. He was at the foot of her bed when her cell phone buzzed. She glanced over to where it was sitting on the bedside table but couldn’t see who the call was from.

“Let me help,” Haddonfield said, glancing at the screen. “It looks like it’s from your friend, Kat. I’m sure whatever she has to say is super important. Unfortunately, you’ll never get a chance to find out what she wanted to tell you. I wonder if there’s something soothing about that.”

“About what?” Jessie asked, flailing for anything to delay the inevitable.

“Knowing that you don’t ever have to worry about voicemails or meetings or any of that stuff ever again. Where you’re going, all you’ll have to worry about is the worms burrowing around in your lifeless corpse. And by then, even that won’t matter to you.”

Jessie saw movement in the semi-darkness behind Haddonfield, and a glimmer of hope filled her throbbing body.

“Is that what your imaginary friend told you to say?” she taunted, trying to keep his attention focused on her.

He looked momentarily surprised by her words, then smiled condescendingly.

“Is this really how you want to go out?” he asked. “With petty insults?”

“She’s not going out,” Janice Lemmon said from behind him.

Haddonfield spun around, just in time to get whacked in the face by the wooden handle of the cane she swung at him like a baseball bat. He stumbled backward as she hobbled toward him, raising the cane to deliver second blow.

But he regained his footing quickly and caught the cane in his hand as it came down. He ripped it out of her hands and lifted it over his head. Jessie wanted desperately to get up and help but she couldn’t even push the help button to get her IV changed, much less get out of the bed.

“Are you really going to beat a frail, old woman?” Lemmon demanded. “Is that what you’ve been reduced to now, young man?”

The challenge gave Haddonfield pause.

“You’re right,” he said. “No need.”

He tossed the cane to the side, then stepped forward and shoved Dr. Lemmon in the shoulders, sending her toppling to the floor. Jessie was appalled at the act, but she didn’t have time to linger over it. An idea had popped into her head, and she only had seconds to act on it.

While Haddonfield limped toward Dr. Lemmon to finish the job, Jessie focused on the one weapon she did have access to: her IV. As quickly as she could, she moved her left hand up to her chest. Then, with her right hand, she tore off the tape that was keeping the needle in place and, ignoring the sharp sting, pulled it out of the vein in the back of her hand.

She looked up at Haddonfield, who appeared like he was about to kick Dr. Lemmon.

“Really?” Jessie said disdainfully. “You’re going after the old lady who hit you with the cane when I’m right here?”

Haddonfield looked over at her, startled by the scorn in her voice.

“No,” he said. “I’m here for you.”

He pulled a switchblade out of his scrubs pocket, opened it, and started back toward her. As he got closer, he extended it, ready to bring it down.

"What a coward," she said derisively, stopping him in his tracks. "You're just going to stab me from arm's distance like that? Afraid to get up close and messy? What does your friend think about that? Why don't you prove what you're made of and finish the job with some panache? Here, I'll make it easy for you."

She tilted her head back and extended her neck forward so that it was completely exposed. Haddonfield paused for a moment, seemingly unsure how to proceed.

"Too real for you, Mark?" she wondered. "You could never have been my protégé, and you're certainly no nemesis. You're too simple, ready to poke me like a pin cushion when you could turn this murder into a work of art. Here I am, offering myself up to you, but you're too scared to get down here and look me in the eyes as you do the deed."

That seemed to push him over the edge. He lowered the knife and leaned in close to her. She could feel his hot, bitter breath on her face. He brought the blade up to her neck.

“This is what you wanted, so this is what you’ll get,” he growled. “Any last words?”

“No thanks,” she said as her hand shot upward.

The IV needle made perfect contact as she stabbed it into his left eye. He howled in pain as he stumbled backward, toppling to the floor and dragging her IV pole down on top of him. As he flailed about, she thrust her whole body rightward and pounded the “help” button with her open palm.

Then she looked back at Haddonfield, who had ripped the needle out of his eye and was struggling to his feet. He threw the IV pole into the corner, then wiped at his eye with the back of his hand. After several deep breaths, he started for her again.

At that moment, a loud thump at the door grabbed her attention. She looked over to see Ryan trying to shove open the door. But the unmoving body of the downed officer made it difficult.

Haddonfield, oblivious to the noise, was almost on her. He had lost his knife but still had his hands, which he wrapped around her neck. She tried to reach up to bat them away, but she didn’t have the strength. As his grip tightened, breathing became hard and her head began to scream.

She glanced to her left and saw that Ryan was no longer at the door. A moment later, she heard a gunshot. The glass window to her room shattered. Then a figure leapt through the opening, ripping the curtains from the wall.

Jessie's vision was just starting to blur as she saw the figure emerge behind Haddonfield and punch the man in the kidney. Her attacker's hands released her neck just before he was grabbed and thrown into the wall by the now glassless window.

As Jessie’s eyesight cleared, she saw her husband step over to Haddonfield, who was splayed out on his back. Ryan grabbed Haddonfield by the hair with his left hand, holding his head up. Then, with his right fist, he started punching the man in the face. He pummeled him repeatedly with blow after blow until Haddonfield’s face was a pulpy mess.

“Captain Hernandez, that’s enough!” Dr. Lemmon shouted from her own prone position on the floor.

Ryan’s fist froze in mid-air, just before it was about to land another strike. It hovered there, inches from what used to be Haddonfield’s face, before finally dropping to his side. Then he released his grip on Haddonfield’s hair. As it was the only thing holding up the semi-conscious killer’s head, he immediately collapsed to the floor.

Ryan pulled out his handcuffs, slapped them on Haddonfield’s wrists and began reading him his Miranda rights. As he finished up, a nurse arrived and tried to push open the door. Ryan grabbed the officer’s limp body and pulled him to the side so she could get in.

“My god,” she said, her eyes wide, “who do I help first?”

“Him,” Jessie and Lemmon said in unison, indicating the downed officer.

The nurse nodded and knelt down beside him. Ryan stood up and started toward Jessie. She shook her head.

“Help her first,” she told him, pointing at Lemmon. “I’ll be okay.”

“Are you sure?” he asked.

She nodded.

“Okay,” Ryan said reluctantly.

He turned to assist the psychiatrist. As he bent down to check on her, Jessie felt herself start to relent, giving in to the pain that consumed both her body and her head. It was as if she was sinking into a deep, clammy hole.

She knew the feeling well. It meant she was about to pass out.




 

 

 


CHAPTER FORTY THREE

 

 

“It’s been far too long.”

Jessie had to agree with the psychiatrist.

“Nearly a month, if you don’t count your regular visits to see me in the hospital,” she replied.

“I don’t count those,” Dr. Lemmon said. “That was me checking in on a recovering friend. This is couples’ therapy, not a hospital room. The kid gloves are off in here.”

"Yes, ma'am," Jessie replied, saluting elaborately.

“Don’t be obnoxious,” Ryan chided playfully from his spot beside her on the couch in Lemmon’s office.

“That’s okay,” Lemmon said. “First time under the microscope since the attack, I’d expect our dear Jessie to have a few sharp edges that need sanding.”

“I’m a human woman, Doc,” Jessie teased, “not a cabinet.”

“That has yet to be determined,” Lemmon countered. “We’ll have to see if you’re wooden or open to your feelings.”

“Boo!” Jessie replied. “That was terrible.”

“Let’s move on from the witty repartee, shall we,” Lemmon said.

“We’re just going to dive right back in?” Ryan asked, surprised.

“Not quite yet. First, I’d like to hear how everyone has been doing in the last four weeks.”

“Okay,” Jessie replied, “but you go first. How are you feeling?”

"Other than the aches and pains of being almost seventy, quite well, thanks," she said. "All of the bumps and bruises from my altercations have healed up nicely. It'll take more than being assaulted by two serial killers to take me down."

“You are a medical miracle,” Jessie marveled.

“Indeed,” the doctor agreed. “The question is, are you?”

“I wouldn’t go that far, but I’m getting there,” Jessie told her. “My sprained shoulder is a lot better now. And the first skin grafts I had after jumping out of that car have taken well. The surgeon says we’ll wait another couple of months before doing the last one.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Lemmon said, “but it feels like you’re burying the lead.”

“What do you mean?” Jessie asked.

“I think she’s referring to, you know, your brain surgery,” Ryan suggested.

"Oh, that," Jessie said. "Well, it went well initially. Dr. Varma was able to reduce the swelling that had her so concerned. I've also been on medication and in physical therapy."

“Has that helped?” Lemmon asked.

“Somewhat,” Jessie answered. “I had some balance problems right after the surgery and the rehab had helped with that. I’ve also had some intermittent confusion and dizziness. We don’t yet know if that’s a side effect of the surgery or the injuries I suffered.”

“Is there a treatment plan should those continue?” Lemmon wanted to know.

 “Dr. Varma says it’s too early to tell if anything more will need to be done. I have an appointment in two weeks to run another battery of tests, so we’ll know more then.”

“And the headaches?” Lemmon asked.

“They’re not gone, but they’ve definitely gotten better,” Jessie conceded. “I haven’t had one that made me think I was going to throw up in a couple of weeks now. Ryan says it’s because I’m still on leave, but I don’t know. Sometimes the time off creates so much frustration that I wonder if it’s counter-productive.”

“But you haven’t been bouncing off the walls, I hope?” Lemmon pressed.

“I’ve found ways to keep busy,” Jessie told her, smiling sheepishly.

“Care to explain that?” the psychiatrist ask.

“I’ve resumed my criminal profiling seminars at UCLA,” Jessie explained. “I had my first one last week.”

“This is the same seminar that Mark Haddonfield claimed getting excluded from led to him coming after you?” Lemmon checked.

Jessie shrugged.

“Yeah,” she admitted, “but I made sure that my admission policies were very clear, so I’m sure that there won’t be any problems from now on.”

“Your husband looks less certain,” Lemmon noted, looking at Ryan.

He shrugged noncommittally.

“I’m not hugely concerned about another psychotic student hunting her,” he said, “but I do worry that she might be pushing it by taking this on too early.”

“I get that,” Jessie replied, “but like I said, I’ve got to keep busy, so I don’t tear my hair out.”

“Speaking of UC universities,” Lemmon said, moving on from that for now, “How’s Hannah doing at UC Irvine?”

“Really well,” Jessie said. “She really only had to miss the first week of class to recover from the severely bruised ribs she suffered in the incident with Ash Pierce. She moved into the dorm and seems to be handling her classes. She had a test in Biology last week and got an A-, which pissed her off, so I’d say she’s her old self in that regard.”

“And emotionally?” Lemmon wanted to know. “She did stab a woman in the neck, and we all know about her past…taste for violent vengeance.”

“She hasn’t mentioned it,” Jessie said. “I don’t know if she’s keeping it in or just so focused on school that it hasn’t come up.”

“It’s possible that she doesn't feel the weight of what happened so much because Ash Pierce survived,” Ryan said.

“Maybe,” Jessie mused, “although that outcome could still change.”

“What’s Pierce’s status right now?” Lemmon asked.

"You already know that Kat administered CPR once Pierce lost consciousness," Jessie said. "I'm still amazed at that, considering this was the woman who tortured and tried to kill her. Anyway, she got a pulse back, but even though all this went down at a hospital, Pierce still ended up in a coma on a breathing tube. They're not sure what her level of brain function is."

“That’s actually a great sign for Kat’s emotional recovery,” Lemmon said. “She could have just let Pierce die, but she didn’t give in to that instinct.”

“I’m not sure I would have made the same decision,” Jessie conceded.

The psychiatrist let that comment linger in the air for a moment before moving on.

“I know she hurt her head in the fight too,” Lemmon said, “How’s that?”

“Good,” Ryan said. “She didn’t have a concussion but needed fourteen stitches.”

“She is literally and figuratively one of the most hard-headed people I know,” Jessie added.

“And her bodyguard,” Lemmon wondered. “How is she?”

“Her forearm was sliced open, and she was severely burned on her back, but my understanding is that she’s going to make a full recovery,” Jessie said.

“What about your bodyguard, the British gentleman?” Lemmon asked.

“He’s good too,” Jessie answered. “It turns out that the drug that both he and the officer outside my room were injected with didn’t do permanent damage. Each of them was more impacted by the other injuries they suffered. Grover got punched in the face several times and was knocked out. And as you saw, the officer hit his head pretty hard when he fell. Still, they were both back at work the following week.”

“I’ve been impressed by how quickly everyone wanted to get back to the job,” Ryan added. “Detectives Bray and Goodwin were back in the office the day after everything happened, even though neither was cleared for field work at that point. Even Jim Nettles and Susannah Valentine have returned to the office, though both are still on desk duty for now.”

“It sounds like everyone is doing well, all things considered.” Lemmon concluded.

"Not everyone," Jessie replied. "Unfortunately, we discovered that one of my neighbors, an older man named Steve Odom, had been murdered in his home. His front window had a clear view of our house, and DNA and fingerprint evidence show that Mark Haddonfield was there. He must have been using the place to watch me."

“I’m sorry,” Lemmon said quietly. “Were you close?”

"Not close," Jessie replied, "but we were friendly. He liked to walk the neighborhood for exercise, and he always had a nice word to say if he saw you. I wanted to go to his funeral, but I wasn't allowed to leave the hospital at that point. And, of course, Haddonfield's not doing super."

“What’s his current status?” Lemmon asked. “Ryan’s encounter with him that night was spirited, to say the least.”

“I was officially cleared of wrongdoing by a review board,” Ryan said, “though whether I should have been is another question. But to answer your question, it depends. Physically, he's okay. They kept him in the medical unit of the county jail for a few weeks after he arrived to let his face heal. They even performed surgery on his injured knee. Otherwise, I'd say he's in a bad way. He may be a killer, but he's also a pampered college kid who's been thrown behind bars with hardened criminals. I hear he's not faring well with the other prisoners. In fact, from what I understand, he hasn't said a word since the night we tangled."

Everyone was quiet for a few seconds. Jessie wondered if the others were also wondering why Haddonfield hadn’t spoken.

“How are you doing in the aftermath of all that, Ryan?” Lemmon asked, indicating her focus was elsewhere.

“Better than I have been in a long time,” he told her. “I have to admit that it’s a relief to know that Jessie isn’t actively in danger right now, either from vengeful killers or her own need to be in on the action. I realize the latter may have to change at some point, but I’m enjoying the quieter life for now, even if some of that is because Hannah’s not there.”

“I can’t say that I love that part,” Jessie conceded. “It’s been an adjustment.”

“Empty nest syndrome may not be a recognized psychological condition, but it’s a real, powerful thing,” Lemmon said, “though I’ll admit that I don’t see it in many thirty-one-year-olds. Regardless, that’s something we can definitely discuss more down the line.”

 “Okay,” Jessie said. “Of course, there's another reason Ryan's schedule isn't so hectic anymore. There's also the job change."

“Oh yes, tell me more about that, Ryan,” Lemmon insisted. “I’ve only heard about it second hand.”

“There’s not a ton to tell,” he explained. “You knew that I was thinking about this for a while. But the events of last month really clarified things for me. I just wasn’t getting satisfaction out of being the captain of Central Station. It was originally supposed to be an interim thing, something Roy Decker asked me to do when he was promoted from captain to chief of the LAPD. And then I just kind of stayed put, mostly out of a sense of obligation.”

“But no more?” Lemmon prodded.

“Nope,” he said. “I officially offered my resignation two weeks ago, despite Decker’s pleas to reconsider. On my recommendation, he replaced me with Gaylene Parker from Vice, who had been filling in for me anyway. Truth be told, she was probably more qualified for the job than me. Her Vice unit was triple the size of HSS. But Decker wanted someone he knew well and trusted when he was just starting as chief. Now that he’s more entrenched, there’s no need for that.”

“So how has it been?” Lemmon asked.

“I’m much happier,” he admitted. “Now I just run HSS again. We’ve got our small contingent of detectives and researchers—and maybe at some point, a returning criminal profiler. I get to go into the field to investigate cases. The bureaucratic workload is infinitely more manageable. So far, so good, I’d say.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear it’s going so well,” Lemmon said. “That way, I won’t feel bad for making your next forty-five minutes a bit challenging.”

“Oh,” he replied, “so the happy talk is over?”

"Yep," Lemmon said. "Your situation may have improved, but the issues in your marriage won't be magically resolved by a change in your job. Are you ready to get to work?"

“I guess so,” Ryan said.

Lemmon looked at Jessie.

“What about you?” she asked.

Jessie smiled before answering.

“Have you ever known me to back down from a challenge?”




 

 

 


EPILOGUE

 

 

Jessie didn’t want to be here.

As she sat at the dividing window in the visiting room at Twin Towers Correctional Facility one day after the session with Dr. Lemmon, she once again considered just getting up and leaving. She was under no obligation to be here.

In fact, Ryan had opposed the visit. He wondered what the point was of going to see the man who had murdered multiple people out of hatred for her and then tried to kill her too. Why give him the satisfaction of getting to sit across from her, even if it was through a glass barrier?

But Jessie had to admit she was curious. According to prison officials, he still had yet to speak a word, but this morning he had given a note to a guard asking her to visit him. It was his first communication of any kind since being thrown in here.

Maybe he wanted to confess to additional murders they were unaware of in exchange for better conditions. More likely, he just wanted to rail against her. Either way, Jessie had decided that the experience might offer her some kind of closure, at least until his trial, which was still over a year away.

A door opened and a guard led Mark Haddonfield in. He already looked different from the last time she’d seen him. Always skinny, he was even more gaunt than usual, especially in his dark blue jail jumpsuit. His curly, blond hair had been cut short and his wire-rimmed glasses had been replaced by ones with bookish, black, plastic frames. His head was down, and she couldn’t see his expression.

Wearing a brace on his left knee to stabilize it after his surgery, he hobbled over and sat down across from her. When he looked up, he had a bruise on his cheekbone that was clearly recent, but he had a thin smile on his face. He grabbed the corded phone on the dividing wall and put it to his ear. Jessie did the same.

“Thanks for coming,” he said.

“What do you want?” she asked.

“You really just cut to the chase, don’t you?” he replied admiringly. “No chit chat, even with a serial killer who hasn’t spoken in twenty-nine days. Aren’t you flattered that I chose you to finally break my silence with?”

“My patience is already wearing thin,” she told him. “You’ve got about five seconds to get to the point or I’m hanging up and walking out that door.”

“Okay, okay,” he said. “I should have known better. She told me that you wouldn’t have any interest in engaging in a little casual conversation, but I didn’t listen. Now I’m going to have to deal with her berating me about it for the rest of the day.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Jessie retorted sharply. “What I do know is that you’ve exhausted your five seconds.”

She pulled the handset away from her ear and lifted it to hang up.

“It’s not over!” he said quickly, his voice sharp and crisp.

She slowly returned the handset to her ear.

“What does that mean?”

His thin smile morphed into a wide grin.

“I was preparing my strategy to punish you for your sins for six months before that night at the hospital,” he told her. “Do you really think that I didn’t have backup contingencies in case things didn't go as planned? Do I strike you, after everything that I've done, as the kind of person who would just hope for the best, leave things to chance, not cover my bases?"

Jessie studied his face. She didn’t have to be a criminal profiler to see that he was telling the truth. He wasn’t just trying to scare or intimidate her. There was a confidence in his tone that made it clear he could back up what he was saying.

“Okay,” she said. “You asked me here. You have my attention. What are your ‘backup contingencies?’ You know you want to tell me.”

Now, it was Haddonfield's turn to hang up the phone. He stood up and motioned to the guard that he was ready to go. As he limped away, he looked back. He was almost through the door when he gave her a little wave and mouthed three words that weren't hard to understand.

“Be seeing you.”
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