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The Abducted: A Race Against Time
 
Sarasota, Florida
 
Phillip Anderson was a wanted man. Lee County Police Department released an APB, and a state-wide manhunt was just around the corner. What authorities didn’t know, however, was that he had one destination in mind. And once he got there and did what needed to be done, it would be too late.
He had long since fled Anderson Auto Salvage in a getaway van—and had effectively evaded authorities. They had little knowledge of his frequent disguises and his overall resourcefulness and intelligence. Phillip knew that if he was going to remain free, he would need to utilize his talents like never before. 
He often wore wigs, makeup, and even dresses to fool his victims and earn their trust. It had worked every time. At six feet and two hundred and thirty pounds, he wasn’t the most convincing woman. But in the interest of his disguise, he often kept a clean shave. The concept of being someone else was something that had always intrigued him. 
After going through an Arby’s drive-through, Philip parked and applied his makeup in the rear-view mirror. He then put on a frumpy brunette wig and adjusted it accordingly. His red lipstick glistened and his light-blue eye shadow matched well with his rosy cheeks. He scarfed down his sandwich and then changed into a sleeveless light-blue dress that went down to his ankles. He put a pair of sunglasses on and smiled at himself in the mirror. Phyllis was ready.
It was early Thursday morning when he pulled onto Miriam Castillo’s street, parking a few houses down. He knew that she wasn’t going to be home. In fact, he was counting on it. Miriam had joined the hunt for him with the other authorities. She had ruined everything and would hefty pay a price. 
Phillip was, however, expecting to see Miriam’s daughter, Ana, and her ex-husband, Freddy. It was a risky mission, but he needed to act before Ana went to school. A few buses had already passed him by. He grabbed his purse, stepped out of the van, and headed toward Miriam’s quaint home at the end of the cul-de-sac. His loafers brushed against the pavement as he walked across the road and onto the sidewalk, whistling along the way.
 
 



***
 
Freddy was in the living room, glued to the television. The morning news detailed the raid at the Anderson Auto Salvage Yard, and the subsequent hunt for their number-one suspect, Phillip Anderson. The other Anderson boys—Greg, Walter, and Jake—had been taken into custody, along with their sixty-something parents, Boone and Judith. 
Freddy was uneasy when he heard Miriam’s name on television, and then he saw a quick image of her from when she was on the police force. 
He leaned closer to the TV, mouth agape, and tried again to call her cell. It rang and rang until she finally answered, apologizing. She was on her way home. One of the detectives at the station was driving her. They’d be there in an hour by her estimate. 
“They’re talking about you on television,” Freddy said excitedly, standing up and adjusting the belt on his bathrobe. 
Ana had just woken up and walked across the hall, straight to the bathroom, closing the door behind her. 
Freddy continued. “Ana is going to get a kick out of this for sure!” 
“Don’t tell her too much,” Miriam said. “There are things about this case she doesn’t need to know.” 
Freddy paced the living room, a smile across his face. “So, you’re famous now? Congratulations!”
Miriam laughed. “Hardly. But thank you.”
Freddy turned and looked at the bathroom door down the hall as the toilet flushed. “I have to make breakfast for Ana. Better hurry up if you want some.”
Miriam paused. “Will do.”
“Drive safely, and we’ll see you soon.”
“I will. Thanks.” She paused again. “I really appreciate your help. It means a lot to me.” 
“My pleasure,” Freddy said, turning back to the television screen. The news anchor was still discussing the story. Before hanging up, he told Miriam, “Maybe we could, uh, talk about things later?”
Miriam sighed. “I don’t know, Freddy. I just think things are fine between us now, and let’s keep them that way.”
Freddy walked toward the kitchen, lowering his voice. “Look. We need to talk. I need this, and I think I’ve earned it, coming here on short notice to watch Ana while you play detective.”
“All right, Freddy. Drop it,” she said with increased agitation in her voice. “We’ll talk later. Okay?”
Freddy smiled, victorious. “I’ll have a plate of eggs ready for you when you get here.” 
Miriam said good-bye and hung up. Freddy walked back to the living room and stood in front of the TV, cell phone in hand. The news flashed a mug shot image of Phillip Anderson. His gray hair, standing on end, and his bushy beard and sunken eyes made him look like a madman. The photo, they said, was from a DUI arrest from two years ago. Anderson had a record, and the news anchor reminded viewers that he was believed to be a dangerous and violent man. 
They mentioned Miriam again and showed her official police photo, even though she had quit the force a year ago. An energetic commentator dubbed her a “testament to vigilance.” Freddy smiled and walked to the bathroom down the hall, rapping on the door and calling.
“Ana, hurry. Your mom’s on TV!”
The shower turned on. Freddy got the message and walked away, setting his cell phone on a nearby coffee table. Suddenly a knock came at the front door. Surprised, he approached the door, peeking out through the living room curtains where he saw the back side of a large woman in a Sunday dress at the door. What she wanted, he had no idea. It was pretty early for callers. 
He neared the front door and looked through the peephole. The woman stood with a purse strap on her shoulder and her hands folded at her front. She wore dark sunglasses and had on too much makeup. Her frumpy brunette hair covered her shoulders on both sides like a fur scarf. Outside of these few oddities, she looked harmless. Freddy ran his hands through his short, thick hair and opened up the door halfway as the outside light beamed into the foyer. 
“Hi, can I help you?” he asked, squinting.
The woman smiled. “Hi there! My name is Phyllis,” she said in a perky, but deep southern accent. She extended her thick, meaty hand and Freddy shook it, introducing himself. 
“Is Miriam here?” she asked, looking over his shoulder. 
Freddy glanced behind him. “No, she’s not.”
“Shucks. Well, I live a couple houses down and I was hoping to catch her. I heard about her on the radio and saw that her car was still here.” She folded her hands and raised them to her face. “It’s so exciting!”
Freddy nodded. “Sure is. She’s still on the road. You can probably catch her later today.”
The woman eyed him intently. “You’re Freddy, correct? Ana’s father?”
“That’s me.”
“It’s a pleasure to finally meet you,” she said with a subtle bow. 
Freddy nodded back again, searching for an out. Phyllis pressed on with enthusiasm and a smile. “But what I really wish I could get from you is a cup of sugar.”
His face bunched up in confusion. “Sugar?”
“That’s right, Sugar,” she said with a laugh as Freddy stood awkwardly holding the door. 
“Miriam and I exchange stuff all the time. My husband needs a lot of sugar in his coffee if he’s going to get up in the morning. ‘Fraid I’m all out.” 
Freddy glanced behind him again, toward the kitchen, then turned back to her. “I really don’t know where she keeps anything. I’m just here babysitting, frankly.”
Phyllis tried to peek past him. “She keeps a big bag in the cupboard next to the fridge.” 
Freddy turned again and scratched his head, wishing she’d go away and tell her damn husband, Too bad, no sugar. 
“It will only take a minute, I promise. Thanks so much!” she said with another big smile.
“Okay,” Freddy said reluctantly. He opened the door and stepped aside. “Come on in.”
Phyllis thanked him and went in. They walked past the living room, where the television flashed more images of Phillip Anderson’s mug shot from at least five years ago, with the title: “Snatcher on the Loose!” 
“I can’t believe that,” Phyllis said as they entered the kitchen. She took her purse and set it on the table. “Just terrible.”
Freddy turned slightly and then went to the cupboard, opening the one nearest the refrigerator. “Yeah, it’s really something.” His back remained to Phyllis as he searched the shelves, coming up short. He opened the next cabinet—nothing but dishes. He moved to the next and found shelves full of spices and condiments. 
 
With his back still turned, Freddy moved some cans aside in the cabinet. Phillip reached into his purse and grabbed a pair of black gloves. After putting them on, she pulled out a long hunting knife.
“I hope they find that awful man,” he said, maintaining his womanly tone. “He looks like a monster.” 
Phillip’s eyes remained fixated on Freddy as he continued searching the cabinet. 
“Found it!” Freddy said, reaching for a half-full bag of sugar in the back.
Phillip lunged forward, wrapped his thick arm around Freddy’s forehead, and yanked him back into her chest. Freddy’s arms flailed in the air as he screamed out in panic—his cries cut short by the deep slice of the blade across his throat. Blood spurted from the gash right below his Adam’s apple. 
Phillip squeezed Freddy’s head back more, holding him as he choked with blood as it sprayed on the kitchen counter, running down Freddy’s chest and soaking his robe. Phillip released his grip and tossed Freddy aside like a rag doll. Blood continued to gush from his wound, forming a thick pool as he smacked face-first onto the tile floor. 
Phillip held the bloodstained blade, standing over Freddy and watching as he gasped for his few last breaths. Blood had gotten all over Phillip’s dress. He went to the sink and washed the knife under the faucet. He then wiped the knife clean with a paper towel ripped from the countertop dispense. As he turned the faucet off, he heard the shower cease in the bathroom down the hall. 
“Ana…” he said under his breath with a smile. 
Freddy’s motionless body lay on the floor. His mouth was open. His eyes were wide and dilated. Phillip stepped over him and went to the table, where he put the knife back in his purse. He stepped around Freddy, knelt down, and lifted him up. 
With a grunt, he dragged Freddy’s body to the kitchen table, pushing a chair out with his leg. The TV continued on about the ongoing manhunt and so-called “underground dungeon” discovered on one of the Anderson properties. It was strange for Phillip to hear about himself in the third person; a new kind of fame he hadn’t counted on or desired. 
He sat Freddy upright on the chair and patted his hair. Freddy’s head slumped down as fluid leaked from his eyes, nose, and ears. Phillip grabbed the purse and went toward the living room, where he took the remote and muted the TV. Following the silence, a hair-dryer turned on in the bathroom, blowing loudly. 
Phillip casually dug into his purse and pulled out a rag and a twenty-ounce bottle of chloroform. He then held the rag to the opening and tilted the bottle, holding it there. The hairdryer stopped. Phillip crept to the bathroom, bottle and rag in hand, and knocked on the door. 
“I’m almost ready. Chill!” Ana said from inside. 
Phillip knocked again. 
“What?” Ana asked, annoyed. 
Another knock. Ana swung the door open, angered. “I said—” she began, freezing up in her pink T-shirt and blue jeans. Her eyes widened as she looked up at the stranger before her. 
Phillip lunged forward, grabbed the back of Ana’s head, and shoved the rag into her face. Ana’s arms flailed and punched air. She tried to kick. She tried to scream, but she didn’t have a chance. Her cries were muffled. The rag covered her nose and mouth. Her eyes watered. Phillip shoved her face deeper into the rag. 
“There, there,” he said. “Go to sleep.”
Ana’s arms fell, and her body went limp. Phillip scooped her up with one arm and left the bathroom. He grabbed his purse from the couch and rushed Ana out of the house, closing the door behind them. 
 



Discovery


Miriam arrived on her street, ready to collapse once she got home. It had been a whirlwind past couple of days, thrust back into a case she never thought she’d re-visit. Lou, a friendly detective who always insisted that she call him by his first name, dropped her off at her house after a long night at the hospital, where two girls, rescued from abduction, had been taken for treatment. 
Their suspect, Phillip Anderson, had fled the scene, but Miriam was confident the police would find him. His face was all over TV and the Internet. The case had all the makings of a national crime story: a tight-knit crime family in a small Florida town who dealt in drugs, kidnapping, and murder—Anderson could run, she believed, but he’d turn up somewhere.
Miriam took comfort in that fact as Lou pulled up into her driveway to drop her off. 
“Thanks, Lou,” she said smiling. 
“You got it. Call me after you get some rest, and we’ll go over the case,” he said as the car idled. 
“Sure thing,” she said, opening the door. 
“Miriam…” he said as her foot hit the pavement. She stopped and turned. “Yes?” 
“Don’t worry about Anderson. He’s on the run, he’s scared, and it’s only a matter of time before he makes a mistake.”
She nodded in understanding, bid him farewell, and stepped out of the car, closing the door. As he backed out, she walked up the driveway with a gym bag over her shoulder—her standard travel bag. She’d been away from home for three days—shorter than planned. The case had been solved, and she could go back to her normal life. There was nothing she wanted more. 
Her Tahoe sat in the driveway next to Freddy’s truck. She passed both vehicles, feeling a little better about herself and how everything turned out. She approached the front door and gave it a try. It was unlocked. 
She opened the door and walked in. Something immediately seemed off-kilter. The television was on with the sound muted. The air was still—the house silent. The blinds were drawn, and the lights off. It was a little past ten in the morning, and she assumed that Ana was already at school. But it was strange not to see Freddy anywhere. 
“Freddy?” she called out, scanning the darkened living room. 
She nearly jumped to see him sitting at the kitchen table with his back to her. She set her gym bag down and went into the kitchen.
“Freddy?” 
Her eyes glanced past him to a thick puddle of blood, extending from one end of the tile floor to the other. She called out to Freddy again. He didn’t move. She felt her body shaking, crept around to face him and then covered her mouth, stifling a horrified gasp. 
His throat was slashed. Blood soaked his T-shirt and bathrobe. His head was tilted down, his eyes wide, pupils dilated and lifeless. Trembling, she stepped back with the urge to run, but then noticed a note on the table. 
You took my playmates, Miriam. Now you and your daughter are all I have left to play with. Love Phyllis.
Her legs shook as a cold chill consumed her body. The connection was clear. Anderson had found her. Her heart raced; she felt light-headed from her rapid breathing. She dropped the note and turned away. The sight of Freddy’s corpse filled her with grief. She tripped and fell back against the counter as one elbow rammed against the microwave. 
She felt vulnerable and afraid. Anderson could still be in the house, watching her. She fell to her knees. The shaking had traveled to her hands. 
“Ana,” she thought. “Oh my God, Ana!”
She reached into her purse and pulled her 9mm Beretta and cell phone out, ready to call 9-1-1. A missed call was displayed on the screen from an unavailable number. Before she could even investigate, the phone buzzed with a call from the same unknown number. 
“Hello?” she said in a frantic voice, rising back up. She held the pistol out, crouched down, and moved slowly out of the kitchen, toward the bedrooms. There was breathing on the other end, but nothing else. 
“Who is this?” she shouted. 
Down the hall, the bathroom door was open. Miriam approached it slowly and looked inside. There were clothes piled on the floor but no sign of Ana. The person on the phone remained silent, but the breathing continued. 
Miriam rushed to Ana’s darkened room and saw her school bag on the floor next to her shoes. Ana’s cell phone sat atop her nightstand. She never went anywhere without her phone. Miriam felt a gripping pain in her stomach at the realization of what was happening. Tears welled in her eyes as she kept her phone pressed tightly against her ear.
“Miriam?” a metallic, robotic voice said from the other end of the line. 
“What do you want?” she asked, frantic.
The caller laughed. “Did you get my note?” 
Miriam left Ana’s room and raced to her own. The bed was made. Nothing appeared to have been touched. 
“Where is she? You son of a—” She paused and tried to contain her rage. “Please let her go. We can work this out.”
“What’s done can’t be undone.” The voice was distorted through some kind of voice box. “You know that as well as I.”
She ran down the hall, past the kitchen, and to the front door, yanking the door open as sunlight hit her face. “Where are you?” she asked in a demanding tone. 
“You just missed me,” he said. 
She circled the front yard, desperately searching for any sign of Anderson within range. 
“I saw you get home,” he continued. “Figured it wouldn’t be long before you saw my little surprise.” 
Miriam stopped in the middle of her yard. The neighborhood was quiet. The other homes and vehicles on her cul-de-sac were all a blur. Anderson was nowhere in sight. 
“Phyllis?”
she said. 
“Yes?” 
Miriam paused, biting her lower lip. “Mr. Anderson, I know it’s you. I don’t see the need to disguise your voice.”
“Call me cautious,” he answered.
The most important thing for Miriam was keeping him on the line. She assured him that she hadn’t called the cops, and that she had no interest in finding him, and that all she wanted was her daughter back. She pleaded with him as she had never done with anyone before. He listened without interruption, and once she finished, he spoke. 
“Are you done?” 
“Yes. Do we have a deal?” she said, tears streaming down her cheek. 
“Deal?” He seemed flummoxed. 
“Anything you want. Every penny I have, I don’t care.”
“Save your breath. There’s no deal.” 
“Take me, then! I’m the one you want. Leave Ana out of this. She’s only a child!”
An elderly neighbor, Reba Henderson, was looking out from behind her blinds, startled by Miriam’s yelling. 
He continued: “And because she’s only a child, that makes her perfect,” he said. 
The desire to reach through the phone and rip his eyes out hit Miriam like a rushing current. “If you touch her, I’ll kill you. You hear me? One hair on her head and you’re dead!”
He responded, pleased and amused. “Now this is the Sergeant Castillo I want to hear.” He laughed again. 
Miriam simmered with rage. She wiped her tears and continued pacing her lawn in a distraught circle. 
“Tell me something, Sergeant Castillo—are you still a cop? I thought you left the force after I shot your partner.” 
She ignored his efforts to push her buttons. “Bring Ana back and take me. I’m begging you.”
“You call the police and do what you gotta do. I’ll call back soon with my demands.”
“No, wait—”
He hung up without another word. Miriam kept the phone at her ear, begging him to answer. There was no response. She searched the street again for any sign of him. When she reached the end of her yard, her knees locked as her legs went numb, causing her to fall onto the hard pavement of the road. 
Reba Henderson opened her screen door and came plodding outside in a flowery nightgown and flip-flops. “Goodness, Miriam. What happened?” she asked, approaching with a cup of coffee in hand. 
With both hands on the ground, Miriam pushed herself up, of still clutching her pistol. Though about half her size, Reba tried her best to help Miriam back on her feet. 
Miriam began sobbing uncontrollably. “Ana…” She wiped her eyes again and looked directly into Reba’s eyes. “Did you see anyone here?”
Reba paused, blinking behind the thick lenses of her glasses. “I don’t know. Like who?”
Miriam grabbed Reba’s arm, pulling her closer. “A vehicle. Someone pulling into the driveway or across the street. Anything!”
Reba looked startled and confused. “I’m sorry, Miriam. I didn’t see anything. Only just looked out the window because I heard you out here.” 
Miriam knelt down and picked up her cell phone. “It’s Ana,” she said. “She’s missing.”
Reba gasped and covered her mouth. “Oh no!”
Miriam didn’t yet have the heart to tell her about Freddy. A gruesome revelation like that would be too much for someone her age. But it seemed that Reba’s suspicions were already there. She squinted ahead, examining the pickup truck in the driveway as Miriam punched some numbers into her phone. Detective Lou couldn’t have gotten too far, and he was the best person Miriam could think of to call. Time was not on their side. 
Another neighbor from across the street now looked as if he were leaving. His blue Toyota Corolla was backing out of the garage and down the driveway. Miriam ran past Reba and toward the other neighbor’s car as it backed onto the street. 
“Wait!” she shouted, phone and pistol in hand. The driver, Brice Holland, a middle-aged banker, slammed his brakes and jerked his head to the side in surprise. 
“Brice, my daughter has been abducted,” Miriam said as he rolled down his window. “Did you see anything earlier? Maybe ten, twenty minutes ago?” 
He looked up, dumbfounded. He kept both hands on the steering wheel, the cuffs of his white dress shirt showing a quarter-inch at his wrist. “You call the police yet?”
Miriam’s tone rose in anger. “She was taken right out of the house. Did you see anything?” 
“I don’t think so.” Suddenly, his eyes lit up. “Come to think of it… I did see a van drive by earlier when I went to get the paper.”
Miriam felt hopeful. “What did it look like? Did you get a license plate?” Her gray eyes were wild and fiery. Brice flashed a nervous glance, looking at the pistol she was holding. “It was an old Dodge van. Ummm. White. A little rusty.” He held a finger up. “Couldn’t see the driver through the tinted windows, but they circled the street at least twice.”
Concerned, Brice watched her as she walked away from his car with a cell phone pressed against her ear. “Are you calling the police?” he asked. 
“Yes,” she said, turning to face him. “And thank you!”
Reba stood awkwardly in Miriam’s yard sipping her coffee as Brice drove away. “Where’s your husband?” she asked her flat out. “Thought I saw him with her.”
Miriam was just out of earshot but heard the question just fine, choosing not answer. Detective Lou was on the line, not sounding the least bit surprised that she had called him back. 
“What happened? Got locked out?” 
Miriam’s voice was bordering on hysterics. She could barely hold it in anymore. “Ana’s gone! Please come back!”
There was a pause on the line followed by a much more serious tone. “Miriam… What happened?”
“Phillip Anderson. He found me. I don’t know how, but he found me. He… he butchered Freddy and kidnapped Ana.”

“The Snatcher? They got a statewide manhunt issued for the guy. I hardly think—”
“He left me a note and called me. It’s him. He’s driving a white van. Old and rusty.” She could feel the tears beginning to flow. “Please just get over here before I lose my daughter forever…”
“Have you called the police yet?” Lou asked. 
“No. I can’t even think straight right now. We-We just need to find the van.” Her voice trembled. 
“Just calm down. Listen to me. Call 9-1-1 so they can issue an AMBER Alert. I’m turning around right now. Stay cool and we’ll figure this thing out. I promise.”
She thanked him and got off the phone. Mrs. Anderson had overheard some of the conversation and asked her again about Freddy. Miriam looked at her neighbor and tried to lie, but her face said it all. “Please. Just go inside your house,” she said. “The police will be here soon.” 
Reba looked around and shuffled back across her yard seemingly distraught with all the news. 
The 9-1-1 dispatcher picked up on the other end, asking Miriam what her emergency was. 
“My husband has been murdered and my daughter kidnapped!” she said with urgency. They needed to deploy the National Guard, she said. She wanted every force at her disposal to help find her daughter while there was still hope. But she had to keep a clear head. 
“What’s your address?” the dispatcher asked. Miriam tried giving her information as clearly and calmly as she could—despite the emotions crippling her. The dispatcher informed her that a unit would be sent to her house immediately. He tried to assure her that everything was going to be okay, but with each passing minute Ana began to feel farther and farther away. 
She lowered the phone and stared at her house. There were more people she could call—friends on the force. She could use them to her advantage. From the outside, the house now seemed evil and ominous. It was impossible to think that Freddy sat dead inside. Her next move was uncertain. But she did know one thing for sure—she wasn’t going back in the house. 
 
Four squad cars showed up about ten minutes later. Their sirens could be heard from a mile away, and when they arrived, their lights flashed with the sickening urgency Miriam could feel in her heart. She had called Detective O’Leary at the hospital, where he had been taken with a gunshot wound to his leg, the result of a shootout with one of Phillip’s men. The receptionist informed her that the detective was in surgery. 
She called her parents, Manuel and Elizabeth, and was met with a misplaced excitement about her name being in the news. Initially, she didn’t have the heart to tell them anything, but she got it out anyway. Horrified, they offered to fly down from Pittsburgh immediately. Miriam advised against it. “This isn’t over yet,” she said. Freddy’s parents would have to know. It would be a hard call to make. They never forgave her for divorcing their son.
A fire truck and ambulance pulled up, soon garnering the curious attention of the entire block. Detective Lou arrived in a hurry. His car flew to the side of the road and skidded across the pavement to a halt. Miriam hurried past a group of officers and dashed toward Lou—the only familiar face in the crowd. He got out of his car, adjusting his tie, when Miriam ran into his arms and cried against his chest. 
Taken aback, he patted her head and took the pistol out of her hand. “Remember what I said. You have to remain strong.”
Miriam took a step back and tried to pull herself together, but her body was shaking. She felt an increasing dread, overwhelmed by the presence of so many officers and emergency personnel on the scene—their numbers having grown to more than thirty. 
“They’re here to help,” Lou reminded her. “The sooner we get this info out about the white van, the sooner we get him.”
“He got away before. He can do it again,” Miriam said, a deep worry reflected in her eyes. 
Several officers approached, ready with questions.
“Good morning, ma’am. Is everything okay?” a boyish deputy asked. His face reminded her of her old partner, Deputy Lang, and he flushed in embarrassment when he seemed to realize what he had asked. 
She signaled to her house and walked toward the driveway, feeling a crushing weight pulling her down. The last thing she wanted to do was to go back inside. Lou flashed his badge and told another officer to put an APB out on the white van. He followed Miriam and asked her the make. 
“Dodge,” she commented. “At least that’s what my neighbor said.”
Halfway up the driveway, her cell phone rang. She looked at the screen, half-expecting it to be her parents again, only this time it displayed “Unavailable.”
She answered the phone asking, “Where are you?” 
Lou and the officers looked at her inquiringly. 
“Looks like you’ve got company?” a distorted voice said.
One female officer was busy reeling yellow police tape from her mailbox to a post on the other side of her yard. Suspicious eyes were everywhere, looking out from neighboring homes, and from the faces in her own windows. Then something occurred to Miriam. She turned away from her house and started walking back into the street. The officers stopped working and watched as Lou chased after her. 
Miriam said, “Where are you? Tell me!” 
Phillip laughed. “I assure you, I’ve long left the area.”
“I want to talk to Ana,” Miriam said, wiping her eyes.
Lou approached, she raised a finger, signaling for him to wait. When he saw the look on her face, he leaned in closer. 
“Is that him?” he whispered.
Miriam nodded. “Are you still there?” she asked into the phone. 
“Seems like you’re tied up at the minute. I’ll call back later,” he answered. 
“You have to let me talk to my daughter.”
An impatient sigh was his answer. Lou grabbed the phone out of Miriam’s hand. She spun around, upset. “What are you doing?”
Lou held his index finger to his mouth, dug out a portable recording device from his pocket, and connected it to her phone with a cable through the headphone port. 
 Miriam got the hint. He was trying to record the call. She took her phone back, as Lou held onto his recording device. 
“Please,” she continued into the phone.
“Very well,” he responded with surprising cooperation. “These are my demands. You show me that I can work with you, I’ll be more than happy to let you talk to Ana.”
“Okay,” Miriam said, after a brief pause. 
“The Lee County Police Department have unjustly arrested my parents. My father and mother have no place in jail and no place in an interrogation room as they had nothing to do with the family’s criminal activities. See to it that they are freed and I’ll let you talk to Ana.”
Miriam looked at Lou. He signaled at her to keep it going. “I’ll see what I can do.”
“You have twelve hours,” he said, hanging up. 
 



Crime Scene
 
Police and investigators alike amassed in and around Miriam’s house, sealing the area off as local news vans arrived outside. She sat on her living room sofa with Lou, surrounded by investigators, as the authorities searched her home, which had quickly become unrecognizable, as in a bad dream. All she wanted to do was to wake up.
Her kitchen—where the murder had taken place—had been segregated by caution tape. Small yellow placards littered the floor, marking evidence to be photographed and gathered. A thick puddle of blood remained drying on the kitchen floor. Freddy’s body was placed in a body bag on top of a wheeled gurney. 
“Where are you taking him?” she asked the paramedics.
They turned to her with uneasiness. There were so many people in the house, it was hard to tell who was who.
“To the coroner, ma’am,” said a thin-haired paramedic, who wore a gray shirt with the words “EMT” stamped on the back. 
“No. That’s not right,” Miriam said. “I have to call his parents. They need to have the final say-so here.”
“Those decisions normally go to the spouse,” his young female partner said, pulling out some paperwork. “Which is why we need you to sign these.”
Miriam held her hand up. “We’re separated,” she said, catching a few questioning glances aimed in her direction. 
Her black shoulder-length hair was frazzled. Her fair-skinned face had turned red and puffy and was caked with dried tears. She had been asked the same questions for the past twenty minutes and felt as though she was getting nowhere in explaining the situation. 
One detective with a protruding gut, bald head, and thin mustache leaned against the couch examining his notepad. He introduced himself as Detective Turner, and his line of questioning, was all business. “So you got home at approximately ten this morning. Found your husband deceased and your daughter missing.” He pointed to the kitchen table across the way, where the note had been placed in a Ziploc evidence bag. “And the perpetrator left you a note and then called your cell phone.”
“That’s correct,” Miriam said, distracted by a female paramedic approaching her. Acting as a surrogate bodyguard, Lou stood up and blocked the slightly confused young paramedic. Lou was a tall man with sideburns, a mustache, and an authoritative manner. “Here, I’ll take those. Just transport the deceased, and we’ll follow up later.”
The paramedic nodded and handed him the papers. Other detectives were busy taking pictures of every square inch of the kitchen. One particular crime scene investigator was busy dusting the counter for prints. A news crew tried to enter the house and was blocked by an officer at the door. One pushy male reporter put up a fight but was pushed away, prompting the officer to shut the door and close the living room draperies. 
Detective Turner continued questioning, pen in hand, his expression and tone incredulous and assertive. “So how did this person get your cell phone number? How did they know that you wouldn’t be home?” 
“I don’t know,” Miriam said. She could feel her emotions getting the best of her. 
“You don’t find that the least bit suspicious?” Turner asked. 
“What do you mean?” Miriam asked, glaring at him.
Turner shrugged. “I don’t know.” He looked at two other detectives who were standing close by, quiet and attentive. He then looked back at Miriam. “Whole thing smells kinda fishy.”
Miriam jumped up. Turner shifted back on his heels, surprised. “This is ridiculous!” she shouted. All heads turned to her. The room went quiet. “I told you who it is. It’s Phillip Anderson. He’s driving a rusty white Dodge van with tinted windows and he has my daughter!”
“We have an APB on the vehicle you described,” Turner began. “In order for us to find your daughter, I have to ask questions.”
Miriam looked around at the blurry faces watching her. “I told you his demands. I told you what he wants. Now find him!”
The detectives stared at her, taken aback and not happy. Lou opened his mouth to speak as Miriam stormed off down the hall to the bathroom. She slammed the door, and all eyes went on Lou. 
“Give her a moment, guys,” Lou said. “She’s been through hell and back.”
 
Miriam gripped the sink and stared at her flushed face in the mirror. She had dark eyebrows, full lips, and straight black hair covering one side of her face—nice features, though right now she felt like a wreck. Talking resumed outside the bathroom. The Sarasota PD was setting up camp, but her daughter was still gone. She felt ready to take her car and search for Anderson herself. 
“Why not?” she said out loud. “You’ve been down this road before.” 
She felt painfully alone, as her mind raced with options. An emotional blow struck—Freddy’s death, making her double over and clutch the rim of the skin. Was it her fault? She gripped the sink tighter and leaned down as her hair hung in her face. Her neck remained bent as she quietly sobbed. Had she never called him over and asked him to watch Ana, he’d still be alive. Had she never gone back to the case to begin with, none of it would have happened. Freddy would be still be alive, and Ana would be safely at school. 
What was she going to tell his parents? She needed solace, but there was none to be found. By meddling in the Anderson family’s business, she had failed Freddy and Ana. The thought crushed her. She wondered, just as Detective Turned did, how Anderson had gotten her number and address. None of it made sense. But she couldn’t quit. Not when Ana needed her. 
She turned the faucet on and washed her face. The warm water was soothing. She ran soap over her hands and held them under the water, slowly rubbing them together. Afterward, she grabbed a towel and dried her hands and face. It seemed amazing that she could do even these ordinary things. She took Ana’s brush and ran it through her hair. Her eyes met the mirror again. There would be no more doubt. No more blaming herself. No more fear. And once she found Anderson, she was going to kill him. There was no other way.
She left the bathroom to find Lou playing the captured cell phone recording to a circle of detectives, all quietly listening. 
“See to it,” said the voice, referring to his parents, “that they are freed and brought to an undisclosed location, and I’ll let you talk to Ana.” The voice was distorted, ominous sounding. 
Lou stopped the recording. “I tried to get a trace, but came up empty-handed.”
“I don’t get it,” Detective Turner said, interjecting. “The guy leaves a note in his own handwriting, but doesn’t leave fingerprints. Calls her up but doesn’t leave a number. Tells her who he is but uses a voice box.”
“It’s pretty simple,” Miriam said, approaching them, steely and determined. “He’s exposing only what he wants to, without leaving concrete evidence.”
Turner turned his head away from Miriam and back to the other detectives. “What about the note?” 
“Anyone could have written that,” Lou answered. 
“We’ll see,” Turner said. “My team will look into it.”
Miriam broke into the circle and leaned against the couch, eying everyone around her. “What are we going to do to meet his demands? The release of the Anderson parents in exchange for my being able to talk to my daughter seems more than fair to me.”
“Not my area,” Turner said, getting up. He signaled the rest of the detectives to the kitchen. They left as Miriam looked to Lou for help. “Well?” she said. “Who do we need to talk to?”
Lou shifted in his seat uncomfortably and sighed. 
“No,” she said, pointing at him. “Don’t tell me it can’t be done. It has to be done. It’s the only chance I have.” 
She grabbed the remote and turned on the television. It was uncanny. The local news was reporting from in front of her house, right where police had the area cordoned off. Behind the reporter, in the background, was the ambulance where the EMTs had just loaded Freddy’s body. 
“We’re standing here in front of the Castillo residence, where Miriam Castillo, the former police sergeant involved in the so-called “Snatcher case,” is in the midst of another murder investigation. Details at this point are unclear, but retribution against Ms. Castillo is rumored to have resulted in at least one death of a close family member.”
Miriam stared at the screen, rage burning through her. The amount of utter speculation she was hearing was astounding. The well-groomed male reporter went on to say that an APB had been issued for a white Dodge van, possibly ten to twenty years old, with tinted windows. They showed a sample photo of what the real van might look like. Helicopters had been deployed, and the reporter glanced up. Then his face grew solemn and he began speaking as if he had just heard an important piece of breaking news though his earpiece. 
“We’re now reporting that an AMBER Alert has been issued for Ms. Castillo’s eleven-year-old daughter, Ana.” Strangely enough, they even had a picture of her—a school photo from the previous year—and displayed her height, weight, and hair and eye color. 
Miriam turned to Lou with anguish in her eyes. “How did they get a picture of her like that?” She stared back at the screen, eyes glazed and mouth open. 
The man concluded his report by briefly revisiting the Snatcher case and then handing the show back to the studio’s news desk anchor, who launched into a cheery look at sports highlights. Miriam tossed the remote down and headed toward the front door. 
“Whoa,” Lou said, running toward her. “Where are you going?”
She whipped around, infuriated. “I want to know how they got a picture of my daughter.” 
Detective Turner, who had seen the commotion from the kitchen, advanced toward her, calling: “Perhaps this environment isn’t the best for you right now, Ms. Castillo.” 
Miriam did a U-turn from the front door, facing toward the kitchen with her fists balled. Again, Lou blocked her path. “Come on now. This isn’t helping!”
“Helping?” she said, pointing at Turner’s pudgy and indifferent face. “How is any of this helping?” The room went quiet again. The entire Sarasota police force, it seemed, simply stared back at her with blank expressions. 
“We’re doing everything we can,” said a lanky detective standing nearby. He had kind eyes and a soft voice and placed a hand on her shoulder. “But in order to catch this guy, we’ve got to gather up every piece of evidence at our disposal.”
Miriam turned away, saying nothing. She grabbed her purse and went right out the front door, toward her red Tahoe. Lou stood aside, as flabbergasted as the other officers. He nodded to the lanky detective and then went out the door, following Miriam. 
She rushed out of the door, looking down and ignoring the news crews in the distance. She looked up with dismay to find a police car parked behind her Tahoe. She stopped and sighed as two male officers from out of nowhere approached her. 
“Everything all right, ma’am?” one asked. 
“One of you is blocking me in. Could you move that car, please?” she asked. 
They looked at each other, unsure. Miriam threw her hands up. “Come on. Move it or lose it.”
Three different local news crews moved quickly from their vans and hurried over to Miriam. The two officers turned to them and told them not to pass the driveway. 
“Ms. Castillo!” an attractive female reporter shouted. “Can you tell us what happened here?”
“Is this the Snatcher’s revenge?” a male reporter asked. 
“Any message for the Snatcher?” an excited male reporter added.
Miriam unlocked her Tahoe, pressing a button on her key and opened the door, ignoring them. 
Lou suddenly came around the corner to stop her from leaving. “Miriam, wait. Where are you going?”
“To find that bastard and kill him,” she said, ducking into the driver’s seat. Lou held her door open before she could slam it. “Come on now, wait. You’re blocked in.”
She flashed her fiery eyes at him, clearly not about to be dictated to or deterred. “Tell them to move it before I ram it out of the way.” 
Lou kept his grip on the door, not wanting to let her out of his sight. “We’ll take my car. That work for you?”
She jammed her keys into the ignition and then, with both hands on the steering wheel, seemed to have a change of heart. She looked up at him and gave a subtle nod. “Okay, Lou.”
 She took her keys out slowly and stepped out of the car. Lou closed her door, and they stood side by side. His white Crown Victoria was parked across the street; they looked at each other, thinking the same thing: This could prove to be a little problematic.
“What about them?” Miriam said, pointing at the news crews. 
“We walk through them. Can we keep them from putting your face on TV? No. But we don’t have to say anything.”
“I still want to know how they got that information about Ana.” She paused and looked into Lou’s worried eyes, searching for truth. “Tell me this much: Are you going to help me secure the release of Anderson’s parents, or are we going out to chase white vans all day?”
Lou grinned with a hint of sarcasm in his expression. “I have tell you, I think we’ll have much better luck back in Lee County.”
“So you’ll help me?” Miriam asked. 
“As much as I can.” 
She nearly hugged him but held back. There were too many cameras everywhere. Lou told the officers in the yard that they were going for a drive. He handed them his card. As he and Miriam approached the end of the driveway, the reporters began to swarm in close. 
“Make way, please,” Lou said, creating a path for Miriam and himself, elbowing people out of the way. Video cameras were everywhere. She kept her head high and eyes forward, ignoring their questions. However, one anonymous question felt like a dagger through her heart. 
“Miriam, what happened to your husband?”
She ignored the sting and kept walking. Lou’s car felt far away. She could hear him yelling at people, telling them to stay back. It wasn’t going to do a thing. When the news media smelled blood, there was no stopping them. 
Lou went around to the side and opened the passenger door for Miriam as questions continued to fly. He closed her door as a cameraman rushed toward him, and then battled his way to the driver’s side. He jumped in and slammed the door with a breath of relief. 
“Little aggressive, aren’t they?” he asked, turning to Miriam. She looked out the window, not answering. 
“Yes they are, she said, trying to muster a smile. 
Reporters surrounded the windows on all sides in a frenzy. She didn’t understand how things had gotten out of hand so quickly. Lou flipped on his siren on and revved the engine. He gently nudged forward, and when he had enough space, he gunned it around the cul-de-sac and down the street, narrowly missing a chasing news crew. The familiar spectacle of being in the media spotlight troubled Miriam. She had seen it before, following the death of her old partner. Now things were different. Her very daughter’s life was at stake. 
 



A New Friend
 
 
“Wake up,” a gentle, child-like voice said. 
 
Ana slowly opened her eyes to a darkened room. Her head was pounding and her throat felt dry and scratchy. Everything was hazy and she couldn’t remember how she had gotten wherever she was. She lay flat on her back on some kind of mattress. That much she knew. The air was dank and stifling and she could taste the noxious residue of alcohol in her mouth. 
“Mom?” she said faintly. 
A figure was kneeling beside her, but she couldn’t tell who it was. 
“I’m not your mom. My name is Bobby,” the person responded. 
Ana rubbed her eyes and sat up in a sort of disoriented, dream-like state. She squinted to see better but could barely make anything out. A long fluorescent bulb flickered from the ceiling in the distance. She could see stairs leading up. 
“Where am I?” was her first question. 
“You’re not going to like this,” the person said. “But you can trust me.”
Ana felt confused—annoyed, even. She sat up some more and looked around as her eyes adjusted to the darkness. She was in a basement. It was largely barren, with only a few empty bookshelves and boxes. A potted plant lay on its side with dirt spread across the concrete floor. There were no windows but plenty of cobwebs. Wherever she was, she didn’t want to be there. 
As reality set in, it was clear enough that she wasn’t dreaming. The figure with the non-threatening voice was sitting cross-legged on the floor. He turned the knob on a battery-operated lamp sitting next to him on the floor, revealing himself not as a harmless boy, but a full-grown man. 
A vivid memory electrified Ana’s mind: the intrusion into her bathroom, the cloth over her face, and the brief glimpse of a woman. She had been taken. She recoiled and jumped back against the concrete wall next to the bed. 
“Leave me alone!” she shouted. 
The man just sat there with a puzzled expression. He was dressed strangely in child-like overalls with a long-sleeved red-and-white striped shirt underneath. His gray hair was short and tattered. He rocked back and forth playfully while watching Ana, clutching his sneakers. There were a few dolls at his feet. He picked up a plush teddy bear and held it out for Ana.
“Don’t be scared. Here, I’ll let you hold Mr. Bongo.”
She backed further against the wall, quivering. “Stay away from me!” 
She looked around, desperate and afraid, for a way out. The only practical exit seemed to be the stairs. The man still held the teddy bear with a patient and knowing expression on his round face. His hair wasn’t convincing. It looked like a wig. 
“Don’t be afraid. Take the bear,” he said.
She stood up on the thin, squeaky mattress. It was dirty, and there were no blankets on it. The man waited in anticipation as she extended her arm to grab Mr. Bongo. The man smiled as she took the bear. The doll looked old, and one of its eyes was missing. 
“There you go. That’s the ticket,” he continued. 
Bear in hand, she leaned back some, standing over him. He beckoned her to say hello to the bear. She held the raggedy doll at arm’s length and looked into its face. Still, the man continued to gaze at her, smiling. Without a second thought, she wound her arm back and launched the bear into the man’s face and leapt from the bed. 
Her sneakers hit the floor and she bolted off in a frantic attempt at escape. The man tossed the bear from his lap and rolled to his side, grabbing her ankle. The sudden yank sent her flying and landing hard on the concrete floor. The impact sent a white flash through her brain as her chin compacted and struck the floor. A terrified scream bounced off the concrete walls, floor and stairs, which she had almost reached. The man gripped her leg hard, closing down on it like a bear trap. There was no escape. His voice was strangely desperate and pleading. 
“You can’t go up there! It’s not safe. You’re better off with me.”
Ana struggled, trying to free her leg. She clawed at the ground as her chin dripped with blood. She could even taste a little in her mouth. “Let me go, you freak!” she shouted. 
The man kept a tight grip, impervious to her erratic movements. “Ana, I’m only trying to help you.”
She cried out and tried to kick with her other leg. He sat up, holding it more tightly as she flailed frantically. “Shhhh,” he said, quietly. “You’re going to get us in trouble.”
Ana reached toward the stairs, stretching her arm until it hurt. Her fingertips hovered near the first step. She screamed for help, but no one came. She could see up the stairs. The metallic door was shut. It had several deadbolts. She pulled again, trying to kick her leg free, but the man wouldn’t let go. She stopped and lay on the floor, out of breath, with pain running through her jaw.
“You shouldn’t try to run like that,” the man said. “You’ll only get hurt.” He finally let go. 
Ana crawled to the wall near the staircase and held her knees to her chest, staring at him. 
“Why are you talking like that? Who are you?”
The man swiveled around and sat across from her, placing his hands in his lap. “I told you. My name is Bobby.”
“Okay, Bobby. Why am I here?” Ana asked. 
Bobby froze suddenly as if hearing something. His eyes looked up toward the ceiling with deep concern. However, Ana heard nothing from upstairs. She couldn’t make him out completely in the dim light. All she knew was that he was making her feel afraid. After a moment of hushed silence, he looked back at her.
“You were taken here,” he answered. 
“By who?” she asked. 
He looked up again and then to Ana, speaking just above a whisper. “By a bad man. He sent me down here to be your friend. And if we become friends, I can promise that nothing bad will happen to you.”
Ana looked up. “What does he want with me?”
Bobby leaned in closer. “I don’t know. He won’t tell me.”
For a moment, she felt as if she could confide in Bobby. “Can you help me get out of here?” 
His face dropped. “Oh no.” He shook his head back and forth with movements that were fast and emphatic. “No. No. No. No.” 
Ana knew she was in danger. She was trapped with a crazy man. Her eyes darted around the room, looking for a weapon of any sort. Aside from a few dusty boxes, she didn’t see anything. 
“What’s in the boxes?” she asked.
Bobby stopped shaking his head and then turned to look. “Oh those. Just old junk. Books and stuff.”
Her eyes saw something in the corner—a possible key to her freedom. There amidst the cobwebs was a rusty shovel. She could make it work. 
“That person who took me,” she asked. “Where is he?”
“Who?” Bobby asked, inquisitively. He then nodded in understanding. “Oh. You mean Phyllis. Yeah. She’s not here.”
“Why do you keep looking up?” Ana asked. “Do you know a way out?”
Bobby crossed his arms and looked at the ground. “No…”
“So why don’t you help me look before the bad man gets here?” she asked, standing up. Her eyes stayed locked on the shovel across the room. “How am I supposed to use the bathroom cooped up in here? How am I supposed to eat? How am I supposed to do anything?”
Bobby shrugged. “I don’t know.”
She breezed past him, with only escape on her mind. 
“Hey,” he said, turning around. “What are you doing?”
Ana froze at the boxes. The shovel was ten feet away from her, barely visible. “This place is so drab,” she answered with her back to him. “We need to clear out these cobwebs.” She turned slightly to see where his attention was. He eyed her with suspicion but didn’t look prepared to stop her. 
“You shouldn’t really mess with anything here. If the bad man finds out—”
“Who’s the bad man?” she asked. “What’s his name?”
“I don’t know,” Bobby said. “He never told me. I just call him that because he’s bad.”
“Is this his house?” 
Bobby looked around the basement, nodding. “One of them. Yeah.”
Ana looked up the stairs. She had a plan and it seemed plausible when she played it out in her mind. “Can I ask you a favor, Bobby?”
Bobby perked up. Finally, she was responding. “What is it?”
“Can you watch the door for me while I clean?”
He grimaced and looked down with disapproval. “That’s not a good idea.”
“Come on. Just do it. You want to be friends, right?”
His face suddenly brightened up. He nodded with enthusiasm.
“Then do this one favor for me, and we can be friends.”
Bobby pivoted around and inched his way to the bottom of the stairs, where he sat cross-legged and stared at the door, waiting. Ana thanked him and inched past the boxes, moving toward the shovel, which rested just within arm’s reach. She took one last quick look behind her as Bobby remained dutifully on watch. She crept forward, took the wooden handle of the shovel, and gently lifted it up with both hands. There was no room for mistakes. 
Bobby was three times her size and at least two hundred pounds or more. She wouldn’t stand a chance if it came down to it. She hummed innocently and held the shovel up while taking careful steps past the boxes and toward the staircase where Bobby sat. 
“You’re doing a good job, Bobby,” she said quietly as she inched toward him. 
The back of his head made a big, red target. One quick swing, and she’d have enough time to escape. She’d never hurt anyone before, but the urge to hit his head with the shovel came naturally, for survival’s sake. She raised the shovel as high as her arms could take it, gritted her teeth, and closed her eyes. 
She swung it down with all her might and was surprised by the resounding thump that echoed through the basement as the force of impact shook her arms and sprained one of her wrists. Bobby shouted in agony and hit the ground with his hands covering his head. She dropped the shovel, hearing it clank on the ground and bolted past him up the wooden stairs. 
She had never run so fast in all her life. Her feet leapt stair after stair until she reached the top. She came to the large metal door and gripped the rough edges of the black vintage knob, turning it. The door wouldn’t budge. It was locked. 
“You little fucking bitch!” Bobby shouted out from the bottom of the stairs. 
He lay in a ball with his hands still covering his head. He hadn’t made any moves yet, but Ana could see the window of opportunity closing with every lost second. She turned back to the door and jiggled the handle again, pulling and pushing in a distraught frenzy. 
Her balled fists pounded on the door as she screamed to be let out. Below, she could hear the stairs creaking. Bobby was up and moving toward her. His boyish, mop-top wig lay on the ground. His real hair was short and gray. His previous friendly demeanor had been replaced with rage. He pushed himself up on one of the treads, keeping one hand on the railing and the other cradling his head. 
“You’re gonna get it now,” he said in a low growl. She looked past him to the shovel lying on the ground, regretting that she had dropped it so easily. 
“Stay away from me!” she shouted, pressing her back against the door. She tried the handle again, but nothing would budge. She was locked in. 
The man climbed up each step, wincing in pain and scowling at her with fury. Shaking, Ana felt truly afraid. She screamed again as tears flowed from her eyes. He grew closer, only a few steps away. She balled her fists, ready to defend herself. As he took the next step she launched one foot forward to kick him in the head. His hand lashed out and grabbed her foot. 
“Gotcha now, baby bitch,” he said with malice. 
She grabbed the doorknob behind her with one hand, but was yanked away with one wrench. Her screams were silenced with once swift smack across her face. Another white flash and she could taste even more blood in her mouth than before. 
Stunned, she tilted her head back and tried to block the next blow as it walloped her ear and sent her head ringing. A smack followed across her face—quick and brutal. She could already taste blood. 
The man then gripped her by the neck with one hand and held her up. She clawed at his hand, gasping. Her throat was getting tight and everything went blurry. She tried everything she could do to get free, kicking, trying to bite his hand, butt him with her head, but there wasn’t enough room to do it. Panic rattled her bones. He wouldn’t stop squeezing. Then suddenly she felt release. 
“You’re not getting off the hook that easily,” he said. With his hand still around her neck, he moved to the side and threw her down the stairs. She tumbled upon each hard step and hit the ground in a barely conscious heap. She could barely breathe, and every bone felt like it had been broken. Ana dared to open her eyes just a bit and saw the man staring at her silently from the top of the stairs. 
He fished into his overalls pocket and pulled out a set of keys, unlocking the door. He opened the door, still holding his head with one hand, and then looked down at her. “You get some rest now, because I’m gonna have some fun with you later.”
His words faded as Ana saw him leave the basement and slam the door shut, locking it. The shovel lay near her—the key to an escape plan that didn’t work out. Would she ever get another chance? She had no answers. She only hoped that she could endure whatever abuse the man had in store for her.
 
 



***
 
Phillip Anderson leaned against the kitchen counter while holding an ice pack against his bandaged head. The blow from the shovel hadn’t killed him, or even hurt him too badly, but Bobby was gone from his mind, never to surface again. He had changed out of his child-like suspenders and into a pair of jeans and an oil-stained windbreaker. He had managed to stop the bleeding from the gash in his head and had begun to get his thoughts together. Staring out the kitchen window of his dilapidated two-bedroom safe house, he plotted his next move. 
The drive from Sarasota had been long and difficult, as he’d been forced to change vehicles multiple times. Having his face plastered all over the local news hadn’t helped matters either. But he had help. Two men were posted outside his safe house, located deep within the rural everglades. 
Phillip was careful in most of his dealings—and had long ago set up a series of getaway vehicles and safe houses that would allow him to go into hiding whenever the time might make it necessary. What the Lee County and Sarasota Police Departments didn’t know was that he’d had an escape route planned out for years. And it wasn’t long until he’d flee the country for good, never to be seen again.
He fully expected Miriam to come through for him and secure his parents’ release. Though she showed surprising resilience, he believed he had broken her. 
His small team of highly compensated men made up his security detail. His safe house was hidden in a rural stretch of land owned under a different name. He believed that the FBI couldn’t find it no matter how hard they tried. The small, cabin-like house was concealed under a large camouflaged tarp. Everything was in order, but Phillip wasn’t done with Miriam, or her daughter, for that matter. Not by a long shot.
He stepped outside onto the front porch, holding the bag of ice to his head in one hand and a cell phone in the other. His two men, muscular and formidable-looking, stood in the yard scanning the area. One of them was looking through a pair of binoculars. They were both wearing camouflaged clothes and had a fair amount of facial hair. They were also armed with AR-15 rifles slung around their shoulders—all supplied by their boss. Phillip walked down the front steps and into the weeds that surrounded the house. His men turned and looked at him as he approached.
“Damn. You all right?” the one with the binoculars said. 
“Yeah,” Phillip replied, taking slow and careful steps. “Just had a little accident while trying to make some repairs around the house.”
The two men glanced at each other and then looked back at Phillip.
“Gotta be careful out here,” the other man added. “Ain’t no hospital for quite a ways.”
Phillip asked them for an update and if they had seen or heard anything out of the ordinary.
“Nothing,” they both replied. 
“No one’s coming out here,” Binoculars replied. 
Phillip walked around the front to see for himself. Palm trees and brush extended into the horizon. Beyond the forest lay marshes and wetlands—much of it federal property. Phillip would have to be careful how he moved around. Everything was peaceful and serene, but he never let the obvious deceive him.
“Can’t be here much longer,” Phillip added. “Have to keep moving on.”
“How’s the girl?” the other man asked. 
Phillip glared at him, annoyed at the question. The man shifted the conversation quickly to Miriam. “I mean, if we’re going to make the trade with her mother.”
“Just keep an eye out,” Phillip snapped. “I’ll handle the rest.”
“Of course. No problem,” the man said almost apologetically. 
“I will say, since you ask, that we may need another one.”
The man blinked, confused. “Another?”
“Another kid,” Phillip said. “That girl is a handful. She needs someone to keep her company.”
Both men nodded. “We’ll look into it, boss.”
Phillip turned back toward the house and climbed the stairs, cringing at the pain in his head but trying not to show it. He sat at a small porch table and set his phone down—twice the size of any smart phone. It had been affixed with a voice box and some wiring to prevent location tracking. Phillip was no fool. He knew what he was doing. Perhaps he thought he knew more than he really did. Perhaps he even underestimated his adversaries. His throbbing head was a reminder of that. He picked up the phone and called a number over twenty digits long. It was time to get the next phase of his plan moving along. He could hear static on the other end of the line, followed by a man’s faint voice. 
“Yes?”
Phillip leaned forward and pressed the phone against his ear. “It’s me. What’s the status?”
“The status?”
“Yes, the fucking status on my parents.”
“We’re working on it.”
Phillip balled his fist. “No, no, no. Just get everything in place. I want that cop bitch to make it happen. Where is she? Did she get to the station yet?” 
There was a pause on the other end. Phillip could hear chattering in the background.
“FBI are here,” the man replied. 
“I don’t give a shit about the FBI. Where’s Castillo?” he barked. 
“Hold on,” the man said. There was another long pause. 
“She just walked into the station with another detective.”
Phillip smiled. “She did?” 
“Yes.”
“Perfect. Keep an eye on her.”
“No problem.”
Phillip hung up the phone and set it back down on his table. He breathed in the fresh air, feeling good about himself. Everything was going according to plan. 
 
 



Interrogation
 
Miriam arrived at the station with Lou at her side. It was busier than she had ever seen it. Police and investigators clogged the lobby, halls, and offices—moving with a purpose. The atmosphere was bordering on chaotic. The local media had set up camp outside ever since word got out that the entire Anderson family had been taken in. 
There was also news of the FBI being in the building somewhere. The case had drawn immediate and wide attention—the long-suspected crime family who lived on the outskirts of town was now in custody. 
The ten acres that made up Anderson Auto Salvage had been cordoned off, seized by the authorities in order to search for evidence, though little had surfaced since taking the Anderson boys—Greg, Walter, and Jake—into custody. Their parents, Boone and Judith, had been placed in a holding room separate from their sons. The police had one main concern: the whereabouts of Phillip Anderson. 
The Andersons baffled investigators. On the surface, they seemed a typical blue-collar working-class family who owned and operated their own business. They were tight-knit and proud, a loyal bunch who were distrustful of outsiders and who had a particular disdain for law enforcement. But they weren’t being held for their idiosyncrasies. Two kidnapped girls had been discovered underground on a rural stretch of land owned by the family. 
The age of the victims—between ten and twelve years old—put the case within federal jurisdiction. Out of six missing local girls, only two had been discovered. The other four, missing for years, were feared dead, though no remains had been discovered. As a result, authorities planned for a mass excavation of the Anderson salvage yard. 
The investigation would take hundreds of man-hours at a cost well beyond the town’s resources. The Anderson family was needed to give information to fill in the gaps. But so far, they weren’t talking. Formal charges hadn’t been filed. Every moment was critical. The district attorney had already contacted the sheriff’s office. Like everyone else, he wanted answers. The county was overwhelmed with all the attention and demands. The local news media were ready and waiting, eager to take the latest developments in the Snatcher case and sensationalize them. 


Miriam pushed through to the front desk to get her visitor’s badge with Lou at her elbow escorting her. She knew she had her hands full. The feds were taking over now, which would make her involvement twice as difficult. She’d not only have to convince them to play ball, she’d also have to take on the very same department she’d resigned from a year prior. The deluged desk clerk looked up, adjusting his glasses, and studied Miriam. His round, reddish face had a surprised look. He wasn’t expecting to see her again so soon. 
“Ms. Castillo. What are you doing back here?” he asked. 
“Some things never change, Officer Sherman. Could I get a visitor badge, please?”
People filed by past her, waving their key cards into a scanner and then passing through a set of double doors leading inside where all the action was. The building was high security, but no one would know it from the number of people coming and going. Miriam looked up at a wall clock above Officer Sherman’s desk.
It had been an hour and a half since she last heard from Phillip Anderson. If she secured the release of his parents, would he keep his word? Was the word of a child murderer worth anything? Miriam didn’t think so, but she felt as though she had no other choice. He had Ana, which meant that he had everything. 
Once she was badged, Lou escorted Miriam into the precinct only to have themselves called out from across the way by Captain Richard Porter—a stern but reasonable officer who had supervised the unit for the last five years. He was Miriam’s old boss—a constant thorn in her side, as she remembered it. Now he was at it again. However, the look of concern on his face said differently. 
“In my office now, please,” he said, signaling to them from three rooms down the hall. They forewent the busy homicide division to their right and moved past the hordes of plainclothes and uniformed officers. They all seemed intent on pushing to the holding rooms across the way—where the Andersons no doubt had found residence. 
Miriam sighed. Porter was meddling again, just like old times. She wanted Anderson’s parents freed, even if she had to smuggle them out of the precinct herself. 
“I don’t have the patience for this,” she said quietly to Lou. 
“Let’s just see what he wants,” he replied. “You can’t do this on your own. The sooner you get him on board, the better.”
As they got closer to his office, Captain Porter backed into his room and cleared it out. “That’s enough, ladies and gentlemen. Start preparing that excavation team.” Ten or so uniformed officers exited the room carrying notebooks, their faces worn and tired. Porter’s thin, lightly stubbled face looked just as weary. 
Miriam hadn’t seen him in over a year. His short hair had gone from dark brown to gray. He closed the door behind them, pulled down its blinds, and pointed to a pair of green vinyl chairs in front of his desk. 
The office was quiet and the muffled commotion outside seemed to come from a different world. With their main suspect still at large, there was no room for celebration. Papers were scattered all over Captain Porter’s desk. Both his office phone and cell phone rang without interruption. 
He walked over, placed his cell phone on silent, and took his landline off the hook. He rubbed the bridge of his nose and adjusted his square-framed glasses. He pulled out his swivel chair but didn’t speak. Instead, he placed both hands flat on the surface of his mahogany desk and leaned forward. 
“First of all, I am sorry to hear about your husband and daughter.”
Miriam had managed to hide all signs of anguish before entering the police station. 
“Word travels fast,” he continued. “The Snatcher is on the loose and he has your daughter.”
 
She rocked back in her seat, burying her face in her hands. It took every last fiber of her being to not have a nervous breakdown in front of her former-colleagues and superiors. 
Porter studied her sympathetically and cleared his throat. “I can only imagine how difficult this must be for you. That’s why you need to leave it to the professionals.”
Miriam looked up and leaned forward, inquisitively. “What are you talking about?” 
Lou decided to cut in. “Let me explain—”
Captain Porter raised a cautionary hand, waving it toward Lou. “No, let me explain. This five-year investigation goes well beyond kidnapping. The Anderson family faces at least twenty other state and federal violations. This is a great win for our department. Phillip Anderson is on the run, yes, but he won’t get far. We’ve got every lawman from Miami to Pensacola looking for him.”
Miriam shot up from her seat, anger rising. “I am not going to rely on the same people who failed to catch a man directly under their nose for five years. Do you think I would gamble the life of my daughter in such a way?” 
Detective Lou looked at her nervously. Miriam’s face was flushed. Her heart was racing. 
Captain Porter had gotten the message, though it seemed to have little effect. After a sigh, he continued. “I understand your skepticism, and I can’t imagine what you’re going through right now. However, the feds are calling the shots, and your citizen vigilantism, I’m sorry, will only interfere with the investigation.”
Miriam pointed at her old boss with a shaky finger. “No one is going to stop me from trying to get Ana back. I don’t care if it’s the feds or the National Guard!”
“Can I say something?” Lou asked, raising his hand for quiet. Two pairs of eyes locked on him. “Sir. Miriam did find those girls. She’s gotten us to this point, and it’s cost her greatly. This department owes her. We owe her everything.”
Porter scratched his chin and interlocked his hands behind his back. He paced behind his desk in the silence that followed. Miriam wasn’t sure what else to say. She knew what she had to do, and was on a mission—with or without the help of her former colleagues and superiors. 
“No one doubts the sacrifices she’s made,” Porter said, speaking almost as though she weren’t in the room. “And no one questions her skills as a police sergeant.” He paused. “But, Miriam, you’re a civilian now, and you need to leave the police work to the police.”
Miriam opened her mouth to speak, but Porter cut her off. “We know all about Phillip’s demands, how he sent you here to ensure the release of his parents. We know that he’s holding the life of your daughter over your head like a bartering tool. That is why it’s important that we do everything right to get your daughter back. To capture this monster, once and for all. And we can’t do that with you running around in the background with your own priorities.”
He paused again to let his words resonate with her—or so he hoped. It was a tough sell. Miriam wasn’t one to wait for others to do the work for her. She wasn’t going to stand on the sidelines while the cabal of local, state, and federal authorities tried to figure things out. It wasn’t their daughter, it was hers. That was what they didn’t understand. 
“My advice,” he continued. “Spend time with your family. You parents and other relatives. Allow yourself some time to grieve for Freddy. Give us a couple of days and we’ll get Ana back. We promise.”
She pondered his words. They wanted her to step back and walk away, but why? Whatever the reason, she had no plans of recusing herself. Not for all the lectures in the world. “Reinstate me,” she said.
The captain turned to her, curious. “Excuse me?”
“Put me back on the force, and let’s work together on this.”
He appeared incredulous at the idea. “Miriam, I-I hardly think this is the time. You need to—”
“I need to what?” she asked. 
Lou looked on, examining the certificates on the wall and not wanting to get involved in another potential battle of words and wills. Before Porter could respond, someone knocked loudly at his door. 
“Who is it?” he responded. 
“Agent Nettles, FBI,” a booming voice said. He didn’t wait to be invited in. Instead the knob turned, and he stuck his head inside. He was a clean-cut, square-jawed man with an intense blue-eyed glare and dark hair slicked back. He took one quick look around the room and zeroed in on Miriam. 
“Is that her?” he asked, looking at Captain Porter. 
“Her? As in…”
“The police sergeant who cracked the case?” he asked. 
Porter stalled, not wanting to concede such an assessment. The FBI, it seemed, had plans different from his. “Well, Agent Nettles. There was no one person responsible. It was a joint effort. Detective O’Leary is recovering from wounds in the hospital as we speak.”
Nettles listened, half-interested. He opened the door fully and stepped inside as clamor from the hall entered the office with him. “Yeah, but she’s the one who found the bunker, correct?” He pointed directly at her as Porter conceded the fact. 
Porter then looked up and introduced her to Agent Nettles. Miriam turned to him and shook his hand. His tight grip and direct eye contact immediately made her feel better. Perhaps they could work together. Nettles looked outside into the hallway, then slowly closed the door. As he turned around to address them once more, Porter interjected. 
“Ms. Castillo was providing service purely in the role of adviser to Detective O’Leary. She, in fact, no longer serves in the capacity of a peace officer.”
“Okay. So we deputize her,” Nettles said in a matter-of-fact tone. 
“I don’t think she’s in any state to be assisting an investigation,” Porter said. 
“We need her.” Nettles paused, noticing the skepticism on the captain’s face. “The Andersons are lawyering up. If we don’t charge them with something soon—within the next twenty-four hours—they walk.”
“And what does that have to do with her?” Porter asked. 
“That’s who they want to speak to,” Nettles said. “Asked for her by name.”
Porter shook his head in utter confusion. “Why?”
“I don’t know,” Nettles said, but he made his point perfectly clear: The FBI wanted Miriam. She had just been given a voice, the chance she wanted. And she wasn’t going to waste a moment. 
The captain reluctantly conceded, but decided to add a few facts he wasn’t sure Nettle was aware of. “Her daughter has been kidnapped.” 
Nettles looked at her, surprised, as Porter continued. “Kidnapped by a man who claims to be Phillip Anderson.”
“It was Phillip Anderson,” Miriam said. 
“Her husband was also murdered,” the captain added. 
Nettles gave another surprised look, eyes even wider. 
“My husband and I were separated,” she said, looking down. Very little of what had happened had truly sunk in yet. She didn’t want to think about it now. Couldn’t, in fact. To linger on Freddy’s too-recent death would destroy her. She had to keep moving. 
The captain waved his hand as if to brush aside the whole idea of deputizing Miriam. “My concern is that Ms. Castillo isn’t in the right state of mind.” He made direct eye contact. “No one should be expected to operate in any capacity after what she’s been through.”
Nettles placed his hands on his hips. The sleeves of his white shirt were rolled up. His ID badge hung in front of his red tie. “I didn’t know that.” He looked at Miriam with what seemed like real sympathy in his eyes. “I don’t want you to do anything that you’re uncomfortable with.”
“I need to do this,” Miriam said. “Please.”
“Does that mean that you want to be a cop again?” Lou asked. 
She looked at all three men as they waited for her answer. “Whatever it takes.”
 
All four holding rooms were occupied. Each room had a window that could not be seen through from the other side. The Anderson brothers were separated and placed in three different rooms. Their parents shared the last room and were seated at the table together. Miriam watched them from behind the glass. They were speaking with a slim, wavy-haired man dressed in a suit. His back was turned toward the window and his briefcase rested on the table. 
“The Anderson family lawyer,” Nettles said, pointing. 
Captain Porter and Lou squeezed into the tight-fitting viewing room, trying to look over Miriam’s shoulder. Nettles pressed a small button on the wall next to them. An intercom above them sounded, allowing them to hear the conversation. 
The lawyer was saying: “No one knows where Philip is. He’s on the run. But what we want to do is get you out of here. Secondly, you don’t say anything. I’ll have you out of here before sundown.”
Captain Porter looked at Lou. “That’s all contingent on what we find after the search of their salvage yard.”
“How many properties does the family own?” Miriam asked. 
“None,” Lou said. “Phillip owns them all. And there’s twenty of them we know of throughout South Florida.”
“And what efforts have been made to search those properties?” she asked. 
No one answered. She turned around. “A helicopter? Something?”
“We’re working on it,” Porter said, not wanting to elaborate any further. 
Agent Nettles crossed his arms, watching the couple through the glass. Boone was a large man, over six feet tall, with short white hair and a thin matching beard. His eyes were magnified behind thick glasses, and he looked perpetually upset. He wore a pair of old-fashioned overalls on his large frame. His wife, Judith, was about half his size, with curly gray hair and an equally perturbed expression. The lawyer continued his promise that they would be released soon. 
“Is that slime ball going to be present when she speaks to them?” Captain Porter asked Nettles. 
Nettles shrugged, not certain. “His plate is full with three other clients, but ultimately it’s up to the lovely couple in there.”
“They did request to speak with her,” Lou added.
Porter shook his head. “Again, I don’t understand. What’s their angle?” 
“How much is Philip Anderson worth?” Miriam asked—posing a question of her own.
“He’s believed to have a net worth of three million dollars,” Nettles answered. 
Lou nearly gasped. Porter’s eyes widened. Miriam could hardly believe it herself. She turned and patted Lou’s back as he hacked and coughed. 
“That psychotic backwoods predator is a millionaire?” Lou said, catching his breath. 
“Yes,” Nettles said. “We’re working on freezing his assets.” 
“That’s a start,” Porter said. 
“He’s not stupid,” Nettles said. “There has been zero activity in his bank and credit accounts.” 
Miriam wondered how much the FBI knew about Philip Anderson. She wondered how much they knew about her. With the family lawyer present, it looked like the parents’ release was a foregone conclusion. What did he want with her anyway? Why had she come to Lee County when a fresh crime scene stood waiting at her own house? She pulled her phone out to check for any missed calls—even though her ringer had been fully on. The unlisted number didn’t show. 
Nettles knocked and opened the door to the interrogation room. The curly-haired lawyer stopped and turned around, exposing a youthful, clean-shaven face. He looked to be in his early forties. With the amount of wealth Philip Anderson had, Miriam was surprised that an army of lawyers hadn’t descended upon the precinct. She asked Agent Nettles to elaborate on the family’s wealth.
“They all make a decent income, but Phillip is the loaded one,” he said. “The family business and all its wealth belongs to him.”
That one man could have so much power over his family was strange. Whatever the scenario, Miriam could understand his parents’ reluctance to talk. 
“Yes?” the lawyer asked from the other room, waiting.
Nettles opened the door and poked his head in, speaking in a moderately sarcastic tone. “All right, your honor, I have Ms. Castillo here as requested.”
The lawyer nodded and grabbed his briefcase. The Andersons stared ahead, stone-like and incongruously indifferent. Nettles stepped aside and let Miriam pass through. She wasn’t sure whom she was supposed to talk to or who had specifically requested her. She wondered about the lawyer. How much did he know? Was he aware of Philip’s whereabouts? 
He extended his arm and introduced himself as Michael Kershner, attorney at law. Miriam shook his clammy hand. He had on a gold watch, and his pin-striped suit looked like the real custom-made deal. 
Just as soon as he had introduced himself, Kershner picked up his briefcase and excused himself from the room, leaving Miriam looking perplexed and confused. Before he left, he pulled out a chair for her to sit on. Miriam looked at Nettles, who seemed to understand the situation. He left the room as well and closed the door. 
She was on her own—though she knew they were being watched. She turned and looked at her reflection in the mirror. She then turned back to the parents. They said nothing, and their faces gave nothing away as they stared at her with two unmistakable frowns. Only Boone moved, taking his wife’s hand in his, and giving her a faint smile. 
“You wanted to speak with me?” Miriam said. 
Their silence was followed by a tense awkwardness. 
“Is there something I can help you with?” she continued.
Judith looked away, but Boone kept his serious eyes on her, not saying a word. Miriam continued with her questions. “Do you know where your son Phillip is?” 
Again, they didn’t answer. She felt anger resurfacing and leaned closer to them over the table. “Did you know that he kidnapped my daughter and murdered her father in cold blood? Did you know that?”
Boone cleared his throat but didn’t speak. Miriam could feel tears welling in her eyes. However, the last thing she wanted was to let them see her upset. 
“Do you even care?” she asked. Her voice cracked. Their silence got to her, despite her best efforts to stay calm. “How about the children he kidnapped? Do you care about them?”
If that was the case, and they did care, they didn’t show it. 
“Then what do you want from me?” she asked, pounding the table. She stopped and took a deep breath, trying to focus on the main goal: securing Ana’s release. 
She lowered her head, grimaced, and then whipped her hair back out of her face. “I see your high-priced lawyer is working diligently to release you. And I hope that happens. Just know that if anything happens to my daughter, I’m holding you and your entire family responsible.” 
At that moment, her cell phone rang, vibrating in her pocket. She pulled her phone out to see that the unidentified number was finally calling her back. Nervous, she answered, keeping her eyes on the parents.
“Hello?”
“Don’t say anything else. Just nod from now on,” the familiar, distorted voice told her. “Understand?” 
She nodded in response. 
“Good,” he said as though he were watching. “I know that you’re in a room with my parents now. And I want you to know that my parents are watching every move you make through the duration of this phone call. So that means you don’t speak, you don’t call the others in, you simply listen. Understand?”
She nodded. Phillip chuckled to himself. “It is kind of weird to have a conversation like this. But rest assured, I know your rooms are miked, and I don’t want to take any chances.” 
Miriam looked up at his parents. They were watching her like hawks. The entire set-up seemed suspect. Were they all in it together? The lawyer? The parents? The brothers? How far did the conspiracy go? It would be foolish to let any of them out. But none of it mattered to her as long as she got Ana back. Thoughts of her daughter consumed her. She could sit in silence no longer.
“Please. Let me say one thing.”
“What did I tell you?” the voice growled. 
“I need to speak to her. Just one word!”
“Talk again, and I’m hanging up. Got it?”
Miriam nodded as a tear streamed down her cheek. The Anderson parents could see her vulnerability, exactly what she didn’t want them to see.
“Good,” he continued. “Here’s what’s going to happen. Mr. Kershner is going to secure the release of my parents and my brothers. Supervised, of course. I can’t imagine the feds just letting them go. Now that I’ve exalted you to a higher position of authority, you will give these decisions for their release your complete support.”
She resisted the urge to argue. Their supposed deal was for the parents, not for the entire family. Again, she thought of Ana and was ready to embrace whatever scheme he set forth. 
“You are not to tell anyone anything I’ve told you over the phone. You play your part, that’s all. Secure their release today and I’ll tell you where you can find Ana.” He paused, letting the words sink in. “So now I want you to nod again for yes so that my parents can see that we’re in agreement.”
She did as she was told. “Good…” he continued. “Oh yes. And one more thing. My family and my lawyer will neither confirm nor deny knowing about any of this. Don’t push them. And remember, there will always be eyes on you.”
With that, he hung up. She held the phone to her ear, ensuring that he was no longer there. Hands trembling, she lowered the phone and put it back in her pocket. She said nothing to the parents as she rose and left the room. Everyone was standing outside the interrogation room, having watched her from the window. 
“Well?” Captain Porter said as she walked out. 
“What the heck was that all about?” Lou added. 
Agent Nettles examined her keenly and with suspicion. 
“That was him on the phone, wasn’t it?” Lou asked. “That son of a bitch.”
She took a deep breath and looked around. “We need to release the Anderson family today.”
Porter’s eyes widened. “Are you out of your mind?”
Nettles looked increasingly skeptical. “What did he tell you on that phone call?”
“Nothing,” she said. “He’s playing a game and enjoying every minute of it. Releasing his family is the only way to get close to him.”
“But what if we find something at the salvage yard? Some incriminating evidence?” Porter continued. “They just walk?”
“Of course not,” Miriam said. Like clockwork, the door opened, and Kershner entered the room, presumably to check on her. “Unless you have some reason to hold them here, I’m requesting that you release my clients within the next hour.”
All eyes went to Miriam—the odd woman out. “I agree,” she said. She couldn’t believe the words as they left her mouth. 
Nettles stepped in her path with his hands on his hips, getting into the lawyer’s face. “This case is under federal jurisdiction,” he said. “We’ll hold the family here as long as we damn well please.”
Kershner mockingly held out both hands. “Looks like we have a constitutional scholar here, ladies and gentlemen!” 
Nettles and the lawyer continued bickering as Lou leaned into her ear. “What did he say to you on that call?”
“The same stuff he’s been saying from the beginning. He wants his family released. Those are his terms.”
Lou touched her shoulder. “We’re going to get Ana back. I promise.”
It was a hell of a promise to make, but she wanted to believe every word of it. 
 



Released
 
A preliminary search of the Anderson Auto Salvage Yard brought very little in the way of evidence. Lee County had deployed half its police department to cover the ten-acre salvage yard in an intense search for any evidence that would incriminate the family and keep them in custody. The FBI was conducting their own investigation as well throughout several of Phillip Anderson’s land purchases in the area. 
The underground bunker where undiscovered horrors had taken place over the years was an official crime scene. The investigation had rocked the small town of Palm Dale. The Andersons, spotlighted through media coverage, were officially public enemy number one, and to release them would be a violation of the public trust. Miriam knew this, as did her colleagues on the force. By the end of the day, however, she felt relieved that authorities had no choice but to release the family. 
“Are we sure this is the right call?” Lou asked as he, Miriam, and Agent Nettles convened in Captain Porter’s office.
“We’re keeping tabs on them,” Nettles said. “Twenty-four hours a day, until that bastard comes out of hiding.”
“How can we be sure that he hasn’t fled the country?” Porter asked from behind his desk. 
The air of a demoralized police force hung in the air. They had failed to capture the Snatcher for more than six years. Now—after finding him—they were forced to relinquish the only bargaining chip they had—his extended family.
Nettles cut in. “At this point, it would be extremely hard for Mr. Anderson to travel any significant distance. He’s on the no-fly list, and his mug is on posters in every federal building from here to Tallahassee.”
“The news media are going to have a field day with this,” Lou said, shaking his head. 
“Have you been watching the news?” Porter asked. “They already are.”
Miriam hadn’t said a word yet. She was too distracted, watching her phone. She had done her part and expected the call to come at any minute. The anticipation was killing her. The sickness in her stomach—the exhaustion and headache—were all symptoms of her frantic pain and worry about Ana. Surely Anderson’s lawyer had contacted Phillip by now and informed him of his family’s pending release.
After scrolling through his phone, Lou looked up suddenly, as if struck by a new concern. “I hate to say it, but is the department taking any measures to ensure the family’s safety?” 
Porter shot him a cockeyed glare and took a sip of bottled water. “Which family? Those Anderson scumbags?” 
Lou held his phone up for everyone to see. “You should see the comments on some of these news threads. People are out for blood.”
Porter shook his head. “Keyboard warriors are the least of our concern right now. I’m sure the FBI will have things under control. Isn’t that right, Agent Nettles?”
Nettles nodded while running his hands through his hair. “They’ll be under constant surveillance.” He didn’t look quite as confident as he sounded.
Porter raised a hand, waving away the idea of any potential problems. “See. They’ll be fine.”
Lou turned to Miriam, noticing her acute distraction. “You okay?” he asked. 
Startled, Miriam looked up, from her phone. “Yes. Yes, I’m fine.”
Nettles turned to her and folded his arms. “What did he say to you during that phone call?” 
Muffled commotion from outside Porter’s closed door made it clear that the precinct was in a frenzy upon learning about the Anderson family’s release. 
Miriam thought to herself, careful not to reveal too much. “In his phone call,” she said, “Phillip only repeated his earlier demands. Only this time, he said he wanted his whole family’s release—not just his parents.”
“And he told you that when that happened, he’d release your daughter?” Nettles asked. 
“Yes,” Miriam said, nodding. 
Porter cut in. “And you believe him?”
“What other choice does she have?” Lou asked, stepping in. 
“Ms. Castillo. You don’t have to do this alone. Let us help you,” Nettles said, reaching for her shoulder.
Miriam looked up again. Their concerned faces didn’t inspire confidence. “For six years this man was able to do what he did under the nose of law enforcement. One year ago he shot and killed my partner during a routine stop. Now… my daughter’s life.” She stopped talking but managed to keep herself together. “If anything happens to Ana, I’ll never forgive myself. Ever.”
Lou approached her, with a somber and sympathetic expression. He was about the only one in the department she trusted anymore. “We understand. But this is too much for one person to go through alone. Let us help you. Let us… do our jobs.”
Miriam’s looked up at him. “Thank you.” She then excused herself from the room, saying that she had to use the bathroom. 
“Everything is going to be fine,” Porter said as Miriam opened his office door, causing her to pause. 
“I know…” she said, with her back still turned to him. 
Porter looked at his wrist watch. “Shit. I have a press conference in five minutes.” He shot up from his chair as she walked out into the crowded hall and toward the holding rooms. 
 
Miriam walked past several uniformed police officers huddled together, shaking their heads and still complaining about the news of the Andersons’ release. No one noticed her, and she only recognized a few faces. Much, it seemed, had changed since she left the force the year prior. There were a lot of new officers, but much of the old guard still ran the place. 
She couldn’t help but miss being a cop. It was a part of who she was. Her father, Manuel, was a retired police chief. Her mother, Elizabeth, was a corrections counselor. Together, they’d had high expectations of their only child. 
Fresh out of high school, she joined the Air Force—where she met Freddy. Four years later, they moved to Washington, D.C. She went to school to study criminal justice. Freddy had his sights set on a law degree—but never finished school. The “pressure” made him drink. And his drinking changed everything. Miriam earned her bachelor’s and enrolled in the police academy while Freddy got a county job of his own as a bus driver. 
By twenty-six, Miriam was a newly sworn-in deputy, following in her father’s footsteps. She got pregnant with Ana and took some time off. By Ana’s first birthday, they had moved to Miami—a fresh start as a family. 
The exact circumstances that brought Miriam to Palm Dale were blurry. The relocation followed her divorce after five years of marriage. She enlisted with the Lee County Police Department as a sergeant and continued her career in law enforcement. Everything had changed, however, on the fateful day her partner was shot during a routine traffic stop. She always blamed herself, and had resigned as a result. Now the shooter was in her grasp. Phillip Anderson would see justice. Deputy Lang deserved that much. 
 
She walked past the third holding room, where Anderson’s lawyer, Kershner, was standing and talking with Boone and Judith. In mid-conversation, both parents looked up as if sensing her—their feelings masked behind two wrinkled and emotionless faces. What they thought of her, Miriam didn’t know or care. 
The Anderson boys exited their holding rooms with officers on each side. They were big men with farmer’s tans and varying degrees of reddish, dirty-blond facial hair. Greg and Walter were still wearing their oil-stained mechanic jumpsuits. Jake, the youngest of the three, wore a red flannel jacket and torn jeans. Criminal masterminds they weren’t, but Miriam believed there to be much more to them than brutish appearances. 
She continued toward the restroom farther down the hall as the entire family paused to watch her. Her eyes remained forward, though she wanted them to see her. Phillip had to know that she was alone. It was only then that he seemed to call her. 
“Ms. Castillo!” an FBI man called out. 
With her purse around her shoulder, Miriam walked straight into the restroom without turning around. Inside, it looked clean and unoccupied. She took her phone out and went to the corner stall, closing the door. She held the screen up. It stared back at her, displaying two missed calls from her parents and one from her boss at East Coast Trucking. They’d have to wait. 
She leaned against the wall and held the phone in both hands. “Come on…” she said, staring down. 
The phone suddenly rang, displaying an unlisted number. “Yes. Hello?” she said, her voice wavering.
“You’re alone. Good,” a voice said, less-distorted than before.
Miriam got to the point. “They’re releasing your relatives. I did my part, now let me speak to Ana.”
“Hold on, now. Just one minute—”
“We had a deal!” she said. 
“Enough!” he barked, sounding frustrated. 
Miriam couldn’t help herself. She was tired of the games. 
“I’ll let you speak to Ana as soon as we’re on the same page.”
“We are,” she said. “I told the FBI that releasing your relatives was the only way to handle this. Whatever else you say is between only the two of us.”
There was a long pause on the other end. 
“Gee, Miriam,” he replied. “I’m starting to take comfort in our little talks.” 
His words made her stomach tighten in knots. “Can I trust that you won’t hurt my daughter?” 
“Your daughter is fine. I mean, I don’t think she likes me all too much, but she’s fine.”
“What… what did you do to her?” she asked in a panicked tone. 
“Nothing yet. I’m going to give you the girl, just as promised. I got some guys, and they’re going to transport her to another location.”
Miriam gripped the phone in her shaking hand. “You said that I could talk to her. I need to talk to her. Don’t you understand?”
He moved on, ignoring her demands. “Write this address down: One Fifty-Fourth Street, North Homestead, Florida.”
She searched frantically through her purse and found a pen, scribbling the address on her hand as fast as she could.
“It’s a bit of a drive from where you’re at, so I’d get a move on if you plan to be there before nightfall.”
He wasn’t exaggerating. Homestead, in Miami-Dade County, was at least a three-hour drive from Palm Dale. It was already five o’clock. 
“Why so far away?” she asked. 
“Because. That’s why. Stop trying to pry into my business,” he snapped.
“Is this a house? A building?”
“It used to be a place called The Plaza. A theater that shut down years ago.”
“Please, Mr. Anderson. Can’t you just drop her off at the police station? I don’t want her in some abandoned—”
Phillip cut her off. “Hey, you did me a lot of damage. You ruined my business, tarnished my family’s name, and sent me on the run. You want your daughter, you’re gonna have to work for it.”
She scanned the address scribbled on her hand. Was he hiding in Homestead? The FBI would certainly like to know. She had the address. The question was, what to do with it? Whatever the answers, she wasn’t going to get them over the phone.
“I understand,” she said, not pressing him further. 
“It’s simple,” he continued. “You make the drive, get your daughter, and go home. Just consider yourself lucky that I’m not doing to her what I did to your ex.”
Miriam covered her mouth and held back her tears, silently sobbing. 
“And one more thing—travel alone. You’re not to tell anyone. Not a soul. I’ve got eyes everywhere, Miriam. Don’t fuck with me.”
“Okay,” she said, hanging up. She lowered the phone and cried into her cupped hands—tears of grief or joy, she couldn’t tell the difference. 
 
 



***
 
Captain Porter approached the podium inside the conference hall with a dozen cameras and spotlights on him. He was flanked on both sides by other officers, including the chief of police, and was there to explain to an outraged community why the police department was letting a potential crime family back onto the streets. 
Aside from due process, he had to explain, to the best of his abilities, that the Andersons would be under close surveillance until the investigation was complete. Tables and chairs had been cleared from the room, and over thirty members of the press were packed inside. To some in the media, it was nothing more than damage control.
Snatcher Escapes Again! Crime Family Freed! County PD Blunders Six-Year Hunt for Child Predator—were just a few of the most recent Internet banner headlines. 
Lee County PD was in the midst of losing the narrative on the case. Captain Porter was trotted out to stand before the flashing cameras to try to change that. He wore his dress-blue police uniform, complete with pins and badges, and stared into the cameras with all the confidence he could muster. 
Chief Walker stood quietly to the side, and gave a knowing nod to Porter before he reached the podium. “Don’t screw this up,” he mouthed.
Porter stood directly behind the microphones on his podium and looked down at his prepared statements. He brought a fist to his mouth and cleared his throat, looking up at the cameras. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for being here tonight. There have been some developments that we will release in due time. The Lee County Police Department takes full responsibility for the way this case has been, and will continue to be, conducted. As it stands now, we are in pursuit of our number-one suspect, Phillip Anderson, owner and operator of Anderson Auto Salvage. He has been on the run following the discovery of an underground bunker on one of his properties in the Palm Dale area. Investigators believe this to be the place he imprisoned his six young victims, children he abducted with the possible aid of a local mechanic, Ray Gowdy, who is currently in custody.”
Those listening remained quiet, hungry for information, and eager for a new headline. The police officers behind Porter stared ahead—some pensive, others stoic. It was Chief Walker’s idea to have them standing behind Porter as a show of unity. Porter knew, however, that they wouldn’t be able to shield him from the barrage of questions that were to come his way after his prepared statement. 
 
 



***
 
Greg Anderson, the third eldest son, rode home in the back of an unmarked police car with the window down, taking in the nice breeze. Whatever his brother, Phillip, did had paid off. He was a free man. Though Greg knew that the damage done to their family name was irreversible. 
His wife, Barbara, worked as a teacher’s aide for the school district. Would she have to quit her job? What was to become of the salvage yard? The police and feds had taken it over and set up camp. Everything was different, all because of their older brother. A man who had singlehandedly sunk their family. 
Greg should have seen it coming. He should have stood up to Phil when he had the chance. But they were all responsible in some way. When it came to drugs, gambling, and racketeering, no one in the family had any trouble taking the money. They were all culpable. 
Phil, however, had taken it too far. The screwed-up bastard had to go after children. Greg always suspected that their parents covered for Phil. They could have stopped him. They should have. He scratched his beard in contemplation as Sergeant Lutz, his escort, kept his eyes on the road. Throughout the drive, they had said little to each other. Suddenly, however, something seemed terribly wrong. 
“Two-two-four, this is Officer Lutz. We’ve got a situation here with some local residents. Requesting immediate backup…”
“What the hell?” the shaved-headed Lutz said. 
Greg squinted through the windshield. There was a line of cars blocking the rural road ahead. In front of the cars were at least thirty people, standing together, armed with weapons—some with baseball bats and crowbars, others with shotguns and automatics. Lutz was as perplexed as his passenger. He slowed down and turned his dashboard lights on, reminding them that the unmarked Dodge Charger approaching them was police. They didn’t seem to care. 
“Don’t slow down,” Greg said. 
The officer ignored him, further decreasing his speed. The closer they got, the more Greg could see that the roadblock was deliberate. Lutz unclipped his radio mic from the dashboard. 
“Two-two-four, this is Sergeant Lutz. Looks like we’ve got a situation here off old Route 44. Requesting backup.”
Nervous, Greg leaned back and gripped his seat. He tried the door, but it was locked. “Hey. Hey, Sergeant Lutz!”
“Quiet down back there,” Lutz said, holding the mic. 
“This is two-two-four, what’s your situation?” a voice asked over the radio. 
The locals were out in full force—both men and women of all ages. They looked angry and riled up. An uproar began among the crowd once the Dodge got closer, people yelling, whistling and brandishing their weapons. 
“Pedestrians intentionally blocking the road,” Lutz responded. “Failure to heed command to clear.” Though the command had yet to be given. 
“Turn around!” Greg demanded. 
Lutz slowed to a stop a fifty feet from the barricade. The mob immediately moved toward them, their eyes widened with hatred and rage.
“Are you out of your mind? Turn the fuck around!” Greg shouted. 
“Shut up!” Lutz said, turning his head. He then spoke into his mic. “They’re surrounding the vehicle. We’re outnumbered here. Requesting immediate back-up.”
A rock smashed across the windshield, startling both passengers. The mob encircled the car, hitting the back and side windows with baseball bats, smashing out headlights, taillights, and side windows. Lutz panicked, and looked around all sides of the vehicle while unfastening his pistol from its side holster. 
Greg crouched down in the back, covering his face with his arms. “I told you to back up and get us the hell out of here!” 
The officer radioed in for back-up again, shifted the car into reverse, and drove backward, though the assaults kept coming. The windows on all sides were cracked and spider-webbed. The front windshield was nearly ready to let go. Some men moved out of the way behind the car, but others jumped on the hood and started to go to town on the rear window. 
Greg slumped further down into his seat as the relentless pummeling of the windows continued. He looked up to see Lutz pointing his gun toward the back window, where two large men were riding the trunk. 
A tire iron smashed into the windshield. Lutz swerved to the left and slid into a side railing. His head whipped hard against his window. The gun flew out of his hand and into the back seat. Glass from the windshield and rear window exploded into shards. For a moment, everything was still and quiet. 
Greg opened his eyes. Shooting pains wracked his neck and back. The police radio blared with cross-chatter. Lutz snapped out of his daze and tried to shift the car into drive. The mob took no time swarming the car. There was no stopping them. They reached in through the window, unlocked Bentley’s door, swung it open, stuck a gun to his face, and yanked him out. 
Cheering, a group of men threw Lutz onto the road, holding their guns on him. He pleaded, warning them that backup was on the way. The men didn’t seem worried. Theirs was a justice that had existed outside the law for generations. 
Running out of options, Greg grabbed Lutz’s 9mm pistol from the floor and held it up. He looked behind him and saw a man climbing through the back window where it had been smashed out. He fired two shots into the man’s head. The people gasped as the man flew back, slumped over, and rolled off the car. If they were angry before, Greg had seen nothing yet. 
They smashed the remaining windows out of both doors with crowbars. From the floor, Greg tried to hold the gun steady as a bearded man yanked the door next to him open. But before he could fire, he felt an electric shock hit him, throwing him back against the seat as it surged through his body, immobilizing him. 
He screamed out in pain, realizing that a Taser clip had lodged into his chest. His pistol fell to the floor. Hands grabbed him by the ankles and pulled him out of the car in a fury, his head bouncing against the door panel on the way out, and then the ground. He screamed as they dragged him across the pavement on his back, elbows bloodied and bruised, as he tried to dig his heels in. The mob swarmed around him, beating him with sticks, bats, and whatever else they could find. The hits came fast and hard and they wouldn’t stop. 
Sergeant Lutz lay on the ground, unable to do anything but watch as they pulled Greg across the road to the grass on the other side. 
“Where are you taking me?” he shouted. 
“Child killer!” they yelled. 
“Scumbag!”
“You’re gonna burn in hell!” 
The taunts continued as Greg thrashed and fought. They took him to an open field and propped him next to a tree to finish the job. 
“Better do this before them cops show up!” an urgent voice in the crowd warned them. 
Greg lay in a fetal ball as pain throbbed throughout his body. For a moment, no one said or did anything. He thought they might have finished with him. Then came a blow to his head with a baseball bat. Then another across his back. He screamed out, but gargled blood. A man grabbed his head by the hair and put a rope around his neck. They pulled it tighter, then dragged him by his hands and feet, and then held him upright, leaning against the tree. 
His body folded in half. “Not like this!” Greg pleaded between desperate gasps of air. 
But it was too late. They had gotten this far, and nothing was going to stop them. The faint sirens in the distance were too far away to end it. The rope was flung over his head and tightened around his neck. Someone tossed the other end over a heavy branch as the crowd cheered at a fever-pitched. Several men hoisted him up and snapped his neck before he could say another word, leaving him there for all to see. 
 



Deadly Exchange
 
Captain Porter leaned into the microphone to continue his prepared remarks. The room was silent as reporters watched him with veiled skepticism. The department hadn’t had the best record, having twice missed their opportunity to arrest the Snatcher. The result was a public relations nightmare. Porter knew they had to get control of the situation and do it fast. Passing the buck to the feds would do just that.
“We are currently working in conjunction with the FBI to locate Mr. Anderson as well as keeping his relatives under tight surveillance. And we want to emphasize that there is currently no evidence that links the rest of the Anderson family to the crimes of Phillip Anderson.”
Chief Walker scanned the room trying to gage the mood. Porter was losing them. He sounded too scripted and robotic, yet there was uncertainty in his tone. 
“This man will not get far, as an official manhunt is currently underway.”
Porter stopped and looked up into the crowd. He adjusted his glasses and pointed at the cameras. “Mark my words. He will be found. Just as our dedicated officers discovered his bunker and rescued Jenny Dawson and Emily Beckett, we will solve this case and bring this man to justice.”
He paused and shuffled through his notes. The silence in the room was deafening. “I also want to remind you that his crimes stretched far beyond our jurisdiction. He abducted children from other counties as well, and they share the responsibility of bringing him to justice every bit as much as we do.”
Chief Walker leaned in, put a hand on Porter’s shoulder, and whispered into his ear. The captain nodded and calmed his aggressive tone. “However. We look forward to working with the FBI and locating Mr. Anderson. If you or anyone you know has any information that could lead to the whereabouts of this man, please call the Lee County Police Department immediately.”
Several reporters suddenly raised their hands, taking Porter by surprise. The questions one after the other, with no time in between for answers:
“Can the department verify the last known location of Mr. Anderson?”
“Can you answer why former-police sergeant, Miriam Castillo, was brought in on this case?”
“Who is the detective currently undergoing surgery?”
Porter looked around the room, trying to point, but found himself overwhelmed. Chief Walker leaned into his ear again. “Get this room under control!” he forcibly whispered. 
Porter outstretched both arms, moving his hands up and down, tamping the air, asking for quiet. “Ladies and gentlemen, please. One question at a time.”
The room briefly went quiet. Porter pointed at a female reporter in the front. “Yes. Ms. Lopez…”
“Captain Porter, what’s your response to the assault against Greg Anderson on Route 44?”
Stunned, Porter blinked. His slight smile dropped. “Excuse me? What about Greg Anderson?”
The reporter continued while looking at the screen of her smart phone. “It’s just been reported that the police vehicle escorting Greg Anderson home was attacked and Anderson himself was beaten and lynched.”
The room gasped as the clamor grew. Porter’s face went pale. He turned and looked at the officers standing behind him. No one seemed to know anything about it. He looked to Chief Walker, whose stoic expression didn’t provide any answers. Most of the reporters were now looking at their phones. Porter leaned close to the microphone, his voice wavering as reporters began talking over each other, demanding answers. “We’re not aware of any assault at the moment.”
A clamor of side conversations filled the room. Porter tried to take control, but it did no good. The room descended into chaos.
 
 



***
 
Miriam had been on the road for close to three hours, borrowing Lou’s car for the duration of her travel. He was reluctant to give her the keys, but with everything going on, she convinced him otherwise. “I’ll be back in a few hours,” she told him.
Any chance that she would make it to Miami before sundown was absurd. But she had hoped that she could race against time. The thought of Ana sitting alone in some abandoned theater, or worse, filled her imagination with terror. There was good reason for Miriam to believe that Ana wouldn’t be alone. She tried not to think about what her daughter had been through. Her father murdered. Did she know it? Had she seen it? Nothing would ever be the same again for either of them. Freddy’s death hadn’t fully sunk in yet. Nothing really had. All she could concentrate on was getting to Miami and doing whatever Phillip Anderson told her to do. Grieving, coping, and healing could wait. 
Lou had called her phone repeatedly, but she hadn’t answered. She was afraid of talking to anyone for fear that Anderson would find out. Lou had sent her a text about Greg Anderson, furthering her anxiety. The horror of it convinced her she could ignore Lou no more. 
“Where are you?” he asked on the first ring. 
“I’m on the road,” she replied.
“Nice time to take a drive. We’ve got a major situation here.”
“I can’t deal with any of that right now,” she said, watching the road. The Homestead exit was only two miles away. 
“They’re putting the Anderson family in protective custody. Walter Anderson’s home was vandalized. His family barely got out of there.”
“What about the parents?” Miriam asked with urgency. 
“They’re okay. Once Greg was attacked, the squad car escorting his parents came back to the station.”
“No!” Miriam said. 
“Look, Miriam. I know what you’re thinking. It’s time you bring the FBI in on your daughter’s abduction. You can’t do this on your own.”
“What happened to Greg Anderson?” Miriam asked, skirting around the notion of accepting FBI assistance.
“He’s dead,” Lou said. “Bunch of locals blocked off a road. Took Sergeant Lutz out of his car at gunpoint. They hanged Anderson from a tree.”
Miriam covered her mouth in shock. The world, it seemed, was crumbling around her. Would Phillip retaliate against her? She was so close to Ana she could feel it. He hadn’t called her. Perhaps he didn’t know. Miriam stopped herself. Of course he knew. It was foolish not to prepare herself for the fallout. 
“I did everything he wanted me to!” she said.
“Huh?” Lou remarked. 
“The bastard who took my daughter.”
“Is that where you’re going? Miriam, listen to me. Don’t do this on your own. You’re putting yourself in danger and isn’t going to help anyone.”
“Lou…” she began. “I appreciate your concern, but I’m already here.”
“Where?” he asked, frantically. 
“Homestead,” she replied. She couldn’t hold it in any longer. “I’m only here to get Ana, then I’m going home.”
“Don’t do this. You can’t trust that psychopath.”
Miriam glanced at her dashboard. It was 8:30 p.m. She merged onto the Homestead exit. Palm Trees lined the side of the road. “I don’t have a choice. Goodbye, Lou. I’ll call you once I have her. Do not tell anyone.”
She hung up feeling that she had said too much. What was done was done, and she’d have to deal with it. Her Beretta rested in the seat next to her, fully loaded. She’d shoot one hundred men if it meant getting Ana back. The GPS attachment on her dashboard directed her to take her first right. 
The inland community of Homestead was largely agricultural and run-down in many areas. She could see why Anderson picked it. He hadn’t asked for a ransom. Maybe she had done enough to earn her daughter back. Anderson’s unstable, irrational reasoning made little sense to her—one of the main reasons she came to the meeting packing. 
She looked at every car driving next to her. Was she being watched? She was five miles from the theater and her heart was He hadn’t called her yet. The silence wasn’t comforting. She had no way of knowing whether Ana was even at the location where she was heading. But she had made her mind up about something. If Phillip was there, she was going to shoot him. Freddy deserved that much. 
She passed a series of hotels and a shopping mall. Her eyes glanced downward at her phone every other second in the off chance that he would call. Then it occurred to her that Phillip Anderson was probably loving every minute of it. He knew that he had her on edge. He was reveling in it. She took a left at a busy intersection, too concerned with the situation at hand to pay attention to landmarks or anything outside of her GPS directions. 
She continued down a narrow road with bland, unoccupied buildings and empty parking lots—many enclosed in chain-link fences. It looked as if the area was being cleared for redevelopment. Construction company signs indicated as much. Miriam was beginning to understand why Anderson had picked this area—there was no one around. 
The GPS indicated the next building on her left. The shuttered theater. She pulled to the side of the road and slowed down, approaching a run-down building, obscured by trees, with a fence around it. The cracked pavement outside was punctuated with weeds growing in the crevices and scattered with litter. A No Trespassing sign hung lopsided from the fence. Plywood boarded the windows. A box office was in view below a marquee with the word Closed pieced together in crooked letters. There were no other vehicles in sight and Miriam was panicky. She braked and shut off her headlights. Her cell phone screen remained blank. The Plaza looked deserted, inside and out. Beretta in hand, she took her phone and held it up, waiting. 
She turned and looked at the building, observing. There didn’t even seem to be a way in. Anderson hadn’t specified whether Ana would be inside or outside. Miriam knew nothing. She was completely blind, and if her instincts told her anything, the meet-up looked like an ambush. However, she could wait no longer. Ana needed her. 
A cool breeze hit her face when she opened the car door. Traffic sounded from the intersection down the road. Dogs barked in the distance. A plane flew overhead, its tiny lights blinking. The world was going on just as it always did. No one knew where she was, except Lou, who only had a vague concept. But whoever was in the theater with Ana knew everything, and all too well. 
She crept to the fence, gun drawn, and noticed a large realtor’s sign posted on the fence, indicating that the building was sold. To whom? She wasn’t sure but had an awful hunch. She stepped to the six-foot fence and looked beyond its rusty chain-links. The air was quiet and still. Nothing looked disturbed or out of the ordinary. It was an abandoned theater, no different from the dilapidated former business district that surrounded it. She grabbed the fence with one hand and looked up. It was a simple enough climb, and there was no point in standing around and waiting for a red carpet. 
With the pistol wedged in her side pocket, Miriam put one foot up in between the links and began climbing the fence. It shook and rattled as she reached the top, placed one leg over, and then climbed down the other side. 
Her shoes hit the pavement, and she turned around. The building remained ominously quiet and dark, but as she approached, she saw a door ajar at the side of the box office. She pulled her pistol out in one hand and looked at her phone in the other. A breeze swept through, a cold chill that pushed the creaking door closed. 
Miriam stayed low and hurried toward the building with her eyes intense and focused. As she approached the empty box office, a note taped to the window caught her eye—the handwriting eerily similar to the note left on her kitchen table. 
Miriam, come on in. The water’s fine. 
It was all the confirmation she needed. She put her cell phone in her pocket and held the pistol with both hands and backed against the concrete wall, inching closer to the door. Glass from broken beer bottles littered the ground, shards crunching with every step. The metal door hadn’t shut completely. Her hand went to the door handle and she pulled it open slightly. She peeked inside and only saw darkness. 
“Ana?” she said softly. There was no response. 
She steadied her shaking hand and tried to remain calm, despite her heart’s rapid thumping. The only thing left to do was to go inside the darkened lobby. She slipped inside with her police instincts sharp and alert. Her eyes adjusted a bit to the low street light seeping inside, and she moved cautiously, but with the quickness born of experience. There was an empty snack bar across the faded green carpet. Anyone could be hiding anywhere. She backed against the wall to her left and called out for Phillip, ready to face him. 
There was no movement from behind the snack bar and no response. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she noticed a double-door entrance to the theater directly across from her. Both doors were opened a crack, and she could see a flicker of light beckoning her closer. She looked around, holding her pistol up and then moved across the room in a swift rush. 
The crack revealed a line of candles positioned down the aisle. She pulled one door open and looked inside. There were rows of empty vinyl seats. In front was a large stage with the curtain open.
“Who’s there?” she called out before entering.
There was no answer. 
“Enough games already. Where’s my daughter?” she asked with as forceful a tone as she could muster. The silence was frightening. She held her Beretta tightly and moved down the aisle, alongside the candles whose flames wavered as she passed. A man dressed in black suddenly stepped out onstage left, startling her. 
He was slim, with long hair past his shoulders and empty, sunken eyes. Miriam took a step back and raised her pistol. Amused, he smiled exposing crooked teeth.
“’Bout time you showed up,” he said, looking at his wristwatch. It wasn’t Phillip Anderson, it was someone else. A man she had never seen before. 
“Where is she?” she asked with the pistol aimed ten feet from the stage. 
The man put his hand up in a halting gesture. “Let’s not do anything rash here. I have the girl as promised. Please lower your gun.”
He didn’t appear to be armed, but Miriam wouldn’t put anything past them. “You work for Anderson?” she asked, searching the stage for anyone else. “Is he here?”
“I do,” he said. “And no, he’s not here, but that’s of little concern. Now lower the gun.”
She brought the pistol down but maintained a tight grip. “Okay.” She looked behind her, just to be sure. There were only empty seats and candles dripping wax onto both aisles. She turned back to the man. “I came here to get my daughter. That’s all I want. I’ve been more than cooperative.” In vain, she tried to keep from pleading.
“We know that. It’s just… there have been some complications.”
Miriam felt both rage and fear at the man’s stalling. Though she thought it best to play dumb. “What complications?” 
The man smiled and rubbed his chin. “Surely you’ve heard by now. All that time on the road to yourself. You must have flipped on the radio and heard the news.”
Miriam stared ahead with a blank expression. “I didn’t hear anything. Where’s is my daughter?”
“I’m afraid there’s been a change of plans.”
Miriam’s eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about?”
The man’s cold eyes indicated nothing beyond his demands. “Put your gun on the floor first.”
Miriam took a few more steps back, scanning the area. “Why would I do that?”
The man looked to his side backstage as though someone was there. He then turned back to Miriam, displaying concern. “Frankly, I don’t want to get shot. And neither does your daughter.” 
Miriam shook her head and then crouched to the ground, placing the pistol at her feet. She stood up and held her arms out with a shrug. 
“That’s better,” the man said. He turned and signaled to the backstage area. “Go ahead and bring her out!”
Miriam’s heart stopped. She wanted to leap onto the stage, take Ana into her arms, and run out of the theater without looking back. She was close. Two armed men, dressed all in black, appeared from the shadows backstage escorting a child in between them. Miriam gasped. The child’s head was covered by a burlap sack. 
“Take that bag off her head!” she shouted.
The man raised his arm, brushing away her protests. “Calm down. It’s only necessary.” Miriam grew incensed at the sight of the AR-15 rifles in both men’s hands. “Let her go, you bastards!”
The two men stopped in the center of the stage near the talker, with the hooded girl between them wearing a pink Hello Kitty shirt and blue jeans. 
The talker clapped his hands together and rocked back and forth on his heels. “You’ll be reunited with your daughter soon enough, but in light of recent events, Mr. Anderson has changed the terms.”
Miriam scowled. “I’m not interested. Enough games! I came here for one thing—”
“He has invited you to be a guest at his safe house. Both you and Ana,” the man said. 
She shook her head in disbelief. “That’s not happening.” She looked beyond the men to where his armed buddies stood. “Ana. Come here now. We’re leaving.”
The girl stepped forward. The men grabbed her arms and pulled her back. 
“Don’t touch her!” Miriam shouted, falling to her knees. “How much is he paying you? Don’t any of you have families? Children?” 
The talker shook his head, not responding. He turned around and signaled for the men to take the girl away. As they began to pull her, Miriam leapt to her feet. 
“Wait!” she shouted. 
The men halted, maintaining their grip on the frightened girl’s arms. 
The talker continued. “He expected that news of this new arrangement wouldn’t go over too well, but this is what you need to understand.” He stopped speaking and took a few steps forward. “His brother, Greg, was attacked by angry locals. Murdered in cold blood.”
Miriam’s eyes widened as she maintained her bluff that all of this was news to her. 
 “His parents were taken back to the station. Walter and Jake are in protective custody as well. This is not what Mr. Anderson wanted.”
As her eyes welled up, she tried her best to hold back tears. “What does any of this have to do with me and my daughter?”
“Mr. Anderson is very concerned. As a result, he would like to discuss his options with you. He needs an insider. Someone he can strategize with.”
Miriam attempted to look beyond the man and get a better look at her daughter. She glanced down at the pistol at her feet. Given the right moment, she felt confident that she could take out the three men on stage without endangering Ana. 
“This is really for the best,” the talker said. “He needs you. Now step away from your gun and go ahead and come on stage. No one has to get hurt.” 
Miriam paused as the room went silent. 
“You can come willingly, or we’ll have to use force. The choice is yours,” he said. 
Miriam looked down at her feet. It was her last chance. 
“Deal?” he asked. 
Miriam did the math in her head: three men total, possibly more. The risks were numerous, but she also knew that by surrendering herself, she and Ana were probably as good as dead.
“Yes,” she said. “But on one condition…”
She paused. The talker put his hands on his hips, waiting. 
Miriam pointed past him. “Take that bag off her head.”
He smiled and then turned his head slightly toward the back of the stage—just the opportunity she needed. Miriam fell on one knee, grabbed the pistol, and aimed ahead at the first armed man to Ana’s left. 
She fired one shot into his neck. The blast was loud and alarming. The first gunman hit the floor—gurgling and holding his throat as blood rushed down his black shirt. 
The long-haired talker stumbled back, wide eyed and astonished. At the moment their eyes met, Miriam fired two shots, blowing holes in his chest. He collapsed against the stage as the remaining bearded gunman pushed Ana to the ground, raised his rifle, and fired toward the auditorium. 
Miriam hit the ground as bullets zipped by over her head, turning the vinyl seats into Swiss cheese. She fell flat on her stomach and rolled to the front of the stage, out of sight. 
“You gonna die, you crazy bitch!” he shouted, stampeding toward her firing multiple shots all around. Hunched down, Miriam could see shell casings gathered at her feet. Each blast was louder than the other. Her legs were shaking. The man was close. For one second, his firing stopped, and she knew exactly what to do.
With the adrenaline of a locomotive, Miriam jumped up and fired one clean shot straight through his forehead. He jolted back and then hit the stage with a violent thud. Miriam spun around, looking to see if there were any more shooters. Everything was quiet, except for the muffled cries of a petrified girl. 
“Ana!” Miriam said. “I’ll be right there, baby!” She climbed onto the stage and sprinted forward, past the bodies and to the center of the stage where the girl stood, frozen. 
“Everything is going to be all right. I’m here now.” She touched the girl’s shoulders and squeezed. The girl flinched, her shoulders shaking. The sack was tied at her neck. Miriam’s hands went for the string, tugging at it. “I’m going to take this off now,” said Miriam. “Don’t worry.”
She yanked it loose and then carefully lifted the bag up. A mass of blond hair fell into the girl’s sobbing face. Confused, Miriam pulled her closer. Ana didn’t have blonde hair. Her hair was black. She parted the girl’s hair and saw a face that wasn’t her daughter’s. Miriam froze as her heart sank. The girl’s blue eyes were red with tears. Her face was dirty, and her clothes—on closer inspection—were torn and dirty. The surreal sight had Miriam at a loss, struck with disappointment and anguish. Nonetheless, she crouched down, pulled the girl close, and spoke to her gently and reassuringly. 
“It’s going to be okay.”
She pulled back and held the girl by the shoulders, examining her. “What’s your name?”
“Allison,” the girl said meekly. 
“Allison, I’m going to take you out of here.” She stood up and took the girl by the hand. “Follow me. We’ll get you home. Where do you live?”
“Miami,” the girl answered with a vapid stare. They began walking as Miriam urged her not to look at the ground. Just as they passed the talker’s body, his cell phone started ringing in his suit jacket. 
Miriam stopped. “Wait one minute, honey. Just stand right here for me and don’t look at any of the men.” She turned Allison to the wall, stage right, and moved swiftly over to where the long-haired talker lay, another fresh corpse who died a pointless death. She winced as she reached into his blood-soaked pants pocket to retrieve a small flip phone. There was a number displayed—indicating a Lee County area code. It was a long shot, but she had little recourse. 
She opened the phone and held it to her ear, saying nothing. 
“What’s the story? You bring her back here yet?” a voice—ominous and familiar—asked. 
Miriam didn’t respond. 
“Cat got your tongue? Gimme an update,” he asked. 
“They’re dead,” she answered. 
A pause, and then a halting response from the other end.
“Miriam?”
“You lied to me,” she said. “Where is my daughter?”
Clearly taken off guard, Phillip stumbled over his words. “How—what happened there? Where’s Milo?”
“If this is his phone, I shot him. Who is Allison, and where’s Ana?”
Phillip sighed. “That’s too bad. I was hoping you’d play ball.”
“I had nothing to do with what happened to your brother. Give me Ana, and you’ll never have to deal with me again.”
“Oh, Miriam. What kind of leverage do you think you have here?”
“Where are you?” she asked. 
He laughed again. “You had a chance to find out, but you’d rather shoot my friends instead. There’s going to be a price to pay for that.”
Desperate, Miriam couldn’t suppress her anguish no longer. “Give her back, you son of a bitch!”
“Tell you what. You want Ana so bad, come and get her. I want to see what a good cop you really were. You have twenty-four hours.”
“I wouldn’t even know where to start. Enough!” she shouted. 
“Start at the beginning, and go from there. I’ve escaped you twice, Miriam. Let’s see if you’re up for it this time.”
An avalanche of tears rushed down her face. “Please don’t do this. I’m not…”
“You’re not what?” he asked. 
“I’m not a good cop. I’m nobody. All I have left is Ana, and you can’t take her—”
“You’ve ruined my life, Miriam, and it’s only fair that I repay the favor.” He stopped, letting out another sigh. “But I’m giving you a chance here. Everyone deserves a chance. Even you.”
Miriam held the phone away from her ear and examined the number again. She then looked to Allison, who stood facing the wall. “What happens when I find you?”
“Then we can talk about where to go from there. Who knows, maybe you’ll learn that I’m not such a bad guy after all.” 
He ended the call abruptly, without any final words or directives. The dial tone sounded. Miriam held the phone away from her ear again, examining the screen. There had to be something she was missing. She needed a clue. Some kind of hint. Lou’s words about going at it alone came back to her. He was right. 
She put the cell phone in her pocket and then knelt down next the talker, searching for a wallet or some kind of identification. He had nothing. She rose and walked over to Allison, taking her by the shoulders and turning her around to face her. 
“It’s okay now. We can go.”
Allison looked up at her with a distant stare. Whatever she had been through, Miriam was certain that it was traumatic. She held the girl’s hand as they walked down the steps of the stage to the aisle where a few candles still burned. 
“Allison, I’m going to ask you something. Are you listening?” Miriam said.
“Uh-huh,” she answered, nodding. 
“Did you see a girl named Ana? Wherever you were being held. Did you see her?”
“Yeah,” the girl said. 
A rush of relief came over Miriam. 
“Okay. I need to know everything about the place you were taken. Any details.”
“I want my mommy,” the girl replied. 
“I know, honey. And we’ll take you right to her. In the meantime, you have to tell me everything you know.”
Allison said nothing in return. Miriam understood that it would be difficult to probe her in such a way, but there was no other choice. The key to finding Ana was there, somewhere in Allison’s recollections. And Miriam wasn’t prepared to rest until she got the answers. She was a mom and she would figure out how to do it, and hopefully, without causing Allison any more pain. 
 



Teamwork
 
Trapped in the basement, Ana wasn’t alone for very long before another girl, close to her in age, was brought in to keep her company. Her name was Allison and she was from Miami. She had been abducted while playing in her front yard. The bad man hadn’t done it. He never left the house. He had someone else do it. Allison was nine and in the fourth grade. She was terrified, but relieved to find another girl just like her was also being held and seemed to be mostly okay. 
“What do they want with us?” she asked Ana. 
“I don’t know,” Ana said. Her face was bruised and she hesitated telling the girl how she got them. Allison looked scared enough. 
“How many people did you see?” Ana asked. It had been hours since her capture, and she had yet to see anything beyond the basement. It was all too clear why there was an empty bucket in the room. Whoever was holding her had no intention of letting them see beyond the walls. 
Allison, however, was privy to more information. Her abductor—a bearded man who smelled funny—hadn’t used any chemicals to knock her out. He simply grabbed her, threw her in a van, and tied her up. 
“The man blindfolded me,” she replied. “I couldn’t see anything.
Ana placed a comforting hand on Allison’s. “Allison, listen to me. We have to get out of here. I don’t know who these people are or what they want, but we need to find a way out.” She stopped talking, silenced by footsteps above. 
With the dilapidated state of the basement they were being held in, and the moldering smell of earth and leaves, Ana guessed they were in some kind of cabin, likely some place in the deep woods. She could hear muffled voices talking now above them. And the footsteps were coming from multiple places, telling her that there were more people than she initially believed. 
“How did they get you?” Allison asked. 
Ana wasn’t sure where to begin. She rubbed her forehead; she felt sore all over. Her ribs throbbed with pain from the fall down the stairs. She was lucky to be alive, she assumed. It hurt to think. It hurt to breathe. 
“It’s hard to remember. I… I think this guy just came in my house and had some kind of rag that he put over my face.”
Ana stopped and looked up at the ceiling as the footsteps continued. “Allison, have you ever heard of the Snatcher?”
Allison gave her a funny look and shrugged. “No. Who’s that?”
“He’s a bad man who kidnaps kids. There were like five girls he kidnapped. I think that’s who took us.” 
Allison covered her mouth in fear. “Oh no. What are we going to do?” She began to cry.
Ana took her hand and squeezed. “We stick together, no matter what.”
The muffled conversation got louder upstairs. Someone was angry. They froze and listened. A loud crash was followed by glass shattering.
“What do you mean Greg’s dead?” a man’s voice shouted. “How the fuck did that happen?”
“Mr. Anderson, please,” another voice said. 
“Where the hell are my parents?” the man asked. 
“I think they’re in protective custody right now.”
“And my other brothers?”
“Jake and Walter were taken back to the station.”
Another loud crash rattled the ceiling. It seemed as though the man had just turned over a table. Allison winced and wrapped her arms around Ana, hiding her face. 
“It’s okay,” Ana said, brushing back the girl’s blonde hair. “Don’t be scared.”
All the commotion and yelling suddenly stopped. Ana kept her head tilted up, staring at the ceiling. They remained in the corner near the mattress, with the side of the stairs in view. Upstairs, the man paced and continued talking. Ana could recognize his harsh voice as belonging to the large man who had hit her and thrown her down the stairs, and every time he talked, she got chills. 
“Okay. Take the other girl to her. This whole thing is messed up beyond belief.”
“Then what?” another man asked. 
“Once she lets her guard down, you get that bitch and bring her to me.”
“I don’t understand why you’re wasting your time with this broad. You have half the damn state looking for you right now.”
“Excuse me?” the man shouted. “I’m not paying for your worldly advice, I pay you to act.”
“All right, Phil. Damn, man. I get it.”
Their conversation ceased as footsteps sounded outside. Ana remained still, so still she could hear her own breathing. Allison had buried herself in Ana’s side. Who were they talking about up there? What did any of it mean? 
“Next time anyone comes down here, we have to try to make a run for it,” Ana said. 
Allison looked up. “How?”
“He’s big. We can outrun him.”
Allison studied Ana’s bruised face and nervously broached the question. “Did he do that to you?”
Ana paused and nodded. “Only because I hit him on the head with a shovel.”
Ana smiled. “You did?”
“Yep. And I almost made it out, but the door was locked.”
There was a shared confidence between the two girls. They were complete strangers, but in that moment, Ana felt closer to her than any other girl she had ever known. Footsteps suddenly sounded. The same thumping boots Ana knew belonged to the bad man. To their immediate despair, they heard the basement door open. Allison squeezed Ana tightly, and began to sniffle and cry. 
“Shhh,” Ana said. “Don’t be afraid.” It was hard advice to follow considering her own creeping terror. A pair of black boots came trudging down the stairs, followed by someone wearing sneakers and blue jeans. Ana tried to stand, but Allison was clinging to her. “Come on. We have to make a run for it.”
Allison shook her head, her eyes clenched shut and tears rolling down her cheeks. It was too late. The man had reached the bottom of the stairs, holding a tote bag in his hands. Any signs of Bobby were gone, replaced by the man’s reddened, leering face. 
Ana looked up, making eye contact with him, against all her better instincts. For a moment he just stood there and stared, saying nothing. The top of his head was bandaged with a blood-stained cloth that ran across his graying hair, giving Ana a brief moment of satisfaction. 
He walked over to the huddled girls and tossed the tote bag onto the floor. Looking at Ana, he spoke. “I took these clothes from you room, but plans have changed.”
Ana looked away, saying nothing as Allison buried her face into her chest. 
“You there,” the man said, pointing to Allison. “What’s your name again?”
Allison didn’t respond beyond a few faint whimpers.
“Her name is Allison. Now what do you want?” Ana said with as much anger as she dared to muster. It was what he mother would have told her to do: show strength. 
The man disregarded her insolence and squatted near them, knees cracking. “Allison,” he began in a calm tone. “I need you to change into the clothes in this bag.” He pulled out a Hello Kitty shirt and held it up. Ana noticed dirt stains all over it that weren’t there before. 
“What’d you do to my clothes?” she asked. 
“We have to make sure that Ana looks the part,” he responded. 
“She’s not going anywhere,” Ana said, staring him down. It was a bold move, but the man wasn’t in any mood to argue. Without hesitation, he wound his hand back and smacked Ana in the face, sending a shock through her body as she cried out and fell back against the wall. Allison screamed out and started to cry, clinging more tightly to Ana. Ana freed one of her arms and felt her face, as white spots danced in front of her eyes and in the air all around her. 
“You shut your mouth,” the man said. He then tossed the shirt to Allison, followed by a pair of jeans. His knees cracked again as he stood up, towering over them. 
“Let’s go, Allison,” he said with his hand out. 
Allison held on to Ana, looking away from the man. 
“I’m not going to ask again,” he said, balling his fists. 
“Do it,” Ana said softly into her ear. “Take the chance to leave while you can.”
The man nodded in agreement. “Now that, I can agree with. Listen to her, Allison.”
But Allison further attached herself to Ana, refusing to leave. The man shook his head in disappointment and sighed.
“Very well. You leave me little choice.”
He swooped down, clutching her legs by the ankles and then jerked her upward. Allison screamed as he yanked her away from Ana and dragged her across the cold, concrete floor. 
“You girls have to take the fun out of everything,” he moaned. He stopped and picked Allison up, throwing her over his shoulder as she screamed and cried. 
Ana stood and rushed over, hitting his legs. “Leave her alone!” 
 
He walked away and continued up the stairs, ignoring the blows. 
“Let her go!” Ana screeched at the top of her lungs. 
The man stopped in the middle of the stairs and looked down at her. “I’ll deal with you later.” His boots clomped back up the stairs as he carried a flailing Allison with one arm. 
Ana ran up the stairs, chasing after them as the door slammed. Allison’s faint cries from outside the room continued. Ana stared at the door trying to conceive a plan. She thought of her parents and how worried they must be about her. Her mother would want her to fight—to do everything she could to get free. At that moment, she was more than certain that if she didn’t escape soon, she was never going to make it out alive.
 
 



***
 
Miriam fled Homestead in Lou's Crown Victoria with heightened urgency. Allison swayed in the passenger seat, clinging to her armrest. The car was going at least twenty miles over the speed limit on the interstate, but she couldn’t have cared less. Her mind bolted in a hundred directions as the paramount task of finding Ana in time sent her emotions spinning. Of course she had to return the girl to her parents—that much was clear. 
But Allison was also crucial to any chance she had in playing and winning Phillip Anderson’s game. They pulled to a darkened rest stop off the interstate where Miriam took a deep breath and tried to get her thoughts together. She had killed three men and would have to alert the authorities.
There was also Lou. She would need to bring him up to speed. She needed help. She needed every tool at her disposal. Through it all, she had overlooked one main element: Allison’s fragile condition. The girl needed to be admitted to the hospital, to make sure that she was okay. Allison was reticent about what had happened to her, and Miriam had yet to broach the subject in full. They parked next to a restroom, one of the few vacant spots in a lot filled with eighteen-wheel semi-trucks. She turned to Allison and began probing, her voice soft and gentle. 
“Just bear with me for a moment, Allison. There’s a lot we have to do.” She pulled out her cell phone and handed it to the girl. “But first, I want you to call your parents and tell them that you’re okay. Then let me talk to them.”
“I don’t know her number,” Allison said with a tinge of shame. “On my phone, it’s just Mom.”
“Okay,” Miriam said. “We need to get you to a hospital and have you checked out.”
“I’m fine,” she said, almost too soon. 
Miriam leaned closer to her and brushed back the girl’s hair. “That’s good to hear, but we have to make sure. We’re going to catch the man who kidnapped you, and we need to make sure that no stone is left unturned.”
“I just want to go home,” she said, looking down. 
“We will,” Miriam said. “But my daughter is still out there. Ana. You talked about her. I need to get her back from the same man who took you. You can help me with that, right?”
Allison nodded with a sniffle. She rubbed her nose and looked at Miriam glazed sadness in her eyes. “She tried to help me. We were going to escape.” 
“I know you were. And now we have to do everything we can to rescue her. Understand?”
Allison nodded again. 
“Can you think of anyone to call? Any numbers?”
Allison looked up, thinking. “I don’t know.”
Miriam masked her disappointment and moved on. “We’ll go to Miami and find a hospital from there.” She took her phone and rested it in the middle console. Her fingers traced along the GPS screen affixed to the dashboard. “What school do you go to? I’ll look for it on here.”
“Melrose Elementary,” she answered.
Miriam typed it in and a location popped up, only twenty miles away. She then did a search for hospitals in the Miami-Dade area. 
“You’re doing fine, Allison,” Miriam said. “Just hang in there and we’ll find your parents.”
She backed out of the parking space, stopped and reached into her pocket. The Beretta was still warm there. She grabbed her phone and scrolled through the contacts, stopping at Lou. He wouldn’t believe her, not right away. And once he did, he’d simply admonish her for going into such a situation without backup. Either way, she needed him. The crisis had escalated beyond her control. They coasted back onto the interstate, headed for the Miami-Dade Hospital, some twenty-five miles away. She called Lou and held the phone against her ear. 
Twenty- four hours, she thought to herself. 
Miriam hadn’t slept in days, it seemed, and it was certain to be a long night. Did she even have a chance? Why would Phillip Anderson make it possible to find him? Little made sense, and she was quickly losing control of the situation. Lou could help get her mind right, that was if he’d answer his phone. The call went to voicemail, and Miriam left a message.
“Hey, I need you to call me back as soon as you get this message. It’s important. Thanks.”
She hung up and set her phone down wondering what he was tied up with. Palm Dale was the farthest thing from her mind. The situation there was scary—vigilante justice, in-fighting among jurisdictions, the FBI, the Andersons, and the news media.
Though things weren’t much better at her house in Sarasota either. She had hastily fled a crime scene amid hordes of news cameras crowded outside on her lawn. Then it became clear as day: Her attempts to slip away and start a new life for the past year had failed. She was back in the spotlight again. This was also evident by the number of missed calls on her phone, many from unrecognizable numbers. 
They traveled north for about twenty minutes as Miriam scanned the radio for any recent developments. She found hip-hop, classic rock, and salsa stations, but no news. It was almost a relief to her. Allison had remained quiet for the most part, and the small talk they tried to engage in was limited and strained. She was tired. Probably hungry too. Miriam didn’t want to push her too much in her current state. 
“Hungry?” she asked finally. “We could stop at McDonalds or something if you’d like.”
Allison stared out the window in a daze as they passed a series of gas stations and fast food restaurants on the busy highway. “Not really,” she responded. 
“You’re going to eat once we get to the hospital, okay? That’s non-negotiable.”
Allison shrugged. Ahead, a few blocks down, on their right was a large, bright, four-story building complex with signs pointing every which way and palm trees symmetrically planted along every road. The hospital was in view. Miriam began to feel a little better. Allison could get the care she needed, and Miriam could possibly get answers. As they pulled into the busy patient lot, her cell phone rang with yet another number she didn’t recognize. This time, out of sheer curiosity, she answered it.
“Ms. Castillo?” an eager man’s voice asked. 
“Yes?” 
“This is Agent Nettles with the FBI—”
“How’d you get my number?” She was glad to hear from them but also highly skeptical. 
“We’re FBI, ma’am. It isn’t very hard.”
She wanted to speak to Lou. “Where’s Detective Albini?”
Nettles paused. She could hear a dozen other side conversations around him and didn’t envy him one bit. “Uh. He should be around here somewhere. But I didn’t call to talk about him. I’m calling to get an update from you.”
“An update?” she asked, searching for parking. 
“No one has seen or heard from you in hours. I’m getting calls about a crime scene in Sarasota. Your face is all over the news. Greg Anderson gets beaten and hung from a tree. And the Snatcher is still loose. Ms. Castillo, we’re in a world of shit right now.”
“I have a situation of my own here,” she responded, pulling into a space at the end of the third lane down. 
“Oh yeah?” Nettles said. 
“That’s right,” she said. 
“Are we going to have to put an APB out on you as well?” he asked. 
“Not necessary. I’m at Mercy Hospital in Miami-Dade County.”
Apparently flummoxed, Nettles didn’t immediately respond. “What are you doing there?”
“I’m with a young girl. Her name is Allison, and she just might be the key in getting to Phillip Anderson.”
Nettles was demanding and pushy. “How… what is going on? What have you gotten yourself into?”
“I need help, Agent Nettles,” she said. “I need all I can get if I ever want to see my daughter again.”
 
 
 



Remembrance


Miriam parked near the emergency room and then took Allison by the hand and walked through the automatic double doors. In their haste, they passed doctors, nurses, patients, and staff. She checked Allison in at the front desk, describing the matter as one of a delicate nature. 
“I’ll need the number to the sheriff’s department as well, please.”
After getting Allison admitted, Miriam did her best to explain the situation to the front desk and subsequently, the doctors and nurses. A bald-headed Indian man with a thin mustache, a Dr. Aji Bhandari introduced himself as the attending physician. He was dressed in a white coat and carrying a clipboard, and jotted a few notes as he talked with Miriam and a nurse checked Allison’s vitals in a closed patient’s room. Miriam explained Allison’s condition as best she could: psychological trauma and perhaps physical abuse. Dr. Bhandari nodded but showed no reaction.
“Once the police get here, I need them to track her parents and bring them here as well.”
“Why did you not go to the police first?” he asked. “This man, you say, is still out there.”
Miriam signaled the doctor to the side and spoke softly. “She’s been through enough as it is. I need to get her in a relaxed setting, have her checked for injuries, and find out what she knows about the man who kidnapped her.”
“So you’re a cop?” he asked. 
“I used to be,” she said. “This girl is part of something big that stretches far beyond this county and the next. The FBI will be here soon as well.”
Dr. Bhandari’s eyes widened. “The FBI?”
She looked at him with an earnest nod and spoke quietly as the nurse pumped the Velcro band wrapped more tightly around Allison’s skinny arm. “We’re going to need a room where we won’t be disturbed. Some place where we can check her for injuries, and let her get some rest.”
Dr. Bhandari pressed his lips together and looked around the room. He wasn’t pleased. “Maybe you’d have better luck at the police station. We’re running a hospital here, and while I respect the situation, we simply don’t have the resources to facilitate this investigation.”
“You’ve heard of the Snatcher, right?” Miriam asked, stopping him.
Dr. Bhandari thought to himself. “Yes…”
“And you may or may not have heard that there’s a manhunt for him throughout South Florida.”
Dr. Bhandari held his hands out at his sides in a gesture of futility. “I heard of him, but did not know about any manhunt.”
“This girl,” Miriam began, pointing to the side. “She escaped from wherever he was hiding. And she’s our only chance of finding him.”
“I understand that, but—”
Miriam folded her hands together. “So please… work with me here.” She held back from going into too many details involving Ana or anything else, but her intensity convinced Dr. Bhandari that she meant business. 
“Okay,” the doctor said. “We’ll assign her a room.”
 
The hospital soon had its share of law enforcement as a dozen county sheriff’s department personnel convened in the lobby and some upstairs, responding quickly after Miriam placed the call for help. The crowd grew even larger when the FBI arrived on the scene via helicopter, followed by several Lee County investigators, including Lou. 
Then followed Allison’s parents, Jack and Shelly Clifton, who had arrived disheveled and distraught. They had filed a police report after their daughter disappeared while playing in the yard, and looked both terrified and happy.
Allison’s room had been cleared, leaving authorities to loiter in the brightly lit hall outside, discussing their next move, while Allison sat upright in her bed on the other side of the closed door, alone with her parents. Dr. Bhandari looked overwhelmed by the assemblage of police and FBI, but attempted to stay focused and inform Miriam of Allison’s shifting condition. 
“No signs of physical damage or trauma,” he continued, reading from his clipboard. “She had an acute level of dehydration, coupled with a bad level of shock.”
“So he never touched her?” Miriam asked. 
Dr. Bhandari looked up with a brow raised as Detective Nettles and Lou approached from the side, listening. 
“There are… no signs of physical abuse or trauma, like I said,” he continued. 
Miriam thought to herself, then asked the doctor what he recommended. 
“A good night’s sleep and plenty of liquids. Some food would be nice too…” he paused.
“She’s not eating?” Miriam asked. She recalled Allison turning down McDonalds—almost unheard of for a child. 
Dr. Bhandari shifted impatiently as though he had a million other places to be. “Her parents are trying their best right now.”
Miriam peeked inside Allison’s room, beyond the blinds and could see Allison on her bed with a plate of food on a tray. Her mother held a fork and was trying to feed her. Her father stood over them both, brushing back her hair with his hand. She reluctantly opened her mouth and took a bite. 
“How long was she in captivity?” Agent Nettles asked, cutting in. 
Dr. Bhandari looked around as a nurse approached, urgently calling his name. 
“Thank you, Doctor,” Miriam said, ending their conversation, having learned what she needed to know, and noticing how busy he was. He nodded and disappeared—on to his next patient or issue. 
Miriam turned to Nettles. He was a young agent, maybe even younger than she was. He had an unappealing cockiness, but if he could bring the FBI effectively into the fray, she’d take whatever she could get. Lou had said little since showing up. Miriam suspected that he was still peeved at her for going it alone earlier that day. She had a lot of explaining to do. 
Miriam told him and Nettles about Allison’s abduction. “She was reported missing earlier today around 2:00 p.m., after coming home from school.”
With a dazed, beleaguered look, Lou rubbed his hands through his hair with an exhausted sigh. “Holy crap. What day is this?”
“Friday,” Nettles said. His eyes remained on Miriam. “Then what?”
Miriam tugged at the ends of her jacket, growing tired of recounting the story again. But Nettles needed to hear every detail, and she was ready to work together as a team to bring down the Snatcher once and for all. “Police estimate that she was in captivity for six to seven hours. Where she was held, no one knows. She was thrown in a van and blindfolded by a man who doesn’t fit Phillip Anderson’s description.”
 “So he’s got other guys doing this for him?” Lou asked. 
“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Miriam said. “Ray Gowdy? Remember?”
Moving on, Nettles leaned in closer to interrogate her. “And these men you met. They tried to kill you?”
Miriam nodded. “I believed my life was in danger, yes.”
Struggling, Lou scratched his head again. “I don’t get it. Why would he go through all the trouble to trot out some decoy if he was just going to kill you?”
“He wanted to take me prisoner. Those were his new terms if I was to ever see my daughter again.”
Nettles and Lou exchanged glances, then looked back at her. 
“So you shot all three men, just like that?”
Miriam’s face was hardened, showing no remorse. “They had that little girl wearing a bag. I thought…”
“You thought it was Ana,” Lou said, answering for her. 
She bit her bottom lip, nodding, then clenched her eyes shut and covered her face with her hands. 
“It’s all right,” Nettles said calmly. “We’re going to find this guy. What choice do we have now? It’s a complete shit-show at your station, and we’ve got a massacre at some abandoned theater and a wanted man on the loose. What’s not to love about this case?”
Miriam smiled slightly, choking back tears. 
“You couldn’t leave one of those guys alive?” Lou asked. “You know, that would have made our jobs a lot easier.” He seemed a tad upset and Miriam could understand. With her daughter’s life on the line, she wasn’t the easiest person to work with.
“I didn’t mean to kill them all,” she said innocently.
Nettles shook his head and pointed at her. “We need to get you to a shrink.”
Lou and Miriam both laughed nervously. The hallway, recently filled with law men, began to clear out as the Miami-Dade officers considered their job more-or-less done. 
A separate FBI team had taken control of the crime scene at the theater. They had been in regular contact with Nettles and when pressed by Miriam for information, he offered a blunt assessment. 
“No ID was recovered on any of the bodies, but we’re fairly certain that they were contract men.”
“Hired guns,” Lou added.
“And there’s probably a lot more where those came from.”
“I thought that his assets were frozen,” Miriam said. 
“We did too,” Nettles said. “Looks like he’d hidden at least one account beforehand. This wily wacko is on the run.”
Lou turned to Miriam, notepad in hand, and in full detective mode. “So he called you after the, uh, shoot-out?”
Miriam reached into her jacket pocket. “Not quite.” She pulled out the ringleader’s flip phone, caked in dried blood. “He called one of the men I shot.”
Both Lou and Nettles seemed surprised. Lou turned back to Miriam. “Evidence from a crime scene? Miriam, you should know better.”
She handed it to him. “It’s all yours. I’m sure you can have a team extract whatever info’s on it.” 
Nettles studied them both while rolling up the sleeves of his white button-down shirt. An ID badge hung around his neck dangling in front of his red tie. He breathed heavily, deep in thought, then touched Miriam’s arm like a concerned father. 
“This is what we’re going to do. We take you in another room and deputize you immediately—FBI assistant, sheriff’s deputy, I don’t give a shit. You’re getting in way too deep.”
“You almost got yourself killed back there,” Lou added judgmentally.
Miriam could do without the lecture, but personal pride was the least concerning thing on her mind. She needed them. 
“We know why you did it,” Nettles said. “But maybe Captain Porter was right when he said you need to step back from this.”
“Get your head above the water,” Lou said, chiming in. 
“I’ve never been more focused,” Miriam said. She pointed past them to the window where Allison lay in bed with her parents sitting beside her. “That girl is the only hope we have. At this point, Phillip Anderson wouldn’t risk getting caught in order to play out his hand. Whether it’s twenty-four, forty-eight, or ninety-six hours, this is just another part of his game.”
Lou and Nettles listened attentively, waiting for her to reach the conclusion of her thoughts. 
“But what if we tricked him?” she asked. They waited for more details, as though Miriam were calling the shots. Maybe she was. “We play along. Step by step.” She looked past Nettles and Lou, down the hall. “Where’s that lawyer? Kershner?”
Lou huffed and cleared his throat. “He’s currently cozying up to the relatives, making sure their civil liberties are being protected,” he said with air quotes at the end. 
“We need to talk to him,” Miriam said. “For any of the plan to work.” She excused herself to use the restroom, leaving Nettles and Lou to ponder the specifics of the plan. Whatever it was, they shared the ominous premonition that more carnage was soon to follow. 
 
 



***


They reconvened in Allison’s room as she lay in bed, resting, her two concerned parents sitting by her bed keeping, careful watch. A few hours had passed, enough for her to get some sleep. Miriam stood at the end of the bed, cognizant of the parents’ watchful observation. They didn’t want Allison pushed too much—that much they made clear. They were prepared to give the authorities a brief window for questioning—not to exceed twenty minutes—and then she was to be left alone.
Miriam agreed to the terms, along with Nettles and Lou. Everything was riding on whatever vague recollections of her experience Allison could give them. From the onset, she wasn’t much of a talker. While waiting, Miriam had taken the time to be deputized as a probationary agent. 
The FBI had kept a tight lid on the theater shooting, while all of the focus of the news media remained on the debacle in Lee County and the search for the lawless mob who had murdered Greg Anderson. 
Nettles and Lou sat near the other side of the bed, opposite the parents, with their notepads out, ready to copy. Miriam, it was decided, would do most of the talking, as Allison was already familiar with her. One of the nurses brought ice cream for Allison and handed it to her with a smile. 
Allison had loosened up considerably over the past few hours. The presence of her parents and comfortable surroundings had changed her demeanor from catatonic to polite but reserved.
“We want to thank you again for finding our daughter,” Shelly, Allison’s mother, said to Miriam. Sitting behind his wife, Jack put one hand over hers and looked at Miriam with gratitude through his square-framed glasses. 
“Yes. We can’t thank you enough.”
Miriam looked at Allison, smiling. “All the credit goes to your daughter. After all, she escaped. Didn’t you, Allison?”
The girl took a bite of ice cream and shrugged. “I guess so.”
Miriam sat at the end of the bed and inched forward. “Remember when we talked about my daughter, Ana? You knew her, right?”
“Yeah,” Allison said. 
“I need you to help me get her back. Can you do that for me?”
Jack looked up, puzzled. “Your daughter has been kidnapped too?”
Miriam turned to him. “Mr. Clifton, please.”
From his chair, Agent Nettles leaned past Miriam’s shoulder, looking at the couple. “It’s a long story, but yes.” They hadn’t filled the parents in on all the details for fear of compromising sensitive information. The Cliftons were privy to one main detail: their daughter had possible information that could lead to the capture of her kidnapper.
Miriam turned her attention to Allison, trying to keep her focused. “We’re going to do a little exercise here? Is that okay?”
Allison took another bite and nodded. Rain drops began pattering across the outside windows—light and then gradually thick and louder. 
“I want you to close your eyes and take me back to the first thing you remember from today.”
Allison gave her a puzzled look, not grasping where this was leading. “You want me to go to sleep?”
Miriam laughed. The parents kept their watchful eyes on the proceedings. “No. Just close your eyes and think back to when you were playing in your yard.”
Allison set her cup of ice cream on her side tray, folded her hands, and closed her eyes as instructed. 
“So what are you doing?” Miriam asked. 
“I was playing in the yard. I asked Tommy if he wanted to throw the ball, but he said no and went inside.”
“Tommy’s her younger brother,” Jack added. 
“So you’re in the yard alone. Then what?” Miriam asked. 
Allison kept her eyes closed, reciting from memory as best she could. “I went to the garage and looked for my bike, but it had a flat. So I took Tommy’s skateboard and rode it down the driveway.” Allison paused as her brows furrowed. “Then a truck came. A dirty truck with mud all over it. It stopped right by me.” Her voice grew more nervous and shaky with every development. 
Jack looked around, upset. “I’m not sure if I like this, Ms. Castillo.”
Miriam held up her hand again. “Please. We’re close, Mr. Clifton.” She leaned forward, closer, as Nettles and Lou wrote into their pads. “Go on, Allison. What next?”
Her voice grew more frightened as she continued. “He threw me in the truck. I didn’t even see his face.”
“What color was the truck?” Miriam asked. 
“Red…”
“Then what?”
“He put a blindfold on me and tied my hands up. I was screaming and crying, and then he tied a rag around my mouth.”
Shelly gasped, covering her own mouth. She squeezed her husband’s hand, trying to remain calm. The exercise was more challenging with the parents in the room, but they insisted on being present, and Miriam had no other choice but to comply. 
“How long did you drive for?” Miriam said. “Think about how long it took.”
“Maybe an hour,” Allison replied, her eyes still closed. “It felt like forever and I was scared.”
Lou and Nettles continued to write, taking note of every detail she mentioned—from the truck to the distance to the hideout. 
“They took me to a quiet place with no traffic. I heard crickets. A big boat motor. It was really loud. There were a bunch of other voices. Other men. They carried me to a house. Then they took the blindfold off.” Allison paused with a shiver. 
Miriam placed her hand on the blanket covering her leg. “It’s okay. You can do this.”
“It’s some kind of cabin with, like, wood floors and stuff. It’s in the woods. I saw a bunch of vehicles outside the windows, but the rest was all trees. They take me to a big man. He tells me welcome. Then they made me go in the basement.”
Miriam took note of every image Allison described. By the time she reached the part where she met Ana, Miriam could hardly contain her anguish. She quickly wiped her tears away and cleared her throat. 
“She said her name was Ana and that we should try to escape. I wasn’t down there long. I don’t know why they took me, but they did.”
“My God, how did you escape, honey?” Jack said, astonished. 
Miriam turned to the parents, her eyes welling with tears. “They brought Allison to me, her face hidden inside a hood as a ruse. I’m happy for your daughter, I really am. But now I’ve got to save mine.”
She thanked Allison and gave her a hug. The little girl’s bravery had impressed her from the beginning. She left the family and beckoned Nettles and Lou to join her out in the hall. 
“What do you think?” Lou said first. 
Nettles examined his notes. “Red truck. Muddy. An hour’s drive to a cabin. Loud engines blaring, boat motor far away? Hmm.” He paused to think.
“Airboats,” Miriam interjected. 
They looked at her with stunned realization. “That’s it. Airboats,” Nettles said. “He must be near the Southern Glades. It’s all wilderness out there.”
Lou cut in, excited. “So we check into all of his land purchases around that area and zero in from there.”
Nettles gave Lou a high-five. “Yeah! That’s the ticket. You see, the feds and county can work together just fine sometimes.”
“You said it,” Lou remarked with a smile.
With both their faces beaming with confidence, Miriam spoke up. “We need to speak to the family lawyer.”
Their jubilation ceased as they looked at her. 
“What do you want to talk to that slime ball for?” Lou asked. 
 “Because he’s Phillip Anderson’s eyes and ears, or at least one of them, right?” Miriam asked. 
Lou nodded with a shrug.
“If that’s the case, we want Mr. Kershner to know everything that’s coming.”


 
 
 



Showdown
 
They moved their operations from the hospital to the Miami-Dade Police Department. Allison needed to rest, and the hospital was no place for a dozen investigators and FBI agents to run operations. It was at the station where they met Sheriff Hopkins, a no-nonsense woman who wasn’t thrilled with their unexpected presence. Miriam and the others had gathered in the Sheriff’s office, hoping to curry her favor. 
“I don’t know what you all have going on, but we have our own police work to do here,” Hopkins said, right off the bat. 
Agent Nettles stepped forward. “Phillip Anderson is wanted for capital murder of a police officer, among other things. We have reason to believe that he is hiding in the area or somewhere nearby. So we would ask that your department cooperate with our efforts here.”
“I don’t need a hundred federal agents hanging out in my building,” she said in response.
“There’s only a few of us, Sheriff,” Nettles said. “But we need your assistance.”
She leaned back and eyed everyone in the room: Miriam, Lou, Nettles, Detective Jade and Detective Belmont—both from Lee County—and Agent Willis from the FBI.
“I want to catch that cop-killing monster every bit as much as you do. I just don’t want y’all moving in here, that’s all.”
“We’re not,” Nettles said.
“Only until we catch him,” Lou said with a smile. 
Everyone turned and looked at him shaking their heads. 
“And that’s going to happen soon,” he added. “Promise.”
Hopkins leaned back in her chair, brought a hand to her chin, and studied the group suspiciously. “We run a tight ship around here. Our citizens expect nothing less.” 
After some deliberation, an agreement was reached, and they were allowed to set up an operations office down the hall. Miriam looked at her phone. Three hours had passed, since Anderson’s ultimatum. Twenty-one left. Would he stick to his word? She had no reason to believe it, but it was the only chance she had. 
“I’ve got the lawyer on the phone,” Lou said, holding up his cell. Nettles and his partner, Agent Willis, a curly-haired older man, were observing a detailed state map they had just put up on the wall. 
All eyes turned to her as Miriam put the phone to her ear. “Mr. Kershner, this is Miriam Castillo.”
“Yes, Ms. Castillo. It’s my understanding that you wanted to talk to me.”
“I’m sure you’re busy representing the Anderson family, but there are a few questions I wanted to ask you.”
Kershner laughed. “I’m actually in the process of drawing up a wrongful death suit against the county in light of Greg Anderson’s death.” He stopped and took a deep breath. “But yes, my time is limited, and I appreciate your concern.” 
Miriam got right to the point.
“I wanted to inform you that we’re closing in on your client, Phillip Anderson, so you may want to get over here soon.”
There was silence on the other end that told her everything she needed to know. 
“Mr. Kershner, are you still there?” she asked. 
“Yes, I’m still here. Where are you?” 
“Miami-Dade County,” she said walking to the map. “There’s an abandoned building where we know he’s hiding in. You see, your client jumped the gun. A & A Construction? I did a little research. It stands for Anderson and Anderson. He’s got a whole slew of buildings in the old business district, ready to refurbish. The Plaza Theater being one of them. But we’ve got the building he’s hiding in and are ready to close in.”
Kershner was about to speak, but stopped himself. 
“When was the last time you spoke to Mr. Anderson?” she asked. 
“Yesterday,” he replied. “When I told him to turn himself in.”
“What did he say?” Miriam asked. 
“I can’t speak for Mr. Anderson’s decision making process. And I have no knowledge of his whereabouts.”
“Well, we do,” Miriam said. “I’m sure we’ll speak again soon. Thank you, Mr. Kershner.”
She hung up the phone and looked at the others. Nettles stepped up to the wall, uncapped a marker and circled the old business district on a second, smaller county map. The other detectives were trying their best to get up to speed. 
The flip phone belonging to the dead man at the theater was on top of the desk in a sealed evidence bag. Miriam set her own phone on the desk and waited for the call. There was no way, she felt, that Phillip Anderson could resist calling, certain that Kershner would alert him. 
Lou went to work and set up his recording device and GPS tracker, connecting it to the phone. Anderson had managed to block his number and location before, but maybe this time he would be careless. She wasn’t counting on it, but it didn’t matter anyway. They were close now, and would track him. 
In the search of financial dealings and assets, the FBI discovered that the Andersons had ten acres just outside the Southern Everglades preserve. If he was indeed hiding out on his land, the call from Kershner would throw him off. He’d have no clue that they were closing in on him. At least that was the plan. 
For a moment, they just waited, staring at the phone. Miriam wanted confirmation from Anderson. She wanted to hear his cocky, assured tone. She felt closer to getting Ana than ever before. The detectives and FBI agents looked confident as well. There were two FBI helicopters outside the station ready to go. 
The Southern Glades were thirty miles south, full of alligators, marsh lands, and the very air boats Allison spoke of hearing. Such high-powered vessels would never be allowed on Federal Reserve land, which led Miriam to believe that Anderson’s hideout, wherever it was, was closer to the public channel, where air boats operated among fishermen and tourists.
Her phone suddenly vibrated, displaying an unknown number. Miriam’s heart raced. She grabbed for it but stopped and let it ring a few more times. 
“It’s him,” she said. The room stood up and gathered around the desk. 
She picked up the phone and answered it. 
“Yes?”
“What do you think you’re up to?” a thickly distorted voice asked. 
“Trying to find my daughter,” she answered. “And we’re getting close.”
“Oh yeah?” he said. 
“That’s correct.”
“Now, I don’t want to tell you how to do your job, but…” 
He paused. 
“But what?” Miriam asked. 
“Nothing.”
Miriam felt it strange that they were both hiding something from each other, and neither of them wanted to say too much. She quickly changed the subject. “I want to speak to my daughter.”
“She’s indisposed at the moment.”
“Put her on,” she said forcefully. 
Lou looked at his GPS device as it continued to try to ping the location. He signaled for her to stretch it out. Anderson wasn’t playing ball. 
“I don’t have time for this. Gotta go,” he said. 
“Wait!” Miriam said. 
“What?” he asked, sighing.
“Why’d you call me? There had to be a reason. You sounded like you had something to say.”
“Are you with the police?” he asked. 
She paused and looked around the room. “Yes. But so what?” Her voice rose with the frustration in her tone. “How else am I supposed to get my daughter back?”
“No police,” he said. “Just you.” 
“Damn you! You know that that’s impossible!”
“Hey. Listen, you hysterical bitch. I’m giving you a chance here. Anyone else in their right mind wouldn’t even bother. And you wanna know what I just did earlier? I brought dinner down to your daughter. How’s that for a bad guy?” 
Miriam noted he said “down.” The GPS had yet to pick up a signal. Frustrated, Lou looked to Nettles and vented under his breath. “Must be scrambling the signal again.”
Miriam tried her most bold move yet—antagonizing him. “You want to know what I think?”
“Not really, but go ahead,” he said. 
“I think that you don’t have my daughter any more than you have one of Obama’s kids.”
He chuckled on the other end. “Really? You don’t think I have her?”
“I don’t know what happened to her. Maybe she escaped.”
“Or maybe I already killed her,” he added. 
The comment nearly sent her over the edge, but she maintained her cool and tried to keep her voice from wavering. “Maybe you did… Either way, that explains the decoy, Allison.”
“You keep telling yourself that, Miriam. Maybe I’ll just go on and let you think that. But you’ll never know, will you?” He paused as his breathing became heavier. “You’ll never know!” his distorted voice shouted, crackling over the phone.
“Either way. It’s hopeless,” she said. Why even try to find you if she isn’t there?”
“She’s here, all right. Maybe I’ll just have a little fun with her after this phone call.”
Miriam balled her fist, ready to punch a hole in the wall. Eavesdropping, the men observed her stoic expression and increasingly upset tone, trying to imagine just what kind of conversation she was having. Of course, they’d listen to the recording when it was over. 
“Go ahead and make your threats. I’m done. The search is off.” Miriam held the phone away and mimed hanging it up. “Good-bye…”
“Wait!” he shouted on the other end. “Fine. I’ll let you talk to the little shit. Just hold on.”
She could hear his footsteps stomping off across a hardwood floor, the sound becoming fainter. A door creaked open as he attempted to muffle the phone with his hands. She heard more wood creaking. A hollow, echoing kind of sound told her he was going down the stairs. Miriam tried to visualize the place as best she could. 
“Hi there, Ana…” he said in an enthusiastic and friendly voice, adding a feminine southern drawl. “Your mama is on the phone and would like to speak with you.”
The phone crackled some more as a distorted pop sounded. “You got five seconds…” a deeper, manlier voice said from a short distance away from the phone. The many facets of Phil Anderson were on eerie display. 
“Mom?” a timid and distorted voice said. 
Miriam’s eyes watered, as she gasped in relief. “Ana!”
“Mom, help me!”
Miriam heard sounds of struggling. “Ana, where are you?”
“A cabin!” she shouted. “Mom—”
Then the call ended. Her bluff had worked, mostly. She set the phone down and rubbed her temples. She was sitting at her desk and feeling as if she was going to pass out. Hearing Ana had raised her spirits, but she also felt sick about bluffing and possibly jeopardizing the fate of her daughter in such a way. The conversation could have gone wrong in the worst possible way, but it was a risk that, for the most part, seemed to have paid off.
“You okay?” Lou asked, putting a hand on her shoulder. 
“Yeah,” Miriam said, wiping her eyes. “Just need a minute.”
Lou pressed play on his digital recorder as they stood and listened to the conversation. The GPS had not picked up a location. Anderson apparently had his own gadgets as well. After hearing the recording, Nettles, standing at the center of the table, looked around the room, ready, it seemed, to share his observations. 
“Agent Castillo did good work there. We found out quite a bit.” He held out his palm and began to count on each finger. “They’re staying in a cabin. Miriam’s daughter is being held downstairs. Probably in some kind of basement. The lawyer is in direct contact with Anderson.”
He stopped and pointed to Agent Willis. “We need to pull the records on that call. I want to hear everything they said. And who knows, Kershner could end up in prison next to his buddy.”
Willis nodded. 
“It’s not clear why he called, other than to verify what the lawyer had conveyed.”
Lou stepped in. “He didn’t sound angry. Almost sounded disappointed.”
“Some part of him wants to get caught,” Nettles said. “See it all the time, especially with fugitives on the run.” 
Miriam joined the circle and offered her own assessment. “We can’t wait much longer. We have to strike now. He isn’t going to hurt Ana, not when he feels safe. But if he feels cornered at any point, that all changes.”
Willis said, “Even if we find this cabin, how the heck are we going to get close enough? He’ll see us coming a mile away.”
“We need a team to go to this abandoned building for starters,” Nettles said. His partner gave him a blank, and he continued: “Either way, word of the raid is getting back to Anderson. That’s one hell of a distraction.”
Miriam looked game but was quiet as she stared at the county map ahead. 
“You okay there, Agent Castillo?” Lou asked with a smile.
“Sure,” Miriam said. “About as okay as I can get. Trust me, I’ll be able to breathe easy once this is all over with.”
Lou touched her shoulder, offering comfort. She looked up into his eyes and touched his hand. 
Nettles jumped in. “Ah! I have something for you.” He turned his back and went to a nearby desk where an FBI bag rested. He unzipped the bag and pulled out a black leather pistol shoulder holster. “This is for your coronation as a probationary agent,” he said, handing it to her. 
The group applauded, putting a fleeting smile on Miriam’s face. She slipped the holster on and wore it—a snug fit. She pulled the Beretta from her pocket and holstered it. 
For a moment, everything felt as if it was going to work out. Miriam was in good company. But she also knew there was still a long way to go and a million ways in which it could go wrong.
 
 



***
 
Phillip threw Ana against the wall the moment she shouted into the phone, knocking her out. Somehow, she had always managed to bring out the worst in him, starting with the shovel incident. As she collapsed on the floor, unconscious, he raised his foot, ready to stomp her face. But he hesitated. Killing her would be pointless. She still served a purpose, and would find that out soon enough. Usually it just took Phillip a couple of beers; then he’d have his way with her. 
“You’re a stupid little bitch just like your mom,” he said, staring down at her. 
Her eyes were closed, and she was unresponsive. Phillip held on to his burner phone, breathing heavily, and then noticed something out of place on the floor next to her single dirty mattress. The plate of food he had brought her only hours before was missing. He saw plastic utensils sitting on a napkin, but no plate. 
Curious, he knelt down and began searching around, slipping his hands under the mattress and then stopping. There was something there. He peeled back the mattress and made an interesting discovery: her glass plate had been broken into sharp, blade-like pieces, grouped together and hidden. He placed the shards in his hand and stood up, smiling. 
“Clever…” he said, turning away. 
He walked back up the stairs and exited the basement, closing and locking the door behind him. There were five men—hired guns—in the living room of his small cabin, all lounging around on chairs and talking or messing with their phones. 
“It’s time to act, gentlemen,” he said, gaining their attention. Early morning sun was coming through the windows. The men were unshaven and dressed in green camouflaged gear. A line of AR-15 M4 rifles rested on a small table near the kitchen. 
“The FBI are closing in and closing in fast,” he said. 
One of the men jolted up from the couch, rubbing his eyes. “Here?”
“No, on one of my properties in Homestead. I don’t know what the fuck they’re thinking, but I got a lead about the raid.”
“Fuck ’em,” another man said, scratching his beard. “Let them go on a wild goose chase. We’ll kick it back here.”
The other men laughed in agreement.
“This isn’t a joke. How long do you think it’ll be before they find out about this place too?” 
The room went silent.
Phillip looked at his watch. “Just twelve more hours, and me and my relatives will have all the documents we need to flee the country and start new lives.”
“You should be safe,” the bearded man said. “They’ll never find the cabin in time.”
“They’ll never find the cabin because they’ll be dead,” Phillip said, silencing the room once again. 
“What are you talking about, Mr. Anderson?” a young, disheveled man asked, leaning forward in a recliner. 
“I want two of you to load up the truck with explosives and rig the building within the next hour. Might even get a fat insurance check out of it.”
The men looked at each other with concern. Livid, Philip walked into the room and stood in the center of a circle rug. “Need I remind you that we’ve already lost five men? Five good men! Colleagues of yours, I might add.”
“Yeah, but—”
“That’s all there is to it!” Phillip barked. “Now you each are making, what? A million, a million and a half each? It’s the least you can do.”
Phillip looked around the room. “Any volunteers?”
Kershner had told him he was working on getting the Anderson family out of protective custody and then taking them to the cabin. From there, they would flee the country via private plane and start new lives. Some where they could start again and not have to face the risk of extradition. So far, everything was going to plan. Perhaps Phillip’s biggest mistake was giving Miriam a chance. He loathed her but also believed in leaving some things to destiny—one of the many paranoid facets of his personalities. 
No one was quick to raise his hand. Phillip turned around three-hundred-sixty degrees with his arms out, waiting, as his anger mounted. “Okay,” he said, stopping. “I’ll make it an even two million.”
Still no one would volunteer. Phillip felt his power quickly fading. Money seemed to do little to quell the men’s fears. He stormed out of the room and told them that they were on their own. 
 
 



***
 
Another FBI team had arrived on-site at the Miami-Dade Police Department. In the meeting room Miriam, Nettles and everyone on their team monitored a large, angled screen displaying satellite images of the Southern Glades area at a fifty-mile radius. They had zeroed in on the property marked as Anderson’s. It was a wide-ranging area that would take perhaps all day to search on foot. 
By air, however, it was a different story. Through the satellite imagery, Nettles was able to find what looked like two structures—cabins possibly. They were approximately ten acres apart from each other. The question remained, which one was Phillip Anderson hiding in, if any? The plan was laid out. The newly arrived FBI team would raid the office building, providing a distraction while the other team would survey the Southern Glades property and ambush each cabin.
“We’ll be in constant communication with each other,” Nettles told both teams. 
Miriam listened to his instructions with a sense of renewed hope. They were close. She had twelve hours left, with no idea what would happen to Ana if she didn’t find her in time. Anderson was erratic. He was unpredictable. And he was insane. The meeting ended, and both teams assembled outside, behind the building, out of view, where they were able to draw equipment and ammunition from an FBI van. Lou handed Miriam a heavy FBI flak vest.
“This doesn’t feel too heavy,” he said. 
As she put it over her shoulders, she begged to differ. She filled the slots in her shoulder holster with full magazines as the other agents geared up and got ready. Nettles went over everything again and asked the teams to check their communications. 
Each member had a small ear-piece connected to a high-frequency radio. Team A would take the van to the Homestead building to conduct a raid, while Team B—Nettles, Willis, Lou, and Detective Belmont—would take the helicopters. Their two FBI pilots, Cassie and Douglas, were suited up and ready. 
Nettles and Willis were going to ride in the first copter with two SWAT team members while Miriam went into the second helicopter with the other detectives, and two other SWAT officers. 


With everything in motion, the teams split up and proceeded with the plan. Miriam climbed into one of the helicopters with Lou and the two Lee County detectives, who looked eager to be a part of the mission. 
“This could make us all famous,” Detective Belmont said as the helicopter’s blades began whirring. Each passenger had a helmet with a microphone on it so they could hear each other once the engine started and they were in flight. Nettles could communicate with them from the other copter as well. 
The pilot steered them up off the ground while gravity pushed them to their bench seats. Miriam couldn’t remember the last time she had been in a helicopter. Her heart raced with anticipation as they jetted past the police station and across town, headed south.
“I want to make sure we’re all on the same page here,” Nettles’s voice said through Miriam’s head phones. 
“So first, everyone do a check, starting with Miriam—I mean Agent Castillo.”
“Check,” Miriam said. 
Everyone followed as Nettles went down the list. The lush, green world below passed them by at twenty-five-thousand feet. They flew over dozens of large, blue bodies of water—Miriam had never realized how many lakes there were in the area. It was just past nine in the morning. The sun was out in full force, lighting the thin, transparent clouds. Then below, there was just flatland, untouched—it seemed. Acres of trees, swamps, sawgrass, and flowing water as far as the eye could see. 
“We’re about ten minutes out from his property,” Nettles said over the comm. “Everyone keep a careful eye out.”
Lou surveyed the land below with a pair of binoculars. A crackle came over Miriam’s headset. Detective Belmont gave her a curious glance. After a pause, Nettles’s voice came over the headset. “No stone unturned people. Time to bring a career criminal to justice.” 


An impasse. For a minute, everyone was quiet, until Lou, binoculars in hand, suddenly pointed toward the ground. “Structure sighted!”
Everyone turned to look. A small, abandoned-looking cabin was in the distance, open and exposed. Her heart jumped, but then something was strange about how easy it was to spot. There were no vehicles or people around it either. 
“Keep going,” she said to the pilot. 
“What are you doing?” Nettles said. 
“That’s not the cabin,” she said. 
“Looks like a cabin to me,” Willis said.
“Take it down,” Nettles said. 
“You guys search that cabin, we’ll get the next one,” Miriam said. 
“Just like we planned, right?” Lou added. He looked at Miriam and shook his head, covering his mic. “Damn Feds.”
“We heard that!” Nettles said. Miriam looked out the window as the first helicopter swooped low and touched ground. She then searched out the window for the next cabin, or something resembling it. Lou kept careful watch as they flew over a large patch of trees and brush, perfect cover. Miriam remained plastered to the window when a shiny flicker of light caught her eye. 
“There!” she said, pointing. 
Lou turned and moved to the other window, crouched down and looked out with his binos. 
“What do you see?” Miriam asked him. 
“I don’t know. Nothing but trees.”
“It’s there,” she said. “I know it.”
“There’s nowhere to land,” the pilot said. 
“Find something!” Miriam said. “I saw something silver and shiny back there. You have to turn back.”
He made a turn and they circled the forest once again. Lou finally zeroed in on whatever it was that Miriam had seen. 
“It’s a vehicle!” he said. 
Detective Belmont lifted his mic. “Agent Nettles, what’s your status?” 
Faint crackling came over their headsets followed by Nettles’s distant voice. “Surrounding the cabin now. Doesn’t look like anyone’s here.” 
The pilot turned to Miriam and pointed to a clearing which seemed to be as close as he could get to the area they had identified earlier. Miriam looked closer and could see what looked like an enormous camouflaged tarp hanging from the trees, obscuring the view of whatever was under it.
Bravo Team landed with a jolt and rushed out, leaving the pilot withy the copter. About one hundred feet ahead, Miriam saw an old cabin hidden under a camouflaged canopy, with a vacant air to it—though she could feel Anderson’s presence. Her legs picked up steam as she rushed ahead, driven by sheer instinct. 
As the team rushed forward, Nettles reported that their cabin was clear, all but solidifying Miriam’s hunch. When they were twenty feet from the cabin, shots rang out from the inside, blasting from the windows, shattering the glass and hitting the trees all around them. Detective Jade took a shot to the leg and fell to the ground. 
“I’m hit!” he yelled. 
Miriam pushed forward, moving in between the trees with her Beretta drawn. After a brief pause, more rapid gunfire surrounded them. Lou directed the team to take cover and advance cautiously. Was Ana still inside? Miriam could hardly prevent herself from running ahead to the cabin. Just when it looked as though Bravo Team was going to be pinned down for the long haul, the shooters ran out of the house and toward a muddy Ford F-250, fleeing the scene. 
Miriam rushed forward and shot the tires out, taking cover on the side of the cabin. She didn’t know how many of them there were, but she saw three in the truck. They turned and started firing back. She dropped to her knees and took cover as wood chunks flew all around her. As soon as the engine started, she turned and fired at the truck, striking the driver in the head. 
He slumped to the wheel as the others jumped out of the truck and tried to run. She raised her gun, but couldn’t bring herself to shoot them in the back. At that moment, a hail of gunfire blasted from behind her, taking the two fleeing men out. Their backs exploded as their heads jerked back and their hands flew into the air. They dropped to their stomachs, motionless and contorted. Miriam turned around, shocked, to see Detective Jade behind her with his rifle aimed. 
“What did you do that for?” she asked. Her exhausted eyes were livid with fury. 
“They shot at us!” he said defensively.
She turned from him in disgust. “Come on,” she said running to the front porch. “We have to search the house.”
She kicked the door open and ran inside, taking cover behind anything she could—a book case, table, and cabinets—making her way forward. As she passed the kitchen, she realized there was no one inside the room, and possibly no one inside the cabin. Even Ana. It looked as though it had been abandoned in a hurry, as was clearly the case. Her feet creaked across the floorboards, and she immediately focused on the basement.
“Miriam, where’d you go?” Lou said over the headset, frantic. 
“She’s here. I know it!” Miriam said. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Any minute her heart would explode. She approached the basement door cautiously, put her hand to the knob, and swung open the door with her pistol drawn. Below was a set of stairs, which was all she could see in the darkness, and nothing more. 
“Ana!” she shouted, wiping her eyes. She then cleared her throat and changed to a more authoritative tone. “Philip Anderson, this is Agent Castillo with the FBI. Come out with your hands up high, or I will shoot you!”
There was no response. Too fearful to wait any longer she stormed down the stairs and flew to the ground at the bottom on one knee. The vest weighed heavily on her shoulders, making it harder to aim, and the helmet blocked her side vision. On the mattress, not ten feet away, a girl lay motionless with her back toward Miriam. She leapt up gasping and ran to the bed just as footsteps clamored from upstairs.
“Miriam!” Lou shouted. 
She dropped to the mattress and turned the girl on her side, facing her. Somewhere under the bruises and cuts on her face was Ana. She was unconscious but breathing. 
“Oh my God,” Miriam cried, cradling Ana in her arms. She kissed her face repeatedly as waves of relief rushed through her body. In the midst of her jubilation and fear of Ana’s condition, she suddenly heard a gun click. 
She whipped around and saw Phillip Anderson standing in the shadows. Her mind froze along with her body. She had been taken off guard and had no idea what to do. Her pistol lay on the bed near her knee. Both her arms were around Ana.
Philip glanced at his watch while holding a pistol with a silencer attached to the muzzle. “Record time. I’m impressed.” He laughed and shook his head. “I really didn’t think you were going to make it.”
“Where are you going?” she asked, fighting the fear that was consuming her body. 
“Somewhere they’ll never find me. I can assure you that.” He smiled again, and then his face suddenly dropped. 
“Now stand up and get against the wall before I put one in your head and your little girl’s.”
Miriam released Ana and slowly rose from the bed. Her own pistol was in view. The minute her eyes glanced at it, Phillip spoke. 
“Not happening. One wrong move and you’re fuckin’ history. Understand?”
Miriam looked away from her pistol and rose up from the mattress, keeping a careful distance from Ana with her safety in mind. 
“We had a deal,” she said. 
Phillip’s eyes remained on her, unblinking. “Tell that to my guys. Some of them had families too, you know. They were strapped for cash and trying to make ends meet. And none of them deserved to die.”
“They were criminals,” she said. “Now, please. I don’t care what you do to me, just let my daughter go.”
Phillip smiled. “Maybe I want to take her with me.”
“Miriam, where are you?” Lou shouted from upstairs. Bravo Team’s footsteps could be heard continuing their search of the cabin. 
In that split second, Miriam lunged for her pistol. “No!” she screamed. 
Phillip shot two shots into her chest without hesitation while his pistol barely made a sound. Miriam hit the ground, smacking hard against the pavement. As she collapsed, Phillip ran to Ana but froze halfway. The footsteps upstairs were close. They’d be down the stairs in second. 
Phillip turned around and ran to the opposite corner of the room where a large bookcase sat. He heaved with all his strength and pushed it to the side, revealing a crawlspace that led to an underground tunnel. Hurried footsteps scrambled down the steps just as Phillip ducked inside. He pulled a rope, sealing the trap door shut, followed by an automatic pulley that moved the bookshelf back against the wall. 
Lou was the first to reach the bottom, with Detective Jade behind him.
“Miriam!” he shouted. 
He rushed to her as Jade went to Ana. 
Lou crouched down and picked Miriam up, holding her. Her face was pale, and she wasn’t breathing. 
“Talk to me, Miriam.” 
He shook her as her head bobbed and her eyes closed. 
“Miriam, come back!” 
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Escape
 
An intricate underground tunnel stretched a mile beyond the cabin, leading to a riverbank, then past the sawgrass prairie and into the tropical wetlands of the Southern Glades. The challenge was much harder than Phillip Anderson had anticipated. On his belly, he inched forward. With each movement, one elbow dug into the unforgiving cement and thrust him forward, followed by the other. 
His body was sore and exhausted. He crawled for over half a mile before stopping to catch his breath in the tightly confined cement tunnel. In one hand he held a flashlight, in the other, his radio. 
Everything else he had to leave behind. His bodyguards had been killed—his hideout cabin exposed—and he was on the run again. And through it all, he didn't have Miriam to accompany him, as he had planned. She would pay, soon enough, more than she already had. 
The darkened tunnel was cramped and stuffy—a nightmare to wade and crawl through. With each tiring push forward, Phillip was on the verge of collapse. At six feet, two inches, and two hundred and twenty pounds, he was a big man and could barely fit through. 
If not for Miriam, he wouldn't be desperately seeking escape from the feds. With about a quarter-mile left to go, he stopped, sweaty and gasping for breath. Somehow, he had to escape. They were undoubtedly closing in on him now from all directions. 
His hiking boots scarped against the hard surface, pushing him forward. The sandy concrete tore against his faded Levis. He dragged along a satchel with some emergency cash and his silencer pistol tied to his ankle by a rope. His beige Anderson Auto Salvage T-shirt was drenched in sweat. He had never felt so afraid, and yet there was a certain exhilaration to it. But there were also no guarantees that his escape plan was going to work. 
Phillip was a man who seldom liked to take chances. In addition to the escape tunnel, he had a boat waiting for him—a small, unassuming fishing boat. He had a guy keeping watch, patrolling the waters, and ready to take off as soon as Phillip resurfaced—a welder named Joe who used to work at the salvage yard. Phillip could very well operate the boat on his own, but he needed someone there and ready in the wait.
Phillip had recruited Joe, like many of the others, at a hefty price. The others—Ed, Dusty, Mike, Chuck, Ken, Dale—were either captured by the feds or dead. Phillip was on his own. 
He stopped for a moment, panting. The journey ahead seemed impossible. At thirty-nine, he couldn't move like he used to. Down here in the tunnel, he could barely see straight from exhaustion and dizziness. He dropped his flashlight as its beam paused and flickered and grunted. Awkwardly, he reached into his side pocket and pulled out a handheld radio. 
“I'm almost at the end!” he spat into the radio between breaths, clutching it. “You ready yet?” 
Nothing came through the speaker but some static and a few crackles. He kept the radio close and held up his flashlight. The end of the tunnel was close. He could feel it. He pushed himself forward, gaining momentum as the tunnel curved slightly to the right. He shined the flashlight ahead, breathing rapidly, and looked ahead as stinging sweat dripped into his eyes.
Twenty feet ahead, there was a crawlspace which led out of the tunnel—an exit hidden within a thick, shaded patch of sawgrass near the riverbank, surrounded by trees. Even if the authorities had found the tunnel and crawled through it, the hatch would be locked and Phillip had the only key dangling around his neck.
He clenched his teeth, dug his elbows in, and pushed himself forward, reaching the escape hatch with barely an ounce of energy left. He climbed up and unlocked the padlock holding it shut. Frantic, he pushed up on the hatch as fresh air blew inside, providing instant relief. Phillip climbed out and fell to the side, rolling onto the grass and looking up into the trees. 
Beyond the needled branches of the pine trees, he could see a clear, blue sky above. For a moment, everything seemed peaceful and reassuring in the shade. He pulled his satchel to him and took out his silencer, ready to move. His head pounded from heat exhaustion. His throat was sandpaper dry. He pulled a one-quart canteen from his satchel and downed the entire bit as water ran down his stubbled cheeks. 
Feeling better in the fresh air, he spun around, crawled back to the hatch exit, and slammed it shut. He locked it with the same padlock and then crawled to the base of a nearby tree, peeking around in the direction of his cabin. In the distance, he could see a line of federal agents moving through the weeds, combing the area. The rumble of helicopters was getting louder. He had even less time to escape than he had imagined. 
Phillip looked inside his satchel just to ensure that his passport and two thousand dollars cash money were still there. It was enough, he hoped, to buy his way out of the country for good. He looked up in a panic upon hearing dogs bark. The K-9s were loose. 
He stood up hunched over as the shouts of the feds grew. He held his radio close and spoke. “I'm out now. Meet me at the east bank!” he said with urgency. 
A voice finally came over the radio, much to Phillip's relief. “I'm already there. Hurry up. They got helicopters out now!” Joe said back. 
Phillip wasted no time answering. He sprinted off, zigzag style, through the woods, steadily approaching the riverbank. Even with the helicopters deployed, he wasn't too worried. There were plenty of other boats along the Southern Glade trail, but his small window of escape was narrowly closing. 
As he ran alongside palmetto bushes and heavy vines hanging from cypress trees, he felt cautiously optimistic. He reached the riverbank at the edge of the calm, green everglades and headed east where his boat awaited. On the boat were a variety of emergency items: food kits, weapons and ammo, and some disguises for good measure. His boots dug into the ground with each hurried step, and he called into his handheld once again.
“Where the hell are you? I don't see anything.”
“I'm right where I said I am. East bank right over the divider,” Joe said, referring to a four-foot wired fence separating Phillip's property from the other land. 
“Damn it,” Phillip said, frustrated. “They’re right on my tail. Move it up.”
“I’m not moving from here. Hurry up!” Joe argued back. 
Phillip wanted to kill him for the insolence. Maybe he would later. After all, Joe was just a welder. Nothing special. Phillip continued his frantic journey, sloshing along the riverbank, when he stopped dead in his tracks. There was a man standing under a tree, fishing. He looked to be in his fifties, wearing a fisherman's hat, glasses, and a pair of overalls. He turned his head to Phillip and waved. 
“Howdy, there.”
Phillip stood frozen, covered in dirt and sweat. 
The man lowered his arm slowly as his smile faded. “Everything all right?” he asked, concerned. 

Phillip didn't answer. Instead he got right to the point. “You do know this is private property, right?”
The man blinked, confused. “Uh. Not entirely, no. I was just following the bank. You know, I never did care for that fishing port off the state road. This is much better.”
Phillip turned slightly toward the faint barking behind him. The man seemed to take a sudden interest in the approaching noise. 
“Hell of a commotion going on over there, don't ya think?” Without waiting for a response, he grabbed his bucket and pole and waved at Phillip. “Sorry I wandered on your property. You have a nice day.”
“Wait!” Phillip said nervously. 
Startled, the man turned around. 
Phillip approached him immediately with his hand out. “I'm sorry. I didn't mean to chase you off. Let me introduce myself.
Phillip suddenly drew his pistol, placed it against the man's forehead, and fired. With a muffled thump, the back of his brains sprayed into the grass. The man collapsed on his back like a rag doll, with a stunned, wide-eyed expression that showed he hadn't seen it coming.
Phillip jammed the barrel back into his jeans pocket, crouched down, and pushed the man's body toward the water's edge. The body rolled into a pond, disturbing calm waters while floating on the surface. The man was covered by enough weeds and lily pads to keep him out of sight for the time being. 
The dividing fence was ten short feet ahead. A large cypress tree branch stretched over the water, covered in hanging moss. The boat was directly below it. Ecstatic, Philip ran to the fence and hopped over—awkwardly—but with fervent urgency. The ground was spongy, and the sawgrass went up to his waist. The sound of the helicopters was dangerously close. 
“I'm right around the corner. Start the fucking boat!”
he said into the handheld. 
“You got it,” Joe said. 
A few yanks on the cord and the engine started—not nearly as loud as Phillip had feared. It had a low hum, noticeable but low-key enough to buy them some time. He ran the rest of the way to the boat, right into the water, splashing everywhere, his clothes soaking wet. The K-9s seemed as though they were right at his heels. Standing in the four-passenger boat, Joe looked down at Phillip and seemed about to make a comment, but then decided against it. 
“How about a hand here?” Phillip said with his hand out, waist-deep in swamp water. 
With the motor humming, Joe heaved and pulled all two hundred and twenty soggy pounds of Phillip into the boat as it tilted and rocked. As they regained their balance, Joe made his way to the stern. Phillip took at seat up front and told him to gun it. 
The boat raced out from its concealed hideout, its bow rising, and traveled further east to where the other fishing boats convened. Waves tossed the boat up and then down into a shallow trough as an unexpectedly strong breeze, beat against their faces. The sound of both the K-9s and the helicopters grew fainter. To Phillip, it began to feel as though they might actually make it. 
“Where are the others?” Joe called out, his hand on the tiller steering the boat toward the other fishers. 
Not answering, Phillip felt his mood lift with relief. They'd blend in soon enough. Joe asked the question again, louder. Phillip grimaced. “Oh,” he said. “Feds got ’em.” 
“Dead or captured?” 
Phillip shrugged. “Dead, I think. A lot was going on. It was an ambush.”
“You should keep better track of your people,” Joe said. The wind pushed his bushy beard to the side. The ends of the blue bandana tied around his head flapped in the breeze, making a soft tapping sound. His skin was tan and reddened as though he had been on the boat all day. 
Phillip narrowed his eyes. “I'm not in the mood.”
They sped past the first two boats, approaching others, Joe looking for a spot where they could fit in without intruding. There were no police in sight. The river, it seemed, was theirs. The plan was to head south toward Manatee Bay and then hit Key Largo. From Key Largo, it was to the airport and then—refuge. Joe, however, seemed intent on souring the mood.
“You know, Phillip, you talked a big game about taking care of us boys. You talked about helping us pay our bills. Making us rich and all that jazz. Now look. Everyone's dead, 'cept me and you. What are we gonna do? Take off to Key West together? Sip margaritas on the beach?”
Phillip leaned forward, sneering at his snarky underling. “Why don't you shut your trap, Joe?” He leaned against the front railing of the boat and crossed his arms. “That is, if you know what's good for ya?”
Suddenly, Joe slowed the boat. Its engine downshifted as waves smacked the side. Phillip looked around, confused. 
“What the fuck are you doing?”
Not saying a word, Joe stood up as the boat drifted, unmanned. Phillip looked around nervously at the attention they were getting from the other fisherman in the channel. 
“Now’s not the time,” he said, seething. 
Joe reached into his pocket and pulled out a remote control, the size of a brick. “That's where you're wrong,” he said to Phillip. “The timing is perfect. Been waiting for this moment for a while now.”
Phillip pointed his gun at Joe. “Drive the boat, Joe, or I'll shoot you right in the gut.” He leaned forward, taunting him with the gun. “You ever been shot in the gut before, Joe? It's about the most painful area to be shot in other than yer dick. Now drive.”
They continued to drift, aimless, as Joe furrowed his brow and stared at Phillip, unwavering. “Your older brother was a good man.”
“Yeah?” Phillip said, as though it was common knowledge. 
“And we were good friends. Some might even say best friends.”
“Okay?” Phillip said with a shrug. His pistol remained aimed but he was hesitant to make a scene and draw more attention. On top of everything else, the familiar helicopter sound rumbled through the air. 
“I know you had it in for Greg. We all did. So when Greg came up dead in some car accident, I didn't doubt your involvement for one second.”
Phillip stood up, infuriated. “Are you out of your mind? We're about to get locked up for the rest of our lives and you're moaning on about the past.” He took a step forward and sat on the middle bench. 
“I didn't come out here to help you, Phillip. I signed up to even the score.” He raised the controller in his hand. “I got about twenty pounds of explosives right under your seat.”
Phillip's eyes darted toward the decking in a second. 
“So who's in charge of now?” Joe yelled. 
Phillip calmly took a step back, taking his aim off Joe. “Okay. I get it. Greg was your friend. Well, he was my brother. And I loved him. And for you to even suggest—”
“You killed him!” Joe shouted. “His wife and his kids—”
Thrump! Thrump! Phillip shot two holes into Joe's chest without a moment’s further hesitation. Joe seized up, clutched the controller, and stumbled back. The second he fell over the railing, Phillip could see his chubby digits going for the button on the controller. 
Phillip spun around, placed one foot on the front of the boat, and leapt off just as a loud explosion blew against his eardrums, followed by a searing heat engulfing him in flames. 
 
 



Breathe
 
Miriam lay on the ground after being shot in the chest by two slugs from a silenced Glock 9mm. Her bulletproof vest absorbed most of the shock, but the impact had launched her against the wall and onto the floor, where she lay gasping. Her head had smacked against the cold pavement. One intense, brief flash, followed by the gradual loss of consciousness and then Detective Lou’s muffled voice calling to her as he shook her in his arms. 
“Miriam, come back!” 
Footsteps hammered down the stairs leading to the basement, many more lawmen than before. Lou swung Miriam onto the bed and eased her down. Her eyes flickered open as blurred faces surrounded her. 
“Where is he?” Detective Clark shouted as newly arrived police officers poured into the basement. “Search the room. He couldn’t have gotten far.” 
“We’ve got an officer down,” Lou said, turning to face them. “Need immediate medevac.” It was the last thing she remembered before everything went black. 
 
Several agents dispersed throughout the basement, tearing it apart for signs of Phillip. They tossed chairs. They pushed over a bookcase. They moved aside box after box underneath the staircase. They felt along the walls. They searched every last inch of the basement, coming up short—save for two empty 9mm shells. 
Clark tended the unconscious and badly beaten girl on the bed, presumed to be Miriam’s daughter, Ana. 
“What’s her condition?” Lou asked. 
Clark felt her pulse and put his ear close to her face. “She’s breathing,” he answered. “Has a steady pulse.” He then pointed at Miriam as she lay back, knocked out, with a nasty cut on her forehead. “What the hell happened to her?”
“She’s been shot,” Lou said, surprised that Clark would even ask. There were two holes in her shirt—one in the stomach and one by her upper rib—but no blood. Lou lifted her black overshirt, exposing a bulletproof vest. “Thank God,” he said. Her vest was torn and punctured, but it had done its job.
Miriam’s eyes suddenly opened and she swung up with a panicked gasp. Lou gripped her shoulders and tried to calm her as her eyes darted around the room in confusion. 
“Miriam, listen to me. Everything is going to be okay.” One of the agents handed Lou a wet cloth which he gently pressed against the cut on Miriam’s head. 
She flinched and squirmed back. “Ana? Where’s Ana?” she asked, too disoriented to see that her daughter was lying next to her. There were maybe ten other people in the room, flipping it in a desperate search for the culprit. When it became clear he was nowhere to be found, several of the agents ran upstairs to resume the hunt.
“Ana is going to be okay,” Lou said, holding Miriam at arm’s length by her shoulders. “You have to tell me what happened. Where did he go?”
Miriam held the warm cloth against her head, hesitating. Nothing was going to come easy.
“Please, Miriam. Time is critical here.”
“I don’t know,” she said, drifting off. The bump on her head had done a number. She sat up from the mattress, pushing against it and trying to stand. “Where is she?” 
Agent Landis stood up, holding Ana in his arms. “She’s okay, Ms. Castillo.” 
One look at her daughter’s battered face, and Miriam jumped into high gear, charging past Lou and toward Clark in a fury. But so much heightened emotion, coming so fast had its effects. Miriam stopped inches from her daughter, and held her head as dizziness consumed her. She collapsed to the floor as Lou ran to her aid. 
“We need to get both of them to the nearest hospital immediately!” Throughout all the commotion, there was no sign of Phillip Anderson. The Snatcher had vanished again, leaving a few of the agents on the ground to wonder if he even existed. 
 
 
A second helicopter landed outside the cabin, with Agent Nettles and his team rushing out. They had just cleared the other hideout cabin—vacant and most likely a decoy—and rushed to the scene to assist in the raid of the second cabin. Nettles’s partner, Agent Willis, hopped out from the helicopter as its circling blades blew gusts of wind across the tall grass, flattening all the vegetation within the area. 
Nettles and Willis charged toward the cabin with their pistols out as the rest of their team followed—five men in all. The helicopter wound down as more could be heard approaching from a far distance.
They advanced from the rear of the cabin, and as they got closer, they could see Detective Landis from Bravo Team, sitting against a tree with his left leg wrapped in red-stained bandages. His face was pale and drenched and sweaty. He looked up at them warily with a sigh and held up his badge. 
“I know who you are, Landis,” Agent Nettles said. “Now what the hell happened here?”
Exhausted, Landis leaned slightly to his side and pointed beyond the house. The agents looked up and could see all the back windows shattered. Shards of glass and bullet shells littered the ground. “They… they started shooting. The rest of Bravo… they went inside. I think they got him.”
Agent Willis pointed to his injured leg. “What happened? You get shot?”
“Sure did.” Landis stopped talking and winced in agony. “Did this little bandage job myself.” He tried to laugh but was in too much pain. 
Agent Nettles turned to face two men from his team. “Patski. Roberson. Evacuate Detective Landis to the helicopter and get him to the medical ASAP.”
The two detectives nodded and ran toward the helicopter to grab a stretcher. Nettles slapped Willis on the shoulder and signaled ahead. “Let’s move.”
They pushed forward, past the side of the small cabin, carefully concealed by a camouflaged tarp that stretched above the cabin from two parallel trees on one side, to two parallel trees on the other. As they reached the side of the cabin, moving quickly but quietly, Nettles signaled the men to halt. 
He backed against the house and held his pistol up, glancing out, around the corner. A large pickup truck not fifty feet away had its smashed front end lodged in a tree. 
Two bodies lay on the ground outside the truck, riddled with bullets, their muscles and organs and blood clearly visible. One man was on his back, the other on his stomach. The driver’s face was buried in the steering wheel, covered in blood with a hole in the side of his head. He and his friends were dead. They all matched in their blue jeans and camouflaged jackets.
Faint smoke rose from the obstructed front end of the pickup. The woods beyond the carnage were undisturbed and quiet. Nettles could see a body of water far ahead past cypresses, palm trees, hanging vines, and thick underbrush. Bird calls rang out. A second county police helicopter had arrived and landed next to Bravo Team’s FBI helicopter. It was quickly becoming a very busy crime scene. 
Agent Nettles stayed low, proceeding to the front door with Willis covering his back. Both agents stopped at the steps leading to the front deck and listened for sounds of movement. When the coast looked clear, Nettles signaled Willis to cover him as he ran up the stairs. 
Nettles swung his leg back and, with one powerful thrust, kicked the front door open with the split of its frame. Nettles stormed into the room with Willis close behind. They stopped for a moment to survey the broken glass and tossed furniture all around them in the living room. They could hear movement in the basement—footsteps coming up the stairs fast. 
Detective Clark suddenly entered the room with an unconscious young girl in his arms. Nettles lowered his gun, sighing in frustration. 
“Holy shit, Clark. Where’s everyone else?”
“Yeah,” Willis added. “We’ve been calling you on the radio for the past five minutes.”
Not responding, Clark carried Ana to the living room and set her down. He then turned to the two agents, with a slightly rattled. “Castillo’s been hit.” 
“What?” Nettles said. “Where is she?”
“They’re bringing her up,” Clark said, pointing down to the basement. 
Nettles heard more footsteps. Lou entered the room, holding a barely conscious Miriam at his side with help from another officer. “She’s going to be okay,” he announced to the room. “Anderson shot her in the vest.”
“Where is that sorry sack of shit?” Nettles asked, stepping forward. 
More FBI agents entered the house—new arrivals on the scene. Pretty soon the place would be crawling with feds. Lou continued past Nettles, searching for a place where Miriam could lie down. 
“Let’s go ahead and get them out of there,” Nettles said. 
“I’m on it,” Lou said. He then pointed to Ana as Agent Clark picked her up. “I’m more concerned about her daughter, but they both need immediate medical attention.” 
 Nettles nodded as other agents swarmed the room. “We’ve got one of yours in the helicopter already. Landis. Just load them up and get them to the nearest hospital. Whatever it takes.”
“Sound like a plan,” Lou said, walking out. 
 
Not long after the helicopter flew off with its three injured, the FBI continued their search for South Florida’s most wanted man. Nettles was confident they would find Anderson. He was hiding somewhere, and they would find him soon as they brought the other half of the Bureau out to conduct a search, Anderson would run out of places to hide. 
“You find out what she knows!” he shouted to Lou as they loaded Miriam and her daughter into the chopper. The blades began to turn, picking up steam while tossing debris in the air. Pine trees swayed and arched as the helicopter rose with steady precision and then flew off, back toward civilization. 
 
The day continued without any sign of Phillip Anderson. Agent Nettles took charge as roughly twenty FBI agents descended on the area, ready to conduct an extensive search. A K-9 unit had also arrived in two armored trucks, ready to go to work. The county and the feds worked in conjunction, determined to do whatever they could to find the man who had plagued South Florida for so long. 
Willis’s team emerged from the cabin, ten men in all, coming up short, while three separate search teams had begun their excursion through the ten-acre river of grass that made up Anderson’s secret compound. Leading one of the foot teams, Nettles listened closely to the helicopter transmissions from the two that circled the area overhead. He pressed against the ear piece trying to hear a status. “Nothing sighted yet,” they said. 
“Damn it,” Nettles said, shaking his head. “He’s not far. He must have had some kind of hidden escape out of the cabin basement. You see anything that looks like a door or passageway out, you let me know.”
“Roger,” one of the pilots said. 
Nettles looked up into the sky, where the two FBI helicopters had just crossed paths. It was late afternoon and the sun was rapidly sinking below the clouds. He could hear the sounds of airboats in the distance—loud and abrasive—and immediately had a thought. He signaled to the K-9 team nearby and shouted to them, waving an arm in the air. “Trail the river!” 
The handlers released the dogs—five in all—as they bolted off in an instant along the river. Nettles then called his team to pick up the pace. “He’s down here, I know it!” 
The teams got into gear and assembled behind the cabin in one mass movement toward the wetlands, where the channel flowed all the way to Key Largo. The sense of urgency and danger heightened the closer they got. 
“Just found some rope!” an agent yelled out as they reached a shaded area, drastically different from the open plains that comprised most of Anderson’s compound. Nettles sprinted toward the agent, who held a piece of rope—at least six feet long—examining it. 
Ahead, the dogs barked in the distance with fierce intensity. Nettles turned. They were closing in. He could feel it in his gut. The team advanced, readying to strike, when a loud explosion rocked the area, sending out tremors for at least a mile. Nettles could see flames bursting up from behind the trees. Boaters nearby screamed. The ground shook. Black smoke billowed in the air. And then, for one moment, silence. 
 



Painful Reunion
 
Miriam sat beside Ana’s hospital bed, finally reunited. The soft-hued pastel walls of the Miami-Dade hospital were familiar to Miriam. It was her second visit in the past two days. Brittany, the young girl she had rescued from Anderson’s men, had been checked out and gone home with her parents. Now it was Ana’s turn. 
She lay in bed, sleeping, with an IV needle inserted into her right wrist. Her shoulder-length black hair was tied back and her face was covered in gauze patches from forehead to chin on one side of her face. 
Phillip Anderson had done a number on her. And her injuries extended to a pair of bruised ribs. She also had a ruptured disc and a sprained ankle. Her medical assessment disclosed that she had endured relentless physical trauma at the hands of her captor. She had been punched, slapped, and thrown against the walls. For Miriam, anyone capable of such abuse wasn’t human. Anderson was a monster. Something, she believed, akin to the lowest evil. 
The sight of Ana’s face devastated her. She couldn’t take her eyes away from it. In the dimly-lit, one-bed hospital room, she watched her daughter sleep, without a care for whatever else was going on in the world. Her own forehead had been bandaged as well. The knock to her head had left a mark. She held an icepack to her chest, which still ached from being shot twice by Phillip. The vest had saved her. She was lucky. 
The doctors insisted that Miriam lie down and rest, but she couldn’t. Not until Ana was up and walking. She felt a little better now, after a shower and some fresh clothes, but there was no denying an acute pounding in her head—even with the Ibuprofen they gave her. 
It was nighttime. The room was silent save for Ana’s quiet breathing. Miriam was wrought with concern. A knock came at the door. Miriam’s tired eyes shot open, and she looked up just as Dr. Bhandari—another familiar face—walked into the room with a file attached to his clipboard. He was a polite, bald Indian man with a thin mustache, circular-framed glasses, and a long white coat. 
“How are we doing?” he asked, looking down at his notes. 
Miriam got to the point. “Doctor, shouldn’t she be awake by now?” She stood up, holding her sides. “Something isn’t right. I just wish I could talk to her.”
Dr. Bhandari walked to the end of Ana’s bed and stopped, lowering his clipboard. “Her vital signs are good. No abnormalities.”
“There could be hemorrhaging. She could be slipping into a coma for all we know.” Miriam began pacing the room, lost in her own anxiety. Getting Ana back was all she wanted, and she couldn’t fathom the thought of her slipping into a coma. Ana belonged back home. 
Then it suddenly occurred to Miriam that they had no home. She certainly wasn’t going to stay at the house where Freddy, her ex-husband, had been murdered and where Ana had been kidnapped. That wasn’t going to happen. They were going to move—far from Florida and out of the media spotlight and away from anything having to do with the Anderson family. Though she still wanted Phillip dead. And if there was any way of making it happen, she would see to it.
“Please, Ms. Castillo,” Dr. Bhandari said. “All this moving around and worry are not good for you.”
“I’m fine,” she said, turning to the nearest window and biting her nails. Her black hair was tucked behind her ears, still damp from her shower, and her face was free of makeup. 
She peeked through the blinds to the parking lot below their room. There were three police cars parked near the entrance, with their lights silently flashing as the lights reflected on her face. 
A knock suddenly came at the door. It opened and another familiar face peeked in, Detective Lou. 
“There you are. We’ve been looking everywhere for you,” he said to Miriam. 
He looked exhausted. His red hair was matted down and sweaty. His boots were encased in dried mud and his slacks were stained with dirt up to his hips. A walkie-talkie stuck out from his jacket pocket, and the blue windbreaker, opened to the sides, revealed a white button-down shirt stained with mud and grass. He was a mess, though Miriam didn’t feel so hot herself. 
Uniformed police officers waited in the hall as he approached Ana’s bed, looked to Miriam and spoke quietly. “How’s she doing?”
“She’s going to be okay,” the doctor said before Miriam could answer. 
“Poor kid’s been through a lot,” Lou said, shaking his head. He turned to the door to see the officers standing in the hall through the window blinds. “Miriam, I don’t have a lot of time…”
“If you’ll excuse me,” Dr. Bhandari said, inching toward the door with clipboard in hand. 
“Yes, of course,” Lou said, making way for him to pass. “I have to get back to Palm Dale, for starters. There’s a lot of paperwork waiting for me.”
Miriam got right to the point. “Did you find him?”
“There was an explosion,” Lou said. “A boat explosion. Right there off the Everglades trail. About a mile and a half from the cabin. We don’t know what happened.”
Miriam remained silent. Her sullen expression said little beyond the emotional distress she was already grappling with.
“We’re about ninety percent sure that it was his boat,” Lou said. 
“And his body?” Miriam asked without a second thought. 
“He’s dead, Miriam. Of that, we’re fairly certain,” Lou’s eyes glanced downward then back at her with reassurance. 
“Not good enough,” she said. 
Lou dug his hands into his pockets and shifted back on his heels. “We recovered several from the explosion, and we’re trying to get the remains identified as soon as possible.”
Miriam spun around, angered. “How
did this happen?”
“Boat was rigged with explosives,” Lou said. “By the range of the blast and the field of debris, we’re looking at twenty to thirty pounds of explosives.”
Miriam began pacing again—eyes were closed and head down, as she shook in disbelief. 
Lou clapped his hands together. “Our theory is that he had every intention of blowing up that boat, probably to throw us off his tracks. However, we think that he triggered it prematurely and… well, you see how that turned out.”
“How many bodies?” Miriam asked. 
“Four. Some of them other boaters. Wrong place, wrong time.”
Miriam came to her chair and plopped down. Lou inched toward the door as though he had said his piece and was anxious to get away. She sank her face into her hands and sighed. “Just tell me that he’s dead…”
“We believe so, yes,” he said flatly. 
Miriam looked up with a matter-of-fact smile. “I have to tell you, Lou. Your tone doesn’t exactly inspire confidence.”
Lou looked up defensively. “No one could have survived a blast like that. Not possible. He’s dead, okay?”
Miriam nodded. “If you say so.” She looked back to Ana and then spoke in a softer tone. “I hope that’s the case.”
 
Lou left as quickly as he had come in and closed the door behind him. The room went quiet again. Miriam wiped a tear from under one eye—from grief or joy, she couldn’t tell. She made her way back to her Ana-watching chair and sat down. 
Ana lay in deep slumber, with no change or indication of when she would wake again. As Miriam stared at the faded blue wall ahead of her, she pondered their next step. Both of their lives had dramatically changed, and it was time to start over. If such a thing were possible anymore. No matter the outcome, Miriam felt a sense of dread. There was something she faced along with a fear second only to Ana not waking up: telling her only daughter that her father was dead. 
 
By morning, Miriam awoke in her chair right next to the bed to find Ana awake and dazed. She jumped up and sat next to Ana immediately, carefully brushing back her hair. 
“Oh, honey. I’m so glad you’re awake,” she said.
Ana looked around the room with an air of uncertainty. 
“How are you feeling?” Miriam asked as a tear streamed down her cheek. 
“Okay,” Ana said in a dry voice.
Miriam grabbed a cup of water on a tray next to Ana and handed it to her. 
“Drink this,” she said. 
Ana reluctantly took the bottle and sipped it. 
“Where’s dad?” were the first words out of her mouth. 
Miriam’s smile dropped. She paused, thinking of the right words to say. She had hoped that there would be time to build up to the question, but clearly Ana knew otherwise.
“Your father…” Miriam began. “Freddy… Dad. I-I don’t know what to say.” She then hugged Ana tightly, pushing the young girl against her. “I’m just so glad you’re okay. I love you so much. You mean everything to me.”
“Mom…” Ana said, eyes watering. “I had a dream. And in my dream, Dad died.”
Miriam released her and sat against the bed, exhausted but prepared to tell Ana what she needed to know.
“Your dad isn’t with us anymore. I’m sorry.” She clutched Ana again and held her tight with no desire to let go. “I’m so sorry…” 
 
 



***
 
Freddy’s memorial service was held not far from the Miami-Dade hospital Miriam had become so well acquainted with. Cuban descendants, his parents Julio and Tessa lived within the Little Havana community in Miami, where Freddy had been born and raised. 
As she stood among Freddy’s friends and family, peering at a closed casket resting above a hidden open grave, the reality of his unexpected death finally started to sink in. None of it had seemed real. But there was no denying the name on the marble headstone: Fredrick Ernesto Chapman. 
Dressed in black, despite his parents’ urging her to wear spring colors, Miriam lowered her head as she held Ana’s shoulders, squeezing. Ana matched her mother in mood and style—though she was considerably smaller. A priest delivered a stirring eulogy and last blessings as the somber crowd stood under a large canopy that provided shade and privacy among the hundreds of other tombstones. 
Quiet sobbing could be heard throughout the crowd, with one group at the head of the casket and another group at the foot. Miriam was in the first row facing the end. Her own parents were in attendance too, standing next to her and holding back tears. Freddy’s mother cried into her considerably taller husband’s chest. 
Feelings of guilt and anguish all began to rush through Miriam once again. There had been plenty of support from her family and Freddy’s in everything she and Ana had been through. But when she looked up into the crowd across from her, comprised entirely of Freddy’s extended family, she couldn’t help but sense judgment from behind their eyes. 
She believed that they blamed her. Why wouldn’t they? Her involvement in the Snatcher case had led to his death. They had to understand that. She felt sick and paranoid, and she just wanted the service to end. After a prayer and a final tribute for Freddy, they lowered his coffin into the ground. On top rested several bouquets of spring flowers and a rosary. Without a dry eye in the crowd, the service ended as guests slowly dispersed, offering hugs and comfort to one another. 
Now everything had come to an end, and all that remained for Miriam were tears and heartache. Ana cried silently as Miriam took her hand and squeezed. As they stood there watching the coffin being lowered on automatic railings, Freddy’s parents approached them and stood next to Miriam, surprising her. Light organ music played over outside speakers, as side conversations, muted and respectful, hummed behind them. 
Miriam was too nervous to look at them. Even if they didn’t blame her, part of her blamed herself. Knowing that most of it was in her head didn’t make things any easier. She had no idea what Ana thought or felt. Losing a father at a young age was something she knew nothing about. 
She squeezed Ana’s hand just as Tessa, Freddy’s mother, touched Miriam’s shoulder. Startled, Miriam turned to see Tessa looking directly at her, unblinking. There was no blame in her distraught, pleading eyes—just sadness. She pulled Miriam closer and threw her arms around her, crying. Ana joined their circle as did Julio. From across the way, Miriam’s parents came to join in the embrace as other mourners looked in their direction—parents and in-laws sharing their collective sorrow. 
 



Six Months Later
 
Moving to Arizona had made sense to Miriam. Her Aunt Teresa lived in Phoenix—a lifeline for Miriam’s hasty relocation. She had visited her aunt and uncle in the city with her parents when she was a child. Back then, she didn’t think that she’d ever be moving back there in her thirties, but a lot had happened that she hadn’t ever accounted for. 
Miriam moved to the city of Chandler, twenty-five miles outside of Phoenix, in Maricopa County. Her relocation was about a lot of things—starting over being one of them. But it was primarily about safety. 
Detective Lou had described it as “going dark”—a strangely common practice for law enforcement personnel embroiled in media coverage. The Snatcher saga had put Miriam’s face at the forefront of the highly publicized case. She’d had little recourse but to get away from it all.
One thing she couldn’t turn her back on, however, was being a cop. She applied for a position at the Maricopa County Police Department and enlisted as a sergeant. Back patrolling the streets, Miriam felt content—much as she had before her fateful encounter with the Snatcher. 
Ana was just beginning eighth grade at Bogle Junior High. Before they left Florida, Miriam knew the adjustment wasn’t going to be easy for her daughter. But any objections Ana had were largely kept to herself. 
Ana’s recovery was going to take time, and the pain of losing her father was certain to plague her for some time. But with counseling and support, Miriam was convinced Ana could find relative normalcy after the trauma. She had truly believed that it was possible. 
 
Miriam guided a county-issued Dodge Charger down Boston Street, lined with tall palm trees and green bushy Sonoran palms. Her surroundings were eerily reminiscent of Palm Dale on a hot summer day. Though in the distance, beyond the buildings and skyscrapers, a line of mountains encompassed the city like a protective barrier, faintly concealed by thin, transparent clouds. 
Over the past few months, she had become familiar with the beat and what to look for—drugs, gang activity, and public intoxication, among other things. Phoenix, only a few cities over, was currently considered the kidnapping capital of the U.S., primarily due to Mexican drug cartels’ activity spreading across the border. 
She was now a detective with the Chandler Police Department, out for a stroll with her partner, Detective Keely. Miriam’s main job was to investigate homicides, not protect the borders, but she found herself deeply concerned about the reported number of kidnappings in the area. 
“They cartels are spilling over into here because the Mexican government has failed to contain them,” Detective Keely said while watching the streets from the passenger seat through the lenses of his sleek Oakley sunglasses. 
Keely was in his early forties and married with children. His record was squeaky clean as his boyish face and trim crew cut. In the month Miriam had been partnered with him, she couldn’t recall him even cussing.
“When was the last kidnapping?” Miriam asked. 
Keely pressed his lips together as he thought back. “Hmm. About two years ago?”
“Cartels related?” she asked. 
He reached for the Big Gulp resting in a drink holder on and took a sip. “Nah, nothing from them in a while. Last case we had was an infant abduction.”
Miriam’s mouth dropped. 
“Suspect was a female. In her thirties. She stole a newborn from the hospital, right out of the maternity ward.” He slowed as they hit a red light at a busy intersection downtown. 
“Did they catch the woman and get the baby back?” Miriam asked. 
“Sure did,” Keely said. “Lady didn’t get far, baby went back with its mother, everyone was happy.”
The light turned green and Miriam took a left as she sighed with relief. “It’s nice to hear a story with a happy ending.”
Keely’s eyes shot to the right lane along the busy downtown street. A skinny, shirtless vagrant was walking in the middle of the lane wearing flip-flops and blue jeans, his skin bronze from the sun. He had his head tilted far back, shouting into the sky like a wild animal. Miriam slowed down instinctively and pulled from the left lane toward the curb on their right. It wasn’t exactly there area of expertise, but Keely was game. 
Dressed in slacks, a button-down long-sleeved shirt, and a red tie, with a gun and badge at his belt, he opened his door and placed one shoe on the curb. He stopped and turned to Miriam as chatter buzzed over the police radio. 
“Sometimes you just have to remind them to stick to the sidewalks, you know?” he said. 
“Need my help?” she asked, talking over the shouting going on near the hood of their car. The bearded man pivoted to the side and glared at them. He looked wild and manic, as though the sun itself had driven him mad. 
“I got this,” Keely said, taking a bottle of water from the car. She watched as he approached the man with caution. They exchanged some words as he handed the vagrant a fresh bottle of water and beckoned him to get out of the road and into the shade of a nearby shop. The man waved his arms around, rambling. Miriam looked on in amusement. 
A few times, she had wondered if she had made the right decision moving out here—moving Ana out here. But after six months in Chandler, she was beginning to feel at home. Crime existed everywhere, and it was her job to deal with it. 
The vagrant calmed down and took the water. Keely kept a careful distance, his hands on his hips, as their street dweller got off the road and onto the sidewalk as asked. Keely turned to Miriam and gave her a thumbs-up with a smile. She smiled back and ran a hand through her ponytail. Crisis averted. 
It was a little past noon and Miriam could already feel her stomach growl. She had a sandwich in the back, in her zipped lunch tote. They’d probably head back and check in at the station first. Keely walked to the car, opened the door, and got back in, wiping the thin layer of sweat from his forehead. There was no cooler place to be than inside the patrol car, where Miriam had the air conditioning blasting. 
“How about that, Sergeant Sandoval?” he asked her, brushing his hands together. “No lip this time.”
Miriam had dropped the Castillo—Freddy’s surname—as a part of her relocation and resumed using her maiden name. She hoped it would make it harder for people from the media to find her. But she knew how persistent those people could be. Her anonymous life was, for the most part, working out.
“You wanna head back to the station?” Keely asked as they pulled out.
“You read my mind,” she answered. 
Their mutual smiles were cut short by a loud, inescapable beeping coming over the police radio. 
The laptop in the center console flashed as both Miriam’s and Keely’s cell phones buzzed with an automated tone blaring from the radio. 
Miriam glanced at the laptop screen as Keely dug into his pocket for his cell phone. It was a missing persons report—an AMBER Alert, designed to alert authorities and civilians alike to a child abduction. The screen displayed information that sent chills down Miriam’s spine. 
 
EMERGENCY ALERT: 
Bynes, Sarah 
Female Age 11
Brown hair & eyes
LOOK FOR:
2006 Blue GMC Van
 
Keely looked at his phone as the police radio made the very announcement Miriam read on the laptop screen. She looked up as they stopped at another intersection. Every vehicle around them looked suspicious to Miriam. She glanced in the rearview mirror to see a pickup truck and two motorcycles idling behind her. Her eyes scanned each side of the intersection, the cars passing by, and any and all vehicles parked on the street. 
“Wow,” Keely said. “And we were just talking about this.”
Miriam was too caught in the moment to respond. In the midst of her frantic search, she caught a glimpse of a blue van passing by.
“That’s him!” she said, flipping on the lights. She maneuvered around the car in front of them and gunned it into the intersection, siren blaring. 
“Slow it down,” Keely said, gripping the armrest.
His request went unanswered as their tires screeched against the hot pavement with her sudden acceleration. The line of cars crossing the intersection slammed on their brakes to make way for Miriam’s sudden intrusion into their path. She turned down the road and raced ahead as vehicles struggled to move out of the way. The blue van was about three car lengths ahead. 
They were gaining. A two-door Honda Civic panicked as Miriam approached—inches from their rear bumper. The Honda screeched to the center median and tore a street sign from the concrete upon impact. As the car smoked behind them, Keely whipped his head around to admonish Miriam for her dangerous pursuit. 
“Detective Sandoval, you’ve got to be careful around here. It’s a narrow street.” His tone was stern but slightly nervous. 
As they roared down East Boston Street, past the fire department and community center, Miriam could see the blue van ahead preparing to turn right. The remaining two cars behind it moved to the curb to make way for the flashing police cruiser descending on them like a hungry shark. Miriam zoomed past. Keely said nothing to further discourage her. Instead, he grabbed the hand microphone and called the station. 
“Currently in pursuit of a van matching description of AMBER Alert.” He lowered the mike and squinted, trying to make out the license plate. With its blinker flashing, the van nonchalantly turned right. 
“What’s the plate say?” another officer asked over the radio. 
“Trying to read it,” Keely said. 
Miriam took a sharp right, cutting off a clueless Volvo driver trying to cross. The tires screeched again, leaving skid marks etched across the pavement and a trail of exhaust and burnt rubber in the air. The blue van was back in sight with its right turn signal still blinking. On the right was a Safeway supermarket. 
“No you don’t,” Miriam said under her breath. She floored the gas pedal and shuttled forward, closing in just as the van turned into the parking lot. Without slowing, she nailed the median to their right and launched right into the parking lot. Sparks hit the ground. Keely flew up, nearly smacking his head on the ceiling. 
“Damn it! Slow down!”
Miriam’s eyes didn’t leave the van ahead as it looked for a parking space. The closer she got to the van, the stranger it seemed that the driver was making no attempts to escape. But Miriam had been through this scenario before. Her motto: trust no one.
She drove past the van and spun around, blocking it off. Their cruiser came to an abrupt stop as she slammed on the brakes. Keely held his head and shot her a surprised, angry look. 
“What the heck has gotten into you? There’s no excuse for that kind of reckless driving!”
Miriam reached to her hip holster and pulled out her pistol. 
Keely looked at her, wide-eyed. “Now what are you doing?” 
The van was stopped at an angle in a parking spot, with the police cruiser blocking the driver’s side and angled across two formerly empty parking spots. She had just boxed the van in and they were already drawing notice from cart-pushing onlookers. All she could see through the driver’s window was a silhouette behind tinted glass. 
“Cover me,” she said to Keely, who looked frazzled and upset about the pursuit. 
“Wait!” he protested with a hand up. “Let’s look up the license plate before you go out guns blazing.”
Miriam lowered her pistol while keeping an eye on the driver. She studied the Arizona license plate and read it back to him. “RJUC12K.”
Keely typed in the plate number and ran a check. 
Keely huffed and shifted with a sigh. “Barbara Robinson. Sixty-two years old. No prior record.”
The entire scenario was too similar to the horrifying ordeal she had endured two and a half years ago with the loss of her partner in Palm Dale. Vivid memories flashed through her, and for a moment she felt like she was back there, only moments from when Deputy Lang was shot by the unidentified driver in a blue station wagon who fled the scene. 
Miriam opened her door. “I’m not taking any chances. Are you going to cover me or not?”
Keely grabbed the mike. “Let me call for backup first.” He spoke while examining the van. “We’ve got a van blocked in the Safeway parking lot. Make and model match the AMBER Alert description. License plate…” He paused, turned to the laptop and began typing. “Barbara Robinson, 117 Antelope…” He looked over toward Miriam, expecting to see her, but the seat was empty. His head whipped to look out the windshield, where he saw Miriam inching toward the driver’s door with her back against the van and her pistol in the air. 
“Damn it!” Keely said. He opened his door and hopped out, grabbing his own pistol from the side. “How about you not dive into anything on your own? Think you can do that for me?”
Miriam stopped and glared at him, putting a momentary halt to her take-no-prisoners plan. Keely nodded in mocking appreciation. He then walked around to the other side of the police cruiser as its lights flashed silently. He opened Miriam’s door, held his pistol out, and took cover, yelling: “Driver of the vehicle, open the door and step out with your hands up!”
Both he and Miriam waited. The silhouette behind the tinted glass made no movement. 
“I repeat,” Keely continued. “Step out of your vehicle with your hands up or we will use force.”
They waited again. Miriam looked at him—her face consumed with urgency and what looked like hidden anger. He had never seen this side of her before. She was almost another person. 
“I’m going in,” she mouthed, signaling to the driver’s door. 
Keely shook his head. “No…” he mouthed back. 
Before he could dissuade her, she leapt forward, swung the door open, and yanked the driver out, tossing her to the ground. When the elderly woman hit the ground, Miriam looked more shocked than either the woman or Keely. 
“Detective Sandoval, stop!” he said.
Miriam froze as she could feel herself shaking as everything began to rush back to her. The elderly woman lay flat on her stomach, a tangled shawl around her neck, afraid to move. Her purse had flown from her arms and sat open ahead of her with its contents spilled on the asphalt. 
“What has gotten into you?” Keely said, stunned beyond words. 
Miriam snapped out of her daze, holstered her pistol, and knelt beside the woman, helping her up. “I’m so sorry,” she said. 
Keely holstered his weapon as well and lent a hand. They helped the frazzled woman to her feet as she brushed her shoulder-length gray hair out of her face. 
“Goodness. What did you do that for?” she asked, dusting off her red blouse. 
Still in detective mode, Miriam looked at Keely. “Search the van while I deal with her.”
Keely stood back, hesitant. “Umm. I kind of think we need permission for that.”
“Just look in the windows,” she replied in a frustrated tone. Keely walked away, not wanting to argue, as Miriam tended to the elderly woman. She introduced herself as Barbara. Miriam knelt down and put all the belongings back in her purse. 
“Again, I’m very sorry,” she said, handing the purse to Barbara. “Are you okay?”
Barbara took the purse and stood as if everything was fine. She didn’t have any noticeable marks and seemed to be coherent. “I’m fine, I guess.”
Miriam looked around the parking lot for witnesses. If anyone had their phone out recording this, she was certain that it would be problematic. Miriam offered to take Barbara to the hospital to get checked out, but she refused. 
“Nonsense. I just need to go grocery shopping.” She turned to see Sergeant Keely looking through the windows of her van on the other side. 
“Excuse me, what is he doing?”
Miriam gently touched the sleeve of Barbara’s jacket to put her at ease. “Your van matched the exact description of an AMBER Alert.”
Barbara covered her mouth in surprise. “Oh no!”
“Sarah Bynes is the girl’s name. She’s eleven years old.”
“When did this happen?” Barbara asked. 
“Just now,” Miriam said. 
Keely came back and reported nothing out of the ordinary. Miriam looked at Barbara and spoke as politely as she could. “Do you think we could have a look through your van?”
Confused, Barbara looked around. “I-I don’t know. You don’t think I have anything to do with this, do you?”
Keely nudged Miriam. “Let it go,” he said under his breath. “This department does not need a lawsuit.” 
Miriam could remember all the deception—the disguises that Phillip Anderson had worn. The wigs he donned to get young girls to come closer to his vehicle. Even on her best day, she couldn’t avoid thinking about him at least once. It was her own personal curse. 
Barbara shuffled off to do her shopping, leaving them behind. Miriam pushed her no further. Keely was right—mostly. The license plate didn’t match and a petite elderly woman hardly fit the bill for a child predator. And the more time they stood around questioning Barbara, the more time the real culprit had to get away. 
“All right,” Miriam said, tossing Keely the keys. “Let’s sweep the area, see what we can come up with.” Their backup still hadn’t arrived, and Keely thought it a good time to call them off.
“Three Six, ixnay on the backup. False alarm. Still looking for that van.”
“They have an APB out on it yet?” Miriam asked. Normally that was the protocol with AMBER Alerts, but Miriam wanted to be sure. 
An officer cut in over the radio. “Twenty-Two, that’s a copy. We have all units currently looking for blue van, Arizona license plate…” 

Keely pulled out of the parking lot, seemingly in better spirits now that he was behind the wheel. Strange looks from customers pushing shopping carts past met Miriam’s gaze. But all she cared about was finding the right van. 
Anything that slightly resembled a van caught her eye. They continued west toward Interstate 10. Their culprit may have already gotten on the highway headed toward California, Colorado, or New Mexico. If the culprit didn’t flee, that would make their job that much easier. 
Miriam grabbed the hand mike and called the station to request aerial support to widen their search. A few helicopters would do the trick, she thought. The dispatcher told her that such support was currently unable. 
“Will send request up the channels,” he said. 
“Negative. Time is critical here. We need that support now,” Miriam said, defiantly. 
Suddenly another voice cracked in. “Detective Keely. Need you both at the station ASAP.” 
They looked at each other, curious, but it was all too clear who it was: Investigations Officer Lieutenant Vargas. “Copy that,” Miriam said, hanging the mike on its dashboard hook. She noticed Keely turn on his right blinker at the approaching intersection, heading to the station. 
“No. Let’s search some more. Vargas can wait,” she said, placing her hand on the dashboard. 
Keely glanced at her and then back to the road, turning his blinker off. “You know, you’re going to get me in trouble one of these days.”
He continued past the light, going straight. Miriam scanned the downtown area as they drove through. They passed vehicle after vehicle parallel parked in front of shops and businesses. They passed the county library—a large, dome-shaped building—which Miriam loved to frequent when she had the time. Still no blue van in sight. 
Or any van for that matter. Pedestrians were out in droves, walking along the sidewalks—the lunchtime rush was in full effect. Miriam’s mind was on overdrive. Every person, every movement was suspect. Suddenly, a white van passed them in the opposite lane. 
“Turn around,” she told Keely. 
His eyes glanced into the rearview mirror, watching the van pass. “It’s white.”
“So what?” Miriam said. “These alerts aren’t always accurate, you know.”
Keely held a hand up in protest. “I can’t turn around and chase every van on the road. Let’s stick with blue van and go from there.”
Miriam said no more. As they continued heading east, she could feel momentum fading. For her partner, it might have been just another AMBER Alert, but for her, it was something entirely different. Thoughts of Anderson reemerged in her consciousness. Had he found her again? What kind of sick game was she involved in now? They never had recovered a body. 
Lee County investigators reported that the blast had decimated Phillip, but without leaving verifiable physical evidence behind. It was possible, but Miriam had her doubts. Now six months later, in a new state, a new city, she was facing another child kidnapping. Were they dealing with a child predator or something else altogether? Miriam was well aware of possible cartel activity, but an eleven-year-old girl? If that was the case, she was sure that a ransom demand was soon to follow. 
Keely turned down a couple of back roads and alleyways, driving through the shadier parts of town—their go-to spots following any APB. There were questionable types of all sizes, men mostly, who squatted under building canopies or loitering behind store dumpsters, not showing the slightest interest as the cruiser passed them. 
Miriam told Keely to slow down when they entered one particularly crowded alleyway. Most of the men dispersed, but a few remained behind. Miriam swung her door open and stepped out, just as Keely parked. She approached two Hispanic men who leaned against the wall with blank, indifferent expressions on their face. 
“Habla usted Inglés?” she asked. 
“Si,” the man on the right said. He was short, with a black goatee, dark eyes, and a scar across one cheek. He wore a beige ball cap and baggy, mismatched clothes. His counterpart, a taller, heavier-set man, had run off the minute Miriam mentioned a blue van. 
The other man shrugged in response, not implying whether he had seen the van or not. She pulled a twenty from her wallet. His eyes widened as though he was staring at the Lady Madonna. “Listen, Pedro,” she said in a serious tone. “I don’t hand out money for cheap talk. We have a little girl missing. Eleven years old. Now, have you seen a blue van around here or not?” 
“No, but I know who may have,” he said with a Spanish accent—Mexican, Miriam believed. 
“Good,” she said, taking him by the arm. Miriam had little patience for stalling—as everyone she had encountered her so far that day had found out. She opened the back passenger door and beckoned the man to get in. As he hesitated, she slapped the cash into his hand, pushed him inside the car, and closed the door. Once she sat down in her seat, she noticed Keely staring at her.
“What?” she asked. 
Keely looked into the back seat then at her. “Right now, I don’t even want to know. Let’s go to the station.”
Miriam nodded in agreement as he gunned the car forward, leaving a trail of exhaust in their wake. 
 



The Informant
 
They arrived at the station with their passenger in the back seat humming to himself. Though Miriam had called him Pedro, his name was actually Guillermo—a drifter and who had been living on the streets for some time. He claimed to be a man who knew and saw things—the kind of man who had info for a price. But he was also a careful and cautious man who insisted on sitting low in the car, out of sight. 
“It’s best that I keep our time together to a minimum,” he said as they parked. “I hope you understand.” 
“You give us what we need and you can leave at any time,” Miriam said, making her intentions clear. 
Detective Keely shut off the ignition and turned, placing his arm over his seat. “You know, if you want, we can put you in handcuffs and make this thing look authentic.”
Guillermo looked around confused. “What’s he talking about?” he asked Miriam.
She told him that the Keely was just joking… sort of. 
“Ah,” Guillermo said. “Very funny.” 
Miriam leaned against the passenger window and studied their reluctant guest. She was out of patience and wanted to learn something of substance—every minute counted while Sarah Bynes was still out there. “What exactly do you know, Guillermo?” she asked. 
He smiled, exposing a chipped front tooth. “Call me G.”
“G…” she said, slowly. “What can you tell us?” 
He scratched his chin, seeming amused with all the attention. It was best to get something out of him ahead of time, before parading him into the lieutenant’s office, and risking the chance he would bottle up and play around with them. 
“You looking for a blue van, si?”
“Si,” Miriam said.
G thought to himself again. “Let me see who I know who has a blue van.” He looked to Miriam as though he’d just remembered but then shook his head. “Not personally. I know I seen one though.”
Miriam continued to probe him, feeling as though they were slowly getting somewhere. “Can you think of a face? A name? Anything?”
G nodded. “He’s a big man. Grande hombre. Bald.”
Miriam stopped. “Bald?” 
“Si. I remember. He come down the street. Ask about action.”
“Action?”
“Yeah. Real pervertido. Wanted young niña. He don’t talk to me. I just hear him talk to Ricky.”
Miriam pulled a pen and pocket-notebook out, flipping it open. “Who’s Ricky?” 
G’s eyes lowered as he tensed up. “Nobody. He has nothing to do with this.”
She didn’t press him further. His story sounded convincing—at least most of it. If they could get him inside to do an artist’s sketch, that would be a great first step. 
Miriam and Keely both stepped out of the car and shut their doors. She then opened G’s door and guided him out by the arm. He looked at the station, marveling at the building as though he couldn’t believe what he had gotten himself into. Miriam and Keely proceeded down the walkway with G between them toward the Maricopa County Crime Investigative Division. Once inside, Miriam wanted to go straight to the sketch artist, but Keely reminded her of their current priorities.
“Best to see the lieutenant and get that out of the way before he harasses us.”
“Very well,” she conceded. “But he better make it quick,” she said, but her feelings didn’t match the confidence in her words. They received glances from police officers passing by. Apparently G had a reputation around the department—to them, it was amazing that he wasn’t in cuffs this time. Miriam turned and spoke softly. 
“Stay close. We’ll make this worth your while in the end.”
“You mean like a bottle of tequila?” he said, laughing. 
Miriam winced. “Sure thing.”
They continued walking down the long hall. All seemed quiet. Maybe too quiet. If Miriam’s gut told her anything, there was trouble in the air. She wondered why child abductions seemed to follow her. Was it her fate? Or was there something more sinister at hand? 
 
They approached Lieutenant Vargas’s office, where they could see two other detectives sitting, Detectives Summerson and Wright. Summerson, a black female, was new to the force and a few years younger than Miriam. What she lacked in experience she made up for in eager tenacity. She hated unsolved cases, and Miriam could relate, remembering far too well how that felt when she first joined the Palm Dale PD as a patrol officer.
Detective Wright, an astute Asian man, had been the force for years. He had a calm, comforting aura about him which always made Miriam feel a little better. He and Summerson sat across from the lieutenant as he talked on the phone. Miriam poked her head in and knocked on the door. Summerson and Wright turned around and nodded. 
Lieutenant Vargas—a large Hispanic man with a booming voice and dark, slicked-back hair—talked rapidly into his phone as they waited.
“Yes, it’s a real alert. The girl is missing. Last seen getting into a blue GMC van.” He paused as his anger rose. “Well, if you already know this, why the hell are you asking me?” He paused and calmed himself, squeezing the bridge of his nose. “Look… Sergeant. I want all hands on deck. This girl. Let’s just say that her parents have influence.” He nodded and told the sergeant on the phone to get to work. “Get ‘em out there and find this girl before it’s too late.” 
He hung up the phone and looked up as Miriam and Keely entered the office and stood near the seated detectives. They had left Guillermo in the interview room with a soda and bag of chips, hoping that would suffice. Miriam wasn’t sure if G could really help them, or if he was just taking them for a ride, and she wasn’t going to spend all day trying to find out. 
“Sir, we have someone. A man who claims to know something,” she said. 
Vargas looked up, intrigued. “Who is he?”
“Guillermo Gomez,” Keely answered. “Slick character. We don’t know his angle, or if he has one.” 
“Gomez?” Vargas leaned back in his creaking leather swivel chair. “Sounds familiar. Homeless guy?”
“We believe so,” Miriam said. “Certainly not a millionaire.”
Vargas looked less than convinced. “You guys should know by now that most of these vagrants are just looking for a handout. They’ll say anything to string you along.”
“They’re also the ones who see what goes on in this city,” Miriam said. 
Vargas sighed, as though he had been through a similar song and dance with Miriam before. “You wanna put him on payroll?” 
Summerson and Wright looked at each other and laughed quietly. 
Miriam was unamused. “Someone tells me the color of a van before I do, I tend to think he may know something.” 
Vargas leaned forward and his blue tie swung forward with him, coming to rest on the round of his gut. “Could have been a lucky guess.” He put both his hands up as Miriam opened her mouth to respond. “Enough. Just listen. This is big, people. I want all ears.” He stopped and pointed to the door behind Miriam. “Could you close that, please?”
She did as asked, eager as everyone to hear what the lieutenant had to say. His eyes were on the window of his office, where staff could be seen through the partially closed blinds. He then spoke in a hushed tone. “I asked you all to meet with me because I need your full attention on this case. This girl, Sarah Bynes, her father is a congressman.”
Intrigued, Summerson leaned forward with a question that was clearly on everyone’s mind. “Cartel kidnapping?”
“We don’t know,” Vargas replied. “It’s been two hours since her disappearance, and no ransom has been demanded or phone call made to the family.” He glanced at each detective. “We certainly can’t rule it out.”
Wright cut in. “If it was, things are going to start getting really heated up around here.”
“You can count on that,” Keely added. 
“This is a sensitive case,” Vargas said. “I haven’t talked to Congressman Bynes yet, but he has contacted the sheriff’s department. We need all resources out on the street right now to try to find this van.”
Miriam stepped forward, slightly perturbed. “I have to say, sir, this conference seems a little counterproductive.” Keely suddenly shot a look at her, telling her to drop it. Vargas, however, seemed interested. He clasped his hands together and nodded. 
“What do you mean?” 
“Detective Keely
and I were on the road, actively pursuing the suspect, chasing whatever leads we could muster and were called back here just to be told that we need to get on the road.”
“As I said before, this is a sensitive case,” Vargas repeated, not missing a beat. 
“I asked for aerial support and was denied,” Miriam said as her tone grew angrier. 
“Who do you think we are, the Air Force?” he asked, causing Wright and Summerson to smile. 
“Are you telling me we can’t get a single helicopter out there to search for a van?” Miriam said, her arms stretched out in protest. “News stations have them up there all the time for traffic reports, but we can’t ask them to help us search for a missing girl?”
Vargas maintained his quiet tone. “Calm down, Detective. A pilot arrived not too long ago.” He held up his index finger, pointing it toward her. “We currently have one helicopter and one pilot. Unfortunately, we’re going to have to pick up the slack on our end. The police chief issued an ‘all hands on deck’ for his department, and I’m tasked with issuing the same with mine.”
Wright gave Vargas an inquisitive look followed by his normally calm tone. “What do we know so far? Where was she abducted? Where are our witnesses?”
Summerson nodded in support of Wright’s questions. “Some answers would definitely be a good start.”
“Fair enough,” Vargas said, leaning back again. Miriam eyed the mahogany bookcase behind him. One shelf was loaded with books and another dedicated to framed pictures and memorabilia. He had a big family, as evident from the many pictures of children and an attractive wife, whom he looked happy with. 
Vargas cleared his throat and continued. “Sarah Bynes was waiting for her mother to pick her up outside the pick-up loop at her private school.”
Miriam tensed up. The back of her neck tingled. The circumstances were oddly similar to those of a case she would never forget, or the name of the girl: Jenny Dawson. 
Vargas paused, seeming to search for the right words. “Girl feels ill and wants to go home. School calls mother. Mother comes to pick her up. Girl vanishes.” Vargas paused. “Now this is where it gets a little hazy. Sarah was supposed to wait for her mother in the front office. However, her mother was running late. Front desk recalls seeing Sarah looking frustrated and pacing around. School security footage shows her standing outside as a blue van pulls up. She enters the van on her own. Strange thing is, there’s no license plate on the van.”
An image of Phillip Anderson’s escape truck entered Miriam’s mind. Her gut told her that he was somehow involved, even though it seemed an impossibility. He was presumed dead, for starters, and the idea of his traveling all the way to Arizona to start kidnapping children seemed about as plausible as Miriam running for president. 
“Perhaps the abductor removed his plates prior to entering the school grounds,” Summerson said. 
“Good point,” Wright added.
“It’s absurd to think he drove around for very long without plates,” Vargas said. 
Keely stepped forward, lost in his own thoughts. “Given that, it looks like the driver knew exactly what they were doing.”
The room went quiet as everyone considered the possibilities. Feeling as though she’d been down this road before, Miriam spoke up first. “He was either staking out the school and convinced the girl to get in his van, or we’re dealing with someone who knew her.”
“He?” Vargas said.
“That’s right. Our kidnapper is a man, thirty to fifty years old.” 
Detective Wright turned around and looked up at Miriam, snapping his fingers. “You dealt with a similar case like this. I remember reading about it. The Snatcher case. Boat explosion, wasn’t it?”
She didn’t even know where to start. “Yes. He was killed… evading the authorities.” 
Vargas clapped his hands together. “All right, ladies and gentlemen. Let’s get out there. Leave no stone unturned. We want to keep this as quiet as we can. Especially if the cartels are
involved.”
“That’d be my guess,” Wright said, rising from his vinyl-upholstered chair. Summerson followed his lead. Miriam opened the office door as Keely turned back to speak to the lieutenant. “You want to say anything to Guillermo before we get started?”
Vargas rose from his chair and stretched. “Yeah, be a good citizen and tell us everything you know.”
Keely laughed as Vargas picked up his ringing phone, signaling him to close the door as they left. The detectives walked outside where the tension in the hallway was already evident. Police and detectives alike were moving around, from office to office, gearing up for something big. 
“All wound up with nowhere to go,” Wright said. 
“What are you two planning to do?” Keely asked. 
Wright and Summerson looked at each other and then at Keely.
“Wouldn’t you like to know,” Summerson said. 
“Oh come on,” Keely said. “We need to be working together.”
Wright stepped past them and continued down the hall with Summerson. He turned and offered his parting words. “You bring us something worthwhile, and we’ll do the same with you.”
“Yeah. Thanks.” Keely said.
Wright shrugged. “Competition often yields some of the best results, Detective.” 
Keely leaned closer to Miriam as the other two turned at the end of the hall and walked toward the building exit. With the exception of a few ringing office phones, everything was quiet.
“Guillermo better not be wasting our time with his story,” he said. 
Miriam looked up at him but didn’t respond, her mind lost in thought. She snapped out of it and offered her take on the matter. “Only one way to find out.” She walked in the opposite direction toward the row of interview rooms, determined to get to the bottom of everything. 
 
Keely and Miriam entered the small, windowless room to find Guillermo sitting at the rectangular table, munching on the last of his vending-machine-sized bag of potato chips. 
“You guys gone a while,” he said, taking a swig of his soda. 
Keely approached the table and pulled out a chair. He turned it backwards and sat with his elbows on the backrest. “We’re very busy out there.”
Miriam remained standing, across the table from Guillermo, studying him, with her notepad and pen in hand. She leaned against the table and spoke. “So I think we’ve delayed long enough. There’s a young girl’s life at stake. What can you tell us, G, about this blue van?”
G chewed the chips in his mouth and swallowed. Then he crumpled the bag into a ball with both hands, deliberately slow. Miriam could see that the info he supposedly had wasn’t going to come easy. 
Keely wasn’t up for it. He set his cell phone on the table, swiped at the screen, and pressed a record icon. “You told us you knew something, so get to it already.”
Amused, G laughed quietly to himself under the two long fluorescent ceiling bulbs above. “Well… seems like if this was so important to you, you’d maybe take some of those things off my record.”
Miriam’s eyes narrowed. “What things?”
G took off his dirty ball cap and ran his fingers through his shaggy, black hair. “You know. Shoplifting. Public… uh drunkenness.” 
“What the heck are we talking about here?” Keely said, frustrated. “Can we stay on topic, please?”
G shot him an offended cockeyed glare. “Hey, hombre. Why do you think I live on the streets? Ain’t no one will hire me. Not when they look at my record.”
“Please. Detective Keely is right,” Miriam said. “Maybe we can work something out with records, but for now we need to know what you know. Everything from start to finish.” 
Silence followed. She could see in his eyes that he was considering it. There wasn’t much else for him to barter. That was clear enough. “I don’t know who he is, but I seen him. He came to the alley one time.”
He paused and took a deep breath. Whatever he knew, he was taking his time getting to it. 
Miriam scribbled in her pad and looked up. She chose not to press him. Keely leaned forward in anticipation. “What did he look like?”
He continued, ignoring Keely’s question. “There’s a couple pimps I see. They hang out around the Thirteenth Street. I seen a man. Big, fat, bald gringo.” He paused again, running through his thoughts. “I see two of these pimps, Diego and Gus. They kick the fat gringo. Chase him off. I see the fat gringo get into a big blue van and drive away. Diego tells Bobby and Bobby tells me that the fat gringo argued with Diego.” He stopped and took a slow sip of soda, finishing off the bottle. After that, he said nothing. 
Keely held his arms out, surprised and waiting for more as Miriam scribbled. “What did they argue about?”
G balled the crumpled potato chip bag between his hands. “They argue because fat gringo says that Diego’s girls are too old. Wants younger.”
Miriam was intrigued and disgusted. The man who G had described could have very well be Phillip Anderson. Perhaps he had gained more weight and shaved his head. From what she knew about the lengths he had gone to in the past to change his appearance, anything was possible. 
“It was the second time fat gringo ask Diego for young girl. Diego get mad because he have a young daughter of his own back in Mexico.” G stopped and laughed softly. “Gringo is lucky he didn’t get killed.”
Keely rocked back in the chair, not completely satisfied with the story. “You have a name for this fat gringo?”
G laughed again. “Sorry, I didn’t get his name.”
“What about this Diego and Gus? Do your pimp friends know the guy’s name?”
“They wouldn’t talk to you,” he answered. “Besides, I haven’t seen them in weeks.”
Miriam shuffled through her notepad. “When did this happen?”
G looked up, thinking. “Three weeks ago. I think.”
“And he drove a blue van? You’re sure of that?” Keely asked and pushed his cell phone closer to Mr. G. 
“Si. Blue van.”
Keely stood up, brimming with frustration. “So we got a fat bald pervert driving a blue van? I’ve got to admit, Mr. Gomez, we probably could have come up with that one on our own.”
Miriam cut in, reserved. “I don’t see this as a coincidence. There’s a real link here.” She looked squarely at G. “But there are other people in the area we can ask, right?”
G shrugged. “Sure. I guess.”
“Any marks on this guy? Scars? Tattoos?” Keely asked. 
G froze. For a moment, he just stared ahead, blankly and then began laughing to himself. Miriam and Keely looked at each other, confused.
“What’s so funny?” Keely asked.
“What is it?” Miriam asked. Her impatience was beginning to show. 
G took a deep breath and addressed both of them. “He wears all clothes.”
“What do you mean?” Keely asked.
G thought to himself, trying to think of the right words. “He wears, like, long sleeves, a hood. Likes to cover his face.”
“Why?” Keely asked, interrupting. 
“Because his face is burned.”
The room went silent save for the air conditioning unit spilling out cold air. 
G looked around again, trying to gauge their reactions. Miriam stood stone faced. Keely looked lost in thought. “You understand, right?” G asked. “He is burnt from head to toe. That’s what they say.”
Miriam clutched the table, feeling lightheaded. A sick coincidence. There was no way. It was a sick coincidence and nothing more. Her knees felt weak as her legs began to shake. Keely noticed how pale she looked and asked if she was okay. 
“Yeah…” she said, holding herself up over the table. “Just give me a minute.”
If anything G was saying was true, the entire case had just gotten a lot more dangerous. 
 
 



Search for Sarah
 
With Keely at the wheel, they resumed the search with only Guillermo’s scant details of who and what he might have seen to help guide them. Miriam couldn’t shake the ominous presence of the “burned man” Guillermo had described. Their next moves had to be careful and calculated, not impulsive, which was tempting, with the many options at hand. 
They could check the county registry for all GMC vans and narrow down the search. They could screen others who may have seen the same man G described, get a corroborating statement, and issue an official police sketch. Store owners, shopkeepers, bartenders, mail carriers—somebody had to know something. 
The city was crawling with police on nearly every block. A manhunt was underway, leaving civilian drivers and pedestrians curious about the presence of law enforcement everywhere. Contrary to what Lieutenant Vargas had claimed, two police helicopters hovered above, scanning the city. 
The police radio was alive with reports of other vans, false alarms, and various descriptions of the suspect. With the majority of the department’s resources unleashed, perhaps Sarah Bynes had a chance. Miriam wanted nothing more than her safe return. She also wanted to be the one to do it. 
Another missing girl case. There had to be a rhyme or reason to it. There were no coincidences, she believed. It was late afternoon as they passed a public park, brimming with school children oblivious to the threat beyond the gates. 
Vargas had been careful to stress the urgency of finding the girl before her congressman father went in front of the TV cameras for the 5:00 p.m. news. Sarah had been missing for three, maybe four hours—hardly enough to even qualify as a missing person’s case. 
“She could in another state by now,” Keely said with a hint of defeat as they approached three lanes of heavy traffic at a red light. They were headed downtown, off East Chandler Boulevard, to drop Guillermo off. He’d insisted on being taken to the same shady alleyway where they had found him. 
“Why don’t you stay at a shelter? Reorganize things from there,” Miriam said, turning to him as they sat in bumper-to-bumper traffic. Keely sighed and leaned forward to turn on the police siren—revealing that their gray four-door Dodge Charger was not just another vehicle on the road.
Guillermo looked out past the park, into the distant mountain ridge beyond the city. “The shelter is no place for me. Don’t worry, señorita. Things are going to pick up, real soon.” He made his claim with an air of confidence that bordered on delusional. 
“The streets are no place for anyone,” Miriam said. “Be a man and get your life together.” She turned, done with the advice, and grabbed her cell phone. The burned man had re-entered her head—his image constructed from visual fragments of Phillip Anderson’s menacing face, seen in the shadowy basement light just before he’d shot her. She searched for Detective Lou’s number, swiping down. 
Keely glanced into the rearview mirror, surprised by Miriam’s lecture. Guillermo looked indifferent as he stared out the window, lost in his own thoughts. Keely flipped on the siren switch from a panel above the window. Lights above the dashboard flashed wildly as the police siren wailed. 
The traffic ahead had little to work with as drivers made an attempt to move to the side and make a path for the Dodge Charger to push through. He gunned it through the next intersection as cars stopped in their tracks and others swerved to get out of the way. 
Additional sirens could be heard from several blocks away. The hunt was bordering on a frenzy. With all the commotion, Keely was wary of too many cooks in the kitchen. In his experience, that wasn’t always a good thing. 
Miriam held the phone close to her ear as it rang. She needed Lou to answer. She needed reassurance that Anderson was dead. If she had any hope of keeping a clear head, Anderson couldn’t remain in her thoughts—where his presence had thrived since he’d shot her partner, Deputy Lang, nearly two years before. 
Why had their paths crossed? And why did it seem like the game was far from over? Lou finally answered his phone, sounding startled by the unexpected call. 
“Miriam?” he said. 
“Yes, Lou. How are you?”
She could hear shuffling on the other end. “Oh. I’m fine. Just packing things up at the office tonight. How about you?”
“I’m okay,” she said. 
“Gosh, I haven’t heard from you in…”
“Six months,” she answered. 
“Yeah, that sounds about right. How’s Arizona?”
“It’s been great so far,” she said. “A real nice change.”
“That’s good to hear,” he said, sounding busy.
“I don’t want to take up too much of your time—” she began.
“No, no,” Lou said. “I always have time for my favorite detective.”
Miriam smiled and then got right to the point. “I’m on a case right now. Missing girl.”
There was a pause on the other end. She’d obviously taken him by surprise. “You’re kidding…”
“I wish I was, Lou. Some really freaky stuff. Turns out she’s the daughter of a congressman.”
Another pause and then Lou spoke. “They looking for a payday?”
“I honestly don’t know,” she said, looking ahead as Keely maneuvered around stopped traffic with deft precision. 
“What’s the ransom?” Lou asked. 
“I don’t know,” Miriam said. 
Her phone suddenly vibrated. Miriam held it down and saw a text from Ana, asking if she could go to Tina’s house after school. Tina was her new friend from school. She wanted Ana to make all the friends she could and step outside her box. It was important for her emotional rehabilitation, and the trauma she lived through. Counseling and therapy couldn’t do all the work. Some of it was up to Ana herself. 
Miriam typed back with Lou on speaker, telling Ana that it was okay and to be home by eight. She returned to Lou, who of course had questions. “So what are you looking at then? A gang? Terrorists? Or just some loner trying to make a quick buck?”
“Consider for a moment that money isn’t even an issue here,” Miriam said. “What if that wasn’t even the reason she was targeted?”
Keely glanced at her as the conversation continued, curious about who the Lou character on the phone was. 
“Okay. Money’s not an issue,” Lou said. “What then? A kiddie-stalker?” 

“I don’t know,” Miriam said. “What I wanted to ask you—what I need to ask—is this… Do you believe that Phillip Anderson could still be alive?”
Another pause, longer than the others. “You still there?” she asked. 
“Yeah. I’m thinking,” Lou said. He took a deep breath and continued. “If you could have seen that boat. There was just nothing left of it. Three nearby boaters died who just happened to be too close. I don’t honestly see how it’s possible.”
Miriam took the phone off speaker and held it to her ear as Lou continued. “They never recovered the body. Four bodies total, but not one whose DNA matched Anderson’s.”
Lou sounded as though he was defending his own detective work. “They found some articles of clothing. Some DNA. Even some teeth that all matched Anderson’s. He’s dead.”
Miriam remained unconvinced. “I’d like to believe you, Lou. But I’m going to have to trust my instinct on this one.”
“What are you suggesting? That Anderson is involved in this latest kidnapping?”
“I don’t know,” she answered, sounding exhausted.
“So what do you need from me?” Lou asked. 
Miriam thought to herself. She needed reassurance—proof that he had died in the boat explosion. “Can you just look into it again? If you have the time, that is.”
He sighed softly. “I’ll see what I can do about re-opening the case. How’s Ana?”
“Good,” Miriam said. “She’s… good. Has a long way to go, but she’s getting there.”
“All the best to both of you.”
“Thanks, Lou. I’ll keep you posted on what we find out here.”
“You better. Take care, Miriam.”
Miriam hung up and just held onto the phone, thinking. Keely had just pulled into a shaded side street, parking near a fire hydrant, where Guillermo’s hangout was in view. It had all the necessary conveniences, a pawn shop and a liquor store, both with bars on the windows. They received some noticeably suspicious looks from group of tattooed men, loitering around. 
“Here we are,” Keely said, coming to a stop. 
Guillermo had nodded off, and his head jerked up. He looked around, uneasily while rubbing his eyes. “You were supposed to drop me off down there,” he said, pointing in the opposite direction. “What is this?”
“Calm down, G,” Miriam said. “We’re going to have a little walk around the area and ask some questions.” 
Guillermo stuck his hand out. “You give me another twenty, and I’ll make it worth your while.”
Keely turned around and smirked. “Time to hit the road, G. We’ll be talking to you again.”
Guillermo turned to Miriam, hoping to fare better with her. 
 She shook her head. “I already gave you a twenty. I think we’re good here.”
Guillermo looked around nervously. All eyes outside were on the car, peering through the windows. “How about you take me out of the car and rough me up some? Need to build my cred.”
“No deal,” Keely said. “We’ll see you around.”
“Thanks for your help,” Miriam said, ending their meeting. 
He looked around, frustrated, then reluctantly opened the door and stepped out onto the curb, putting on a show for whomever was watching. “Don’t come hassle me again. You hear me? I got rights!”
 Multiple police sirens could be heard in the distance combined with the rumbling of helicopters. The hunt was on. G slammed the door and walked off angrily, disappearing into the nearest alleyway.
“Are you ready to do this?” Keely asked. 
“Sure am,” Miriam said, putting on a blue ball cap. The police cross chatter on the radio continued until Keely turned it off. They stepped out of the car and headed down the sidewalk, toward the liquor store where the group of loitering young men saw them and quickly dispersed. 
“We’re looking for someone, and we could really use your help,” she said, trying to ease their worry, but they had scattered like the wind. 
“Well… you tried,” Keely said. They stopped at a corner near the liquor store as locals walked past them, not making eye contact, or crossed to the other side. Miriam looked at all the small shops across the street as traffic inched by in both lanes. Ahead of them was a thrift store, a cigar store, and a book store. 
“What are you thinking?” Keely asked, inching toward her. 
“I say we keep asking around. See what we come up with.”
Miriam scanned some more of the stores past the crosswalk and farther down on their side of the street. A glowing, yellow sign reading “SeXstasy” possibly represented the shadiest of storefront sex shops in the area. She approached the store, ready to go in as Keely followed. 
“So this guy was looking for action but got turned away,” she said. “Where does a pent-up, sexually frustrated man go next?” 
Keely looked up, narrowing his eyes at the sign. “Looks like they go to SeXstasy.” 
“Exactly,” Miriam said. “Though, I’m sure there’s no shortage of characters who frequent this place.”
Its window was filled with magazines and DVDs displayed with the more risqué or explicit images blocked. The impression was clear though. In the age of Internet pornography, the store was a relic. A chalkboard sign outside advertised their latest specials: Buy One Get One Free and Summer Madness Sale. 
A bell rang as Keely pulled the door open. He held it open and gestured inside with his free hand, smiling. “After you, madam.”
Miriam stepped in, laughing to herself. “Such a gentleman.”
The store was cramped from the get-go. Once past the entry, she was met with row upon row of shelves filled with erotic books, lingerie, movies, fetish items, and plenty of other X-rated paraphernalia. Just standing in the store made her feel grubby and out of place. 
Classic rock music played through the speakers of an outdated boom box on the shop counter where a man sat on a stool reading The Wall Street Journal. The glass display below him was stocked with every last-minute impulse item possible: lubricants, condoms, rolling papers, pipes, bongs, and a variety of magazines. With his pudgy bulldog face, his stained muscle shirt, and his round gut pressed against the counter, he looked quite the charmer. 
He wore a big gold watch and had a gold necklace hanging over his chest. A cigar sat burning in an ashtray next to him. He briefly looked up from his magazine, noticing the potential customers, then looked back down. It was his store, and he didn’t move for anyone. Apparently a greeting wasn’t in the cards either.
Keely stood beside Miriam and spoke softly as he peeked behind the shelves. “Think we found our fat gringo.”
She covered her mouth and tried to hold back her laughter. They decided to go straight to the counter. The man—in his fifties and balding—looked up again. His voice was gruff and his speech laden with an Italian accent. “What can I help you with today? We gotta lotta stuff that can spruce up things in the bedroom.” He smiled and gave them a wink. 
Miriam politely set the record straight. “I’m afraid that’s not what we’re here for.”
His smile faded. “Oh. I see….”
“We’re here on official business,” Keely added. 
Avoiding further confusion, they pulled their badges out and introduced themselves. 
The man’s playful demeanor dropped. He sat up straight and set his newspaper on the counter. “And what can I help you with, detectives?”
“Are you the owner of… this establishment?” Keely asked, looking around. 
“Yes I am,” the man said. 
Keely flipped open a notepad with pencil in hand. “And what’s your name?”
The man looked around nervously while growing more agitated by the minute. “Hey… what is this? You guys got a warrant or something?”
Miriam set her hands down on the glass counter in front of him. “Why would we need a warrant, sir? We just want to talk to you.”
The man stood up. His stool scraped against the floor as he pushed it back. “I don’t say nothin’ to no cops. I got a lawyer. Best in town.” He then put both hands on the counter and leaned closer to Miriam in a game of chicken. A thin line of smoke trailed from his cigar, still burning in the ashtray. The salsa music cheerfully continued in the background. 
“There’s no reason to get defensive, Mr…”
“D’Alessandro,” he said, still guarded. 
“Mr. D’Alessandro, we’re only here to ask for your help.”
The man laughed with a snort and went for his cigar, blowing out a big puff in their direction. “Why would I want to do a thing like that?”
Miriam waved the smoke out of her eyes and coughed as Keely stepped forward, angered. “Because there’s a little girl missing, that’s why.” Keely stepped to the counter beside Miriam and stared at D’Alessandro, daring him to give them more lip. “Think you can break away from the smut peddling and help us out?” he asked.
D’Alessandro jerked his head back, as if offended. “Well, la-di-da, Mr. Morality. Thanks for the lecture.”
Miriam slapped her hand down on the counter, weary of their bickering. “Her name’s Sarah Bynes. She was abducted from school in a blue van earlier today.”
The man took another puff and blew it up at the ceiling, avoiding further insult. His eyes narrowed as he chomped on the end of the cigar. “Whatta ya want me to do about it?”
“Help us identify him,” Miriam said. “We think it could be one of your customers.”
Another silence fell between them as D’Alessandro thought about it. He set his cigar down slowly and snuffed it out in the ashtray. His face began to lose color as he shuffled around behind the counter, rearranging things, clearing it off. 
“Blue van, you say?” he asked in a more serious and cooperative tone. 
“Yes,” Keely said. “GMC. Older model. Little banged up. Rusted.”
D’Alessandro leaned down behind the counter, disappearing from view for a moment, and rose up with a large blue binder in hand. He plopped it down on the counter and looked up at the detectives. “I keep a registry here. Sales, receipts… customers. Stuff like that.”
Miriam nodded. “We have a description of the suspect, if that’d help.”
“The blue van seems to have struck a nerve with you,” Keely said. “What can you tell us about that?”
The man backed up in a defensive posture. “Just why in the hell do you think that I would know about some kiddie-diddling pervert?”
“Because he was last seen soliciting in this area for underage girls. A few blocks from here,” Keely answered. 
Miriam cut in. “And our theory is that perhaps this same man entered your… establishment and may have inquired about the same sort of thing.”
D’Alessandro shifted uncomfortably. “What? Like kiddie porn? You think I’d have anything to do with that garbage? Jesus. I want you both out of my store right now.” His thick, hairy arm rose up and pointed to the door. 
Miriam raised her hand to calm him. “Not at all, sir. All we’re trying to find out is if you might have seen him, if he might have made an inquiry.”
“Look, we know he’s been cruising the area. He could very well have come in this store to buy who knows what,” Keely said. 
D’Alessandro lowered his arm, slightly calmer, but still suspicious of their intentions. “You have a name?”
“We have a description,” Miriam answered. 
He leaned forward, conceding to a point. “Okay. Shoot.”
Miriam and Keely exchanged glances, deciding how to convey their so-called description. She took the reins and turned to D’Alessandro. “He’s a large man. Obese, perhaps. Bald. Glasses.”
“I don’t remember anything about glasses,” Keely added.
Miriam stopped. “Oh, sorry. I guess my imagination—”
D’Alessandro raised an arm with one finger pressing against his temple. “No, wait! I think I remember.”
They waited patiently as he thought to himself. Miriam wanted to get to the burn marks. That, she felt, was the most important detail. Part of her needed to know more than anything that the man they were pursuing wasn’t who she feared it was. 
“Eddie…” D’Alessandro said under his breath.
With notepad in hand, Keely interjected. “Eddie? Eddie who?”
D’Alessandro went to his notebook and opened it. The heavy cover smacked against the counter as he rifled through the pages, scanning a list with his finger. “Got a guy…” he began, with his head down, searching. “Last time he came in here was like six months ago… He used to come in all the time. Bought movies and shit. Quiet guy, and big, like you say.” He raised his head and traced his index finger across his chin. “Think he drove a blue van. If I’m not mistaken.” 
“What about burn marks?” Miriam said. “All over his body.”
D’Alessandro shook his head. “Nah. This guy was pasty white. No marks.”
Miriam looked at Keely, disappointed. Keely, then offered his own theory.
“It’s been six months. A lot could have happened in that time.”
D’Alessandro flipped through the thick binder, page by tobacco-stained page. “Eddie…” he said to himself. “What was his last name?”
“Did this gentlemen ask for anything out of the ordinary?” Keely asked, leaning against the counter. 
D’Alessandro raised one eyebrow as he looked up. “There you go again. I told you, I run a legitimate business.”
“We’re not suggesting otherwise,” Miriam cut in. “But you can at least remember if any such requests were made, can’t you.”
He straightened up, his hands holding the binder on both ends. Miriam waited for an answer, and looked around the shop, making mental notes. She noticed a small television she hadn’t seen before, behind the counter toward the back, sitting high upon a shelf, just below the ceiling. The signal was a little grainy, but she could see the local news on the screen, the sound muted. 
“Please, she said to the man. “Anything you remember could save this girl’s life.”
D’Alessandro dropped both arms, frustrated. “I’m trying. You know a lot of people come in here. Some decent folks, some scumbags, I can’t attest to ‘em all.”
“Just give us a name, if you can,” Keely said. He placed his hands on his hips, impatient now. 
Their frazzled would-be informant stammered and shifted around in place. He closed his eyes, repeating names to himself. “Sal… Salva… Silo…” He opened his eyes, looked at the detectives, and slammed one hand down on the table, looking pleased with himself. “Silva! That’s it… I think.” He flipped through the binder and stopped on a page, scrolling with his finger until he found something. His eyes widened and he grabbed the already mashed cigar and put the end back into his mouth. “I fuckin’ knew it,” he said, staring down at a name. 
“What is it?” Keely asked as he leaned forward trying to read the ledger. 
“Eddie Silva. I’m pretty sure that was his name,” said D’Alessandro, his focus still on the page. He looked up, noticing the relief on both detectives’ faces. “Yeah, he came in here a lot.” He raised a finger in defense. “He never asked for anything illegal! It was just the comments he made.”
Keely scribbled wildly in his notepad. “Like what?”
D’Alessandro held his hands out, shaking his head, short of words. “I… You know, just inappropriate stuff.”
Keely cocked an eyebrow. 
“Yeah, inappropriate even for here!” D’Alessandro protested. “He said something about girls today. How he liked them young. A big fan of the first-time, eighteen-year-old stuff.”
“Interesting…” Keely said while writing. “Big Internet fan, was he?”
D’Alessandro scoffed. “I don’t fucking know. I’m just telling you what I remember.” He pressed his big finger onto one solitary spot on the page. “There he is. All renters have to provide an address. You trying to find this creep, take this down.”
Excited, Miriam pulled out her notepad as well and began scrolling.
“Twenty-five, twelve, South Cooper Road. At least that’s what I got written here.”
Miriam jammed the notepad back into her pocket, ready to go. 
“You got a phone number listed on there?” Keely asked, pointing his pen at the binder. 
“Nope. Just a name and address. Now, are we done here? I’m not one to give out information on customers, so let’s just call this a one-time deal.” He closed the binder, knelt down, and put it back under the counter.
“Fair enough,” Keely said. Miriam’s gaze went back to the television, where an unusual sight seized her attention. Her eyes froze on the screen above. Keely turned to her, satisfied, and was about to speak when he noticed her distracted gaze. His eyes shifted up as he froze in place. 
There was an ongoing press conference on screen. A silver-haired well-groomed man in a suit and tie stood at a podium with a sharply-dressed woman at his side. Both seemed to be in dire straits. The woman had tears in her eyes. The podium had at least five microphones attached. Behind the couple rested a blown-up, poster-sized school picture of a smiling brown-haired girl with freckles. The caption on the screen read: Congressman Bynes speaks about daughter’s kidnapping. 
“He didn’t…” Keely said, shaking his head in disbelief. 
Miriam glanced at D’Alessandro with disbelief in her eyes. “Turn up the television, please.”
He turned and looked up at the screen, unaware of the significance of what was happening. After a shrug, he grabbed a remote near the cash register and turned up the volume. The congressman continued speaking in a wavering voice, full of panic and sadness. 
“I can only say that at or around 11:30, our precious daughter, Sarah, was abducted from school property in a rusty blue van, as evident by the security footage.” He stopped and cleared his throat as the woman in the red dress to his right, rubbed her leaking eyes. “My wife, Jacelyn and I, are facing every parent’s worst nightmare. And, as parents, we implore the community to do all that you can to help us locate this individual in the blue van and find our girl before it’s too late.”
“Son of a bitch…” Keely said under his breath. Miriam looked at him surprised. She hadn’t known him to curse twice in one day. 
With one arm resting on the counter, D’Alessandro turned to them and pointed at the television. “That the girl?” he asked. 
“Yes,” Miriam said with her eyes still frozen on the screen. 
“Good luck finding her,” D’Alessandro said. “I’d start with that address, and go from there.”
The two detectives snapped out of their daze and turned toward the exit, thanking him. He waved as the bell rang and the door shut. He then muted the television, sat on his stool, and went back to his newspaper as classic rock music played on. 
 



Duplex
 
Keely tore down the city street as fast as the Dodge would go—weaving through traffic with their windshield lights flashing and engine roaring at top decibel. They raced through another intersection, then headed toward South Cooper Road, only five blocks away. 
It was hard to believe that their suspect would be so easy to catch, but sometimes a case just worked out like that—or so they hoped. Miriam had deep reservations. Something seemed off kilter about the whole thing. 
The burned man reentered her mind. He had what she imagined would be the mottled face of Phillip Anderson—burned flesh, but with his cold, steely eyes still intact. Whoever Eddie Silva was, Miriam thought it unlikely that he was their man, unless by some strange coincidence the stars had aligned to guide them directly to where Sarah Bynes was being held. 
Keely slammed the steering wheel, frustrated, as they slowed down behind two dump trucks blocking both lanes. The impeding traffic wasn’t the only thing that had him upset. 
“I can’t believe Bynes did that. Went on TV like that. What is he trying to do?”
Miriam gripped the side armrest as Keely braked too hard, trying to swerve around the dump trucks. “He’s the girl’s father,” she said. “I’m sure he’s doing what any concerned parent would.”
“By messing with our case?” Keely said with his face reddening. “Now every freaking nut job in the city is going to be calling our offices, claiming to be the kidnapper!”
“It could broaden the search. Maybe help her chances,” Miriam said. 
Keely turned his head and looked at her shocked, as though she had been supplanted with someone else. “Do you hear yourself?” he asked. “That congressman was supposed to give us time to look into this. The girl hasn’t even been missing twenty-four hours and he’s already holding a press conference?” 
Miriam paused, not wanting to argue. She could understand Keely’s anger. Too many people on the force were already stepping over each other to find the girl. With the general population knowing, it would either help or greatly hinder the investigation. 
She’d been in the congressman’s before, with Ana. Parents fearing the loss of their child didn’t act rationally. 
“He jumped the gun,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone. “But we have to push on in spite of it.”
Keely gripped the steering wheel with both hands and swerved into the middle turn lane, bypassing both dump trucks, whose drivers remained oblivious to their urgent quest. Miriam turned up the police radio, listening in on the reports. 
The helicopters hovered in the distance, continuing their search above the late-afternoon rush-hour traffic. A dozen different officers radioed in with descriptions of other vans that might or might not have fit the bill. The eagerness of every lawman could be felt in the radio reports. With officers spread all over the city, someone was going to find something. It was only a matter of time. 
“Thoughts on backup?” Keely asked. 
Miriam shook her head. “We don’t know how this’ll play out. Wait until we get on location.”
The Dodge thrust forward as Keely gunned it—cars parted like waves. South Cooper Road was an easy drive until a clueless driver careened into their lane, trying to avoid the long line of traffic. Miriam’s hand instinctively clutched the dashboard as Keely slammed the brakes and the car screeched across the pavement. A close call.
“Shit!” Keely shouted, surprising Miriam. 
Their heads jerked forward as the driver in the Buick ahead, startled at what was coming at him, gunned it forward as smoke trailed from his exhaust. “Let it go,” said Miriam. They proceeded on. Miriam thought her heart rate had increased twofold—either from the near collision or the fact that they were so close to the suspect’s house. 
She often thought about what she would do if Anderson crossed her path again. She’d like to think that she wouldn’t hesitate to shoot him—ridding the world of one more evil soul. But her penchant for vengeance wasn’t something she was proud of. She certainly didn’t want Ana to grow up feeling the same way. 
Keely took a deep breath and sighed, running a hand over his face. “I’ll tell ya’, this job might just give me a heart attack someday.”
“Goes with the territory,” Miriam said. “Didn’t you catch that in the detective manual?”
“Har, har,” Keely said while merging into a left turn lane onto South Cooper Road. The alarmed Buick driver raced on ahead, most likely relieved to see that the flashing, unmarked vehicle was no longer following him. 
They took a sharp left and continued down South Cooper, which became a two-lane street with a line of cars parked along the curb. The street was aligned with several identical two-story duplexes and one-car garages. The dashboard GPS indicated the address as three blocks ahead. 
“Blue van,” Keely said. “That’s all we need to find and then this guy’s ours.”
Miriam reached for her pistol and pulled it out from the side holster at her hip. Keely glanced at her as she pulled the slide back, chambering a round. 
“Little anxious, aren’t we?” he said. 
“Not taking any chances.” 
The Dodge slowed, since they had little chance of passing the line of cars ahead of them. The opposite lane was just as full. Keely shut off the flashing lights and coasted along with the rest of the traffic to avoid attracting attention to themselves. 
If Eddie Silva was indeed home, they wanted to catch him by surprise. They could be dealing with a foolish, impulsive criminal too confident in his ability to leave town. Miriam took at least a smidgen of comfort in believing that Sarah’s disappearance wasn’t tied to a drug cartel. 
A mail box was up ahead with the numbers displayed clear as day: 2512. It was a particularly run-down two-story duplex, tightly wedged between others similar in size and in their faded brown color. There was no vehicle in the oil-stained driveway, which looked barely large enough for a compact car, let alone a big blue van. The wooden garage door was closed, but the ramshackle structure also looked small. Keely slowed the Dodge and pulled to the side of the road, parking about two houses down. 
“Best to go on foot from here,” he said. 
“My thoughts exactly,” Miriam responded. 
As they parked, Keely turned up the police radio below the dashboard to listen for any developments. Nothing new seemed to be coming in, though there was noticeable anger expressed at the congressman in many of the calls for delivering his unexpected press conference. 
“Someone tell the congressman to let us do our job,” one officer said. 
“You got that right,” another chimed in.
Keely grabbed the hand-mike to talk into it but hesitated. 
“You really want to do that?” Miriam asked.
Keely thought to himself and clicked the talk button. “This is twenty-two, approaching suspect’s house. Will report status in five.”
He hung the hand-mike up and noticed Miriam looking at him with a hint of disapproval in her eyes. “What?” he said, shrugging. 
“That’s fine. You did the right thing,” she conceded.
She opened her door and stepped out onto the curb as he exited the car. Vehicles continued to pass by. The house ahead remained undisturbed—all blinds closed as though no one was home. They met on the sidewalk and continued on. A woman was standing at the window of one of the side-street homes they passed, gazing into nothing. 
The sky had shifted from a vibrant blue to murky gray in the past hour. They stopped within a few feet of the house, standing in front of the small driveway of the one next door—safely out of sight. Their outfits were a clear giveaway to anyone who knew better that they were law enforcement. And for a brief moment, they discussed strategy. 
Keely pointed to a tall wooden fence between the two homes. “You want me to go around back, hop over, and see what I can find?”
“That’d probably be our best bet in case he tries to run,” Miriam answered. 
Keely looked around, examining the slightly dilapidated house before them. Its tiny yard was overgrown with weeds interspersed with patches of bare dirt—oddly enough, surrounded by a small fence about four feet high. “Wonder if anyone is even home?” he asked. 
Miriam stepped forward with confidence toward the walkway leading to the front porch steps. “Only one way to find out.”
Suddenly a familiar voice emerged from behind them. “I guess great minds think alike.”
Miriam and Keely whipped around, surprised to see Detectives Summerson and Wright approaching them from down the sidewalk.
Keely grabbed his chest. “Whoa! Don’t sneak up on us like that.”
Wright smiled wryly. Summerson, much shorter than he, with braids tied back in a bun, strode toward the house as though they were in charge. 
“What are you two doing here?” Miriam asked suspiciously. 
“Same thing could be asked of you,” Summerson said as she stepped up closer. She stopped within a foot of Keely and Miriam, examining the house proudly with Wright at her side. 
“We’re following a lead,” Miriam said. 
“Now it’s your turn to answer,” Keely said, annoyed. 
Wright placed a hand on his partner’s shoulder, boasting, “Detective Summerson has a knack for getting information out of people, especially some of these street rats.”
She nodded with a big smile on her face, exposing perfect white teeth surrounded by heavy red lipstick. “Couple boys downtown fingered this house belonging to a real creep by the name of Edwin Silva. Seems like Silva has his big toe dipped into some kinda shit.”
“Like what?” Keely asked, though the expression on his face told them that he already knew the answer. 
“Same thing that brought you two here,” she responded. 
Miriam leaned forward and edged closer to Summerson. “Detective Keely and I were just about to approach the house. Why don’t you guys provide us some cover?” 
Amused, Summerson shook her head. “Nah, doll face. We made it this far. I think we’ll join ya’.”
“This isn’t a game,” Keely snapped. 
Wright quickly attempted to mediate. “Everyone just calm down. I’m sure we can work together to check the place out. But it certainly does us no good to stand out here and chat all day.”
With the roar of an engine, a blue van suddenly smashed through the garage door and sped down the driveway, shattering the door into broken planks. The explosive shattering of wood left a giant hole in the garage and startled the four officers, who shouted and cursed in surprise and panic. Miriam and Keely jumped to the side as Summerson and Wright froze in complete shock. 
The van roared into the street, screeching, and sped off like a rocket propelled from its launch pad. Miriam fell to the ground on her knees as smoke and exhaust engulfed then. Other vehicles swerved to the side, crashing into nearby mailboxes or parked cars. It continued down the road unabated, and growing more distant by the second.
Keely reached down and helped Miriam to her feet as exhaust from the van rushed over them. 
“Let’s go!” he shouted. 
Their heightened instincts kicked. They turned and ran past a dazed Summerson and Wright and continued to their Dodge Charger parked nearby. 
Summerson pulled her pistol from her side holster and sprinted off in the direction of the van, jumping over planks of wood lying in the driveway. 
Wright stood by and cupped his mouth. “Where are you going? You’ll never catch him on foot!”
“Watch me!” she yelled back.
Frustrated, Wright ran back to his car, a few houses down the road. Miriam and Keely jumped into theirs. Keely jammed the keys in the ignition, turned, and revved on the gas pedal. Miriam grabbed the radio hand-mike. “Pursuit of suspect in a blue van. We need immediate backup and air support!”
Keely peeled out and tore down the road like a drag racer with his lights flashing and engine revving. Engaging in a high-speed pursuit on a narrow two-lane road wasn’t the safest endeavor, or encouraged in most circumstances in their code of conduct. But they had a high-value suspect in their midst and couldn’t risk letting him get away. Miriam urged him on as the blue van ahead barreled down the street with little regard for anything in its path. 
“He’s getting away,” she said. “Step on it!” 
Keely floored it. The RPM needle on the dashboard vaulted to the right and started quavering. With his own lights flashing, Detective Wright was behind them, gaining. They passed Summerson as she ran down the sidewalk as fast as her legs could take her. Wright swerved around a pickup truck that had sideswiped a Mini Cooper. Miriam gripped her armrest as Wright dodged a collision involving a Corolla and a Volkswagen in the left lane. The van had left a path of destruction in its wake and they kept its small red taillights in view up ahead just as it took a sharp left at the next intersection, right through a red light. 
“Damn, he’s going for the highway,” Keely said. 
“Stay on him,” Miriam said. She called for backup once more on the radio. They needed to block him off. Create a barrier and box their suspect in so that more drivers wouldn’t be at risk. 
Wright managed to stay right on their heels as the Dodge careened from lane to lane, avoiding stopped vehicles that had little room to go anywhere to get out of the way.
For Miriam, the chase was both frightening and exhilarating. She wished it was her behind the wheel. They neared the next intersection. 
“He’s taken a left at South Gilbert,” Miriam said into the radio. “All present teams please pursue.”
Traffic in all lanes slowed and parted as drivers did the best they could to make way. Once Keely turned onto South Gilbert, tires screeching, they could see the blue van swerving into a back street to avoid an incoming barrage of police cruisers headed in its direction. Backup had finally arrived. 
Whoever was driving the blue van wasn’t going to get far—that Miriam was sure of. She was fraught with anticipation. Wright gunned it forward as they turned onto the four-lane street, racing past gas stations, fast food restaurants, and onlookers with stunned, open-mouthed expressions. Miriam could hear the rumbling of a helicopter approaching in the distance. 
Keely veered into the right lane and jerked the wheel to make a sharp turn down a back road, sending the engine rattling. The blue van was ahead, sparking from the rear tire that seemed to have popped. Thick smoke billowed from the van as it pressed down the narrow road, flanked by dumpsters on both sides. 
Keely maintained their pursuit, despite the smoke and exhaust engulfing the windshield and obstructing their view. The driver was clearly pushing the van beyond its modest capacity. Another rush of black smoke and then they heard a loud crash as the van crashed into a large green metal dumpster. Keely slammed the brakes, coming to a sudden, neck-jerking halt. A parade of police cruisers, lights flashing and in wild pursuit, all made abrupt stops that sent them skidding within inches of parked cars and each other. 
The Charger screeched to the side of the road just past the collision, which had left the van smoking, its front end smashed in and the dumpster tilted on its side. Miriam opened the door and jumped out before they came to a complete stop. Keely yelled after her and swung open his door. Police cars surrounded the dumpster, kicking up dust in the air that, combined with the van’s blanket of smoke swelling into the air, created a veritable sand storm.
Miriam ran to the passenger side with her pistol aimed. The windows were tinted beyond any legal measure, and it was near impossible to see inside. “Hands up!” she shouted. “Come on out now.” There was no response. 
She hoped within all her heart that the missing girl wasn’t in the van. It would be a tragic outcome in a long line of such outcomes that had afflicted her in the past few years. She didn’t think she could take any more. Wright had circled the driver’s side with a few other officers. All had their guns out, ready to engage. 
“Out of the van, now!” he shouted. 
Miriam came around to the smashed front-end of the van, trying to see inside. The entire windshield was cracked and nothing could be seen beyond its spider web patterns. The driver’s door creaked as it suddenly swung open. All officers stepped forward, shouting demands. Steam and exhaust flowed out of the van. A moment later, a large man dressed in sweatpants and a blood-stained T-shirt tumbled out. Coughing and gasping for air, he limped away, dazed and seeming in shock. 
He was bleeding from a gash on his bald forehead. His watery eyes were looking up into nothing. Six police officers surrounded him, guns drawn, with Detective Wright in the middle. 
“Down on the ground!” a red-faced officer shouted. They weren’t playing around. 
The man stumbled to the side and continued walking, looking disoriented and in pain. He held his head and crept hunched over just as one of the burly officers rushed him and threw him to the ground. A circle of police descended on the man, surrounding him. The man cried out just as the officer knelt on his back, burying his face into the dirt, and locking his wrists behind his back with handcuffs. 
“Let’s get an ambulance here ASAP,” a female officer shouted out. 
“EMT on its way,” another officer added. 
Miriam was on a mission all her own. She swung the passenger side door open and pointed her gun inside. No one was inside and the back of the van didn’t have any windows. She climbed inside, swatting away the exhaust and smoke that wafted in her face. 
“Sarah!” she called out. 
There was no response. She looked into the back of the van, which was free of seats and littered with all kinds of tools and trash. The collision had spilled the contents of several tool boxes all over the floor. If there was a girl anywhere in the van, she was completely hidden. But something wasn’t right.
Miriam thought of the house they had almost entered at 24 South Cooper, and the giant gaping hole in the garage door. He didn’t take her, she thought. She has to still be there. 
She jumped outside the van and ran over to where they had the driver cuffed and on the ground. His appearance immediately piqued her interest. He was a big man, but beyond a few tattoos on his arms, she didn’t see noticeable burns. His face rose, dirty, with a string of drool falling from his mouth. 
“Let me go! I’m innocent!” he cried as his chubby cheeks trembled and his left eye twitched. His face was reddened all the up to the light stubble on his bald, sweaty head. He was a quivering mound of fear who in no way resembled Phillip Anderson. Miriam sighed with relief. They pulled the man up onto his feet as he screamed in pain. 
“I’m hurt here! Go easy!” 
An ambulance pulled up along with about four police cruisers. The scene had become a hornet’s nest of activity. Detective Wright joined up with them as well, surveying the scene with intense scrutiny. 
“Hell of a way to end a pursuit.”
“You said it,” Keely said. 
Two officers escorted the large, defeated man to the ambulance as he hobbled along almost theatrically. 
“What do you think, Detective Castillo?” Keely asked. 
She stared ahead, unblinking, as smoke drifted past her face. “I say we go back to his house this instant and find that Sarah.”
 



Captured
 
The police surrounded the man’s house, cordoning off the front yard and the demolished garage as neighbors stood outside watching with curiosity. The entire residential street was blocked off on both sides. Damaged vehicles were still in the process of being towed away. A news helicopter hovered overhead, and eager members of the media were kept at a careful distance behind several barricades. 
The homeowner and man in question was one Edwin Silva, a thirty-four-year-old gas station attendant with no prior record. Miriam and Keely led an intensive search of the man’s two-bedroom, sparsely furnished home and found no evidence of child abduction—and, most disheartening of all, no Sarah. 
In his cramped home, authorities found copious numbers of video games, trading cards, collectibles, and other items that would be of interest to a teenager but nothing that directly linked him to Sarah’s abduction. 
Keely and Miriam paced his living room as investigators searched the house. Keely stopped and looked around, shaking his head. “If there’s nothing here, than why’d he run?” 
“I agree,” Miriam said. “He has to have her somewhere.” She walked toward the sliding glass door and opened it. The backyard was small with sporadic patches of grass over dirt surrounded by a picket fence. 
Miriam walked outside, examining the hardened ground as a breeze kicked up a cloud of thin dust around her feet. A helicopter hovered high above. At first, Miriam thought it was one of theirs but then noticed FOUR NEWS SKYCOPTER on its side. The media were persistent in their hunt for developments and eager for a story. It came with the territory. 
Keely opened the sliding glass door and stuck his head outside. “Hey, they’ve got Silva downtown at the Regional Medical. Paramedics said that he should be okay.”
Miriam turned to head back inside. “We need to get down there. I’ve seen enough here.” 
“Perhaps another look around?” Keely asked. 
She walked past him with a shrug. “Seems that there’s enough investigators here to do that.”
“But, Sarah…” he said, stopping her in the living room. 
“She’s not here,” Miriam said. “He must be holding her somewhere. Trust me, I know a lot about this.”
Investigators passed by, taking multiple pictures of the modest dwelling space, searching every inch of it with gloved hands. Before leaving, however, Keely and Miriam did one last search of Silva’s bedroom. 
They followed the hall to a room littered with dirty clothes, comic books, and discarded pizza boxes. Miriam observed the medieval fantasy posters on the wall: scantily clad, buxom women wielding swords and fighting dragons. 
A team of investigators in the corner placed a dozen different notebooks into evidence boxes. Two others unplugged a PC tower, bagged it, and placed it in another evidence box. 
 “Okay,” Miriam said. “It’s time to have some words with Mr. Silva.” She stopped and turned to Keely. “Sarah doesn’t have much time.” 
They left the scene in haste and walked outside the front door as a county clean-up crew was cleaning up the shambled garage door, lying in pieces. A horde of reporters stood at the end of the street behind the barricades, calling out as Miriam and Keely went to their car. 
“Did you find the girl?” 
“Where’s Sarah?” 
“Who do you have in custody?” 
Miriam ignored them, eyes down, and opened the passenger door as Keely went around to the other side. Once inside, he revved up the Charger and drove the opposite direction, away from the reporters and in between a set of barricades. 
“Is Ana going to be okay?” Keely asked. 
She glanced at him. “What’s up?”
“I was asking you if Ana was going to be okay. You had mentioned getting home to see her earlier… before all of this.”
Miriam had completely forgotten. Sarah’s disappearance had consumed her. “I’ll call her,” she answered. Keely pulled out onto the main road and headed toward Chandler Regional Hospital. 
Miriam was beginning to convince herself that the string of abductions that followed her from career to career was no longer tied to just one man. There seemed to be more to it. She was meant to find them, to recover the missing. It was a gift or a curse, depending on how she looked at it. 
 
 They arrived at the hospital, eager to probe Edwin Silva on Sarah’s whereabouts. But they were going to have to take a number. A slew of other investigators with the department were already there. Congressman Bynes had gotten word of Silva’s capture and had arrived moments before with his wife and security detail in tow. 
Keely turned to Miriam, considering her proposal. “We came this far. Might as well see what we can do.” 
They exited the car and walked toward the hospital entrance, noticing an abundance of police cruisers and unmarked vehicles. Keely then turned to Miriam. “We came this far. Might as well see what we can do.” 
 
 
As they entered the lobby they could already see the commotion building. Twenty uniformed officers were assembled in the lobby, looking as though they were attending a convention. Miriam and Keely walked past the group and presented their badges at the front desk. 
“Sheesh, there’s a lot of you here,” the dazed receptionist said. “Wish I knew what was going on.”
“One of your patients is responsible for evading authorities in a high-speed chase,” Miriam answered. “That’s about all we know.”
She walked past the front desk to the elevator. Silva was being held on the second floor, room 234. As the elevator pinged open, they walked out, only to see a hallway packed with more police. 
They walked down the bright and tiled hall, not garnering much notice. Miriam searched for their lieutenant, and as they approached the room, her eyes narrowed with displeasure. Summerson and Wright stood by, chatting with some uniformed officers. Their heads turned to Miriam as she reached the door. 
“Can’t go in there yet,” Summerson said. 
Miriam refrained from an eye roll. Instead, Keely offered a light jab. “Impressive moves back there, Summerson. Did you end up catching whoever you were running after?”
She flashed him a middle finger. “Why don’t you go crash into another dumpster?”
“Actually, that wasn’t us.” Keely pointed to the room. “That lump of garbage in there is responsible for that.”
Wright cut in. “You’re not too bad behind the wheel, Detective Keely.”
“And you’re not too bad at following,” Keely said. “But then again, I’m used to seeing you in my rear-view mirror.”
“All right, guys,” Miriam said, stepping between them. “What’s going on with Silva? We need to find out where Sarah Bynes is before it’s too late.”
“You and everyone else,” Summerson said, giving her a tinge of attitude. 
“Who found his house first?” Keely asked. 
Miriam crossed her arms. “Enough of this competitive nonsense. Sarah is still missing.” They all stopped talking.
There was no window into Silva’s room, and the door was closed, with a uniformed officer on each side of the door, staring ahead.
Wright offered the first bit of useful information yet. “A doctor is examining Silva now, seeing if and when we can transfer him. Sheriff Bork is in there with Lieutenant Vargas as well.”
“And his lawyer,” Summerson added.
“Already?” Keely asked. 
“First thing he asked for,” she said. 
Curious, Miriam and Keely exchanged glances. Chatter between other officers continued in the hall as hospital staff—everyone from nurses to janitors—passed through trying to go about their business. 
Miriam, tired of the wait, began knocking. The clean-faced uniformed officer to her left was quick to step in. 
“Sorry, ma’am. They are not to be disturbed right now.”
She held up her badge. “I’m investigating this case. It’s very time-sensitive and I need to be in that room.”
Keely came up behind her. “It’s okay, our lieutenant is in there, and asked us to report immediately.” 
The guard studied them both and then opened the door, popping his head in to verify. From inside, Vargas told him that it was fine. He stepped aside to let Miriam go in first. 
As they entered, both Vargas and Sheriff Bork turned to look, but stayed where they were, standing in front of the bed. 
Bork was an older, skinny man in his late fifties with a bronze tan and white eyebrows so thin that he didn’t look as though he had any. A male doctor stood to the side with a clipboard. Another man in a rumpled, bluish suit and thick hair parted toward the center sat by the bed—presumably the lawyer. 
On the bed lay Silva, with his bloated, red face bandaged at the forehead and a brace around his neck. He had an IV bag stuck in his wrist and wore a green hospital gown. His other hand was handcuffed to the side railing—a clear sign that their suspect wasn’t going anywhere. 
Vargas looked at Miriam, drained and distracted. “What can we help you with, Detectives?” 
“Yes, sir. I need to speak with Mr. Silva immediately,” Miriam said. 
Sheriff Bork stepped forward, defensive. “We’re talking with the suspect right now. All further inquiries need to wait until we’ve conducted our interview.”
Miriam shut the door. It was clear that she wasn’t going to go away that easily. “Forensics just did a sweep of the house and found no signs of the girl.” Her words piqued the interest of the lawyer who shot up from his chair and glared at her. 
“Mr. Silva has denounced all accusations of kidnapping being levied by this department. Unless you have any evidence to the contrary, this has to stop right now.”
“Why did he run?” Miriam asked. She stepped forward, just out of reach of Keely’s hand as he tried to hold her back. 
“My client felt threatened. He did not know that it was law enforcement who were surrounding his house. There have been break-ins in the area, and he did not know who he was dealing with.”
Miriam scoffed and looked at Silva in disgust. “That’s ridiculous. How can he possibly expect us to believe—”
She suddenly stopped and leaned against Silva’s bedframe. “Where’s Sarah? Tell us now, or so help me God.” 
Vargas turned to Miriam, livid. “That is enough, Detective.” 
Miriam knew that she was pushing it. Her emotions had gotten the best of her. She apologized and stepped away from his bed. Silva’s wasn’t going to willingly offer information, not until it was approved by his lawyer. 
The pudgy middle-aged doctor then tried to steer the conversation back to what he felt pertinent. “As I was saying, Sheriff. We have Mr. Silva’s condition listed as stable. However, I’d still like to keep him here overnight. X-rays show some bruised ribs, a fractured collarbone, and possible concussion.”
With everyone’s attention on the doctor, Miriam rushed to the open side of Silva’s bed without warning. His eyes widened in surprise and fear. She gripped the guardrail next to the bed where his handcuff was latched, swooped down and got within inches of his sweaty face. “Tell me where she is!” 
Keely rushed over and pulled her away for the sake of the case and her career. The lawyer watched in shock as both the Sheriff and Vargas stood wide-eyed in disbelief. 
“He knows!” she shouted as Keely held her back. 
“Keep her away from my client,” the lawyer said. “Unless this department wants a lawsuit so big it’ll make your head spin.” 
“Miriam, enough!” Vargas said, stepping forward. 
Once she calmed down, Keely let her go. The lawyer stood to the side, shaking his head. The doctor held his clipboard tight against his chest, like a shield, looking around the room awkwardly.
Silva’s gaze shot around the room like a man lost in a vortex. He looked desperate and afraid as if this were just a taste of everything that was to come. “For the last time,” he began slowly, “I didn’t kidnap any girl.” He paused, glaring at Miriam. “If there’s a girl missing out there, you got the wrong guy.”
Miriam remained undeterred. “Her name is Sarah. She’s the congressman’s daughter, and you’re telling me that you know nothing about it?”
Vargas and the sheriff stood back, watching their feisty new detective in action. The lawyer looked around as though everyone had gone insane. “You don’t have to answer any of her questions. Understand?” he told Silva.
Silva’s bloodshot eyes welled with tears. Whatever he knew, he couldn’t hold it in any longer. 
“It’s on my computer, okay? All of it.” He sat up, slightly, burying his face in his hands. “I thought you were the FBI. That you knew everything. The things I said on the chat rooms. The pictures I downloaded. I know how the NSA works, and I know that you have it all!”
Miriam backed up, silent, and examined Silva with caution. She wasn’t sure what to say. 
“I didn’t hurt nobody. It was just role playing. Fantasy stuff. I-I got spooked… so I ran.” He wound one plump hand back and slapped himself in the head repeatedly. The doctor stepped forward, face stricken with concern.
“Mr. Silva, stop that!” 
“I knew that when my van got stolen and returned… I knew that you were following me then. I tried to delete the files, but then I remembered that the NSA stores everything.” Sobbing, he threw himself against the backboard and the bed shook and trembled. 
The lawyer got as close as he could to Silva without muzzling himself. “Mr. Silva, I implore you not to say anything else. You must stop—”
Silva raised his head as tears streamed down his cheeks. “What does it matter? They have me now. All because of one stupid fucking weakness. I just couldn’t help myself!” He turned and looked back and forth between the sheriff and Vargas desperation. “Lock me up so I’ll stop. Just do it already!”
The revelation silenced everyone in the room except the sobbing Silva. Keely continued taking notes. 
“What are we talking about, Mr. Silva?” Miriam asked, closing in. 
“Don’t say anything!” the lawyer snapped. 
“What do you think?” Silva said, disregarding counsel. “I did what every dirt bag does on-line. I chatted with people I shouldn’t have been chatting with. Talking about things I shouldn’t have been talking about. Lookin’ at pictures I shouldn’t be looking at.” He buried his face in his hands again, defeated. “I’m sure you’ll find what you need on my computer.”
Miriam leaned closer, her voice full of intensity. “What was this about your van being stolen?”
Silva wouldn’t look up. Instead he just waved her away. “That’s all I’m saying. No more.” He looked up at the doctor. “I want them to leave. That’s all for today.”
 
 
Miriam and Keely stood at the end of the hall, out of earshot of the other authorities. Sheriff Bork and Vargas had been called away for a private meeting with Congressman Bynes, who had put the department on notice with his press conference. Miriam knew that she was in trouble. The look on Vargas’s face had told her that much. 
“We’re going to have a little talk later,” Vargas had said to her before storming away. Miriam tried not to be bothered. Her focus wasn’t on police decorum, snide lawyers, or politics. But with Silva’s bizarre confession, she didn’t know what to think. 
“What if that was a ruse?” Keely asked her, leaning against the wall, sipping coffee from a small foam cup. He rocked back on his heels, trying to come up with something that made sense. 
“His confession?” Miriam asked. 
“Yeah. Something to throw us off Sarah’s trail? What do you think?”
“He mentioned his van being stolen.”
Keely nodded. “I nearly fell over.”
“That’s something we need to look into,” she said. “Right now.” 
Suddenly the elevator near them opened and the congressman came out, flanked by two security men. He looked angry. Vargas and Sheriff Bork trailed behind him as they blasted past Miriam.
“Congressman, we have to wait,” Bork protested. “Nothing coherent is coming out of him at the moment.”
Bynes ignored their pleas and went to the hospital room door, pounding on it, just as Miriam had. The two police officers denied him entry. The congressman argued with them, but they wouldn’t budge. Perhaps Miriam was the only exception for that day. Or, they had learned a lesson from it. 
There were too many conversations going on at once. Too much being said, planned, or theorized. The entire scene was chaotic. Keely leaned closer and quietly summarized what he was thinking. 
“Look, we know that Silva was into some unsavory things, but kidnapping? He lacks the fortitude and competency to keep something like that under wraps.”
“I don’t know what to think right now. But we better come up with something fast,” Miriam said. 
The congressman began shouting threats against the entire police department. He accused them of screwing the case up. Of failing to find his daughter. He promised to have their jobs. Despite his outbursts, nothing was getting him into that room.
He turned and darted for the elevator with an enraged, offended look plastered across his face. Miriam was certain that criticism of Maricopa County was on the agenda for his next appearance in front of the cameras. Bork and Vargas looked too preoccupied to look at her or Keely as they breezed by. And the more Miriam thought about it, the less likely it seemed that Edwin Silva was their man. 
Her phone vibrated in her pocket. Expecting Ana, she pulled it up and looked at the touch screen, not recognizing the number. She hoped to God that it wasn’t a reporter. She stepped away from Keely and answered. 
For a moment, there was silence on the other end. Then came static, followed by a faint voice. 
“Seńorita Castillo?” 
“Yes?”
Keely flashed her an inquiring look. The expression on her face said enough: she had no idea who she was talking to.
“It’s G.”
“G?”
“Guillermo. We spoke today? You haven’t forgot me already, have you?”
“No. Yes, G. of course not. What’s up? How did you get my number?”
He paused. “You gave me your card. You don’t remember that either?”
Miriam shook her head. “I’m sorry. Please, go on.”
“I have some new info for you.”
“New info? About the missing girl?”
“Who do you think? Si, the missing girl. You have the wrong man.”
Miriam turned to face Keely and then held his hands out for her to tell him what was going on. Miriam turned back toward the phone. “How do you know?”
“I told you, fat gringo in blue van, yes?”
“You did.”
“Well there’s more than one blue van in this town. If you want to know more, meet me off Chandler Heights. There’s an old park there.” 
“You want to meet?” she asked. 
“Si. Only you. I don’t trust any of those conyos in your department.” 
“Mr. Gomez. If you have information, we’d be happy to get you and take you to the station. You’ll be safe there.”
He cut in, quick to set the record straight. “No deal. You want info, you come out to meet me. And you come alone. I be there.”
With that he hung up, offering nothing else. Miriam held the phone to her ear for a moment, deciding what to tell Keely. He was sure to insist on coming along. He would never let her go alone. And he’d probably be right. The last time Miriam had decided to engage in a secret meeting without her partner, she nearly ended up dead. 
But to go against Guillermo was to risk Sarah’s life. She slowly placed her phone in her pocket and approached Keely—who was quick to want answers. 
“What was that all about?”
Miriam shrugged with a hint of nonchalance. “It’s no big deal. I have to go pick up Ana now.”
Keely eyed her suspiciously. “Sounded like police business on the phone there.”
She took a step back, feigning indignation. “Were you eavesdropping on my call?”
“Not at all. I was reading your body language.”
“Cute,” she said smiling. She stopped and looked around. “We’ll pick up on this later. Duty calls.”
“What about Sarah? I mean, we can’t very well sleep on this, can we?”
Miriam looked into his eyes. She could tell his concern for the girl matched her own, and hated having to leave him. But what was necessary was necessary.
“I think we both need to step away from this for a few hours,” she said with a hand on his shoulder. “We need to clear our heads.”
Keely looked away, disappointed and surprised by her new attitude. 
“Trust me,” she continued. “I wouldn’t even suggest it if I didn’t think it was absolutely necessary.”
He nodded and handed her the keys. “You go ahead and take it. I’ll get a ride back to the station from one of the guys.”
She thanked him, said good-bye, and headed toward the elevator, walking at a normal pace that she hoped wouldn’t arouse suspicion. By the time the elevator pinged from the fourth floor and the doors opened up, she was ready to jump inside and sprint as fast as she could to the car. 
She reached the first floor and saw the congressman just leaving with his security detail. His wife was standing by the drop-off circle next to a shiny SUV, crying. Sheriff Bork and Vargas were circling back through the lobby, heading in Miriam’s direction. She stopped and threw her back against the nearest pillar, hiding. They walked right past her without taking notice. She breathed a sigh of relief and fled outside, avoiding contact with anyone who looked her way. 
 
As she pulled out of the parking lot, it dawned on her that she needed to check in with Ana before moving on to anything else. She placed a call while turning out of the hospital lot and onto East Riggs Road, which led right to Chandler Heights—a mainly desolate area where few occupied homes or businesses remained. 
Any suspicions she had of Guillermo’s intentions subsided when she thought about the fact that she was armed and ready for anything. Just the thought that he could provide information about Sarah’s abductor propelled her forward. 
“Mom?” Ana said on the phone. 
“Hey, honey,” Miriam said, holding the phone up on speaker. “How’s it going? Are you at Jessica’s house?”
“Her name’s, Tina, Mom. Geez.”
“I’m sorry,” Miriam said, laughing. 
“Yes, I’m at Tina’s. Her mom’s going to make dinner soon. You still want me home by eight?”
Miriam thought to herself. “Better just make it nine. If her mother doesn’t mind, of course.”
She could feel the excitement in Ana’s voice. “Cool! No, they don’t mind.”
Miriam arched a brow. “You sure about that?”
“Yes, Mom. Okay?”
“I love you, honey, and I’ll see you soon.”
“All right, Mom. Love you, bye!”
Ana hung up, and Miriam set the phone on the middle console. She turned the police radio up a tad to hear the latest. There was some chatter about their suspect at the hospital, but no new reports about Sarah. Miriam looked at the two street signs ahead as she continued down the long, largely rural road, entering desert country. 
Guillermo had earned a modicum of trust from her, but she still had her suspicious. With one hand on the wheel, she grabbed her purse and searched for her wallet. His information was most likely going to come with some additional costs.
She turned right onto Chandler Heights, a long, barren stretch of road that seemed to go on to infinity. She passed a closed-down gas station with old-fashioned pumps. The windows were barred. The empty parking lot had weeds growing out of every crack. 
The Mobil sign looked faded, and if that wasn’t enough, the pumps had yellow bags over them. She looked ahead, scanning for any kind of park. A quarter mile farther, she came upon a poorly maintained baseball field surrounded by a chain-link fence. She was close. Past the baseball field, in the distance, there was an empty dirt lot with an unoccupied playground and a nearby run-down restroom building. 
She slowed to a halt on the side of the road and picked up her cell phone, calling G’s number. Beyond the dirt lot, a crooked sign hanging on the fence read Heights Park. There was an old slide, swing set, and merry-go-round in view. Her Beretta fit snugly in her side holster, and she was prepared to use it if anything seemed out of the ordinary. The phone rang a few times before G finally answered.
“Are you here?” she asked. 
“Si. You alone?” he asked. His voice sounded distant, as though he were a million miles away. 
“Yes,” she said. “Are you?” 
“I am,” he said. 
“How did you get out here?”
Exhaust spewed from the back of her idling car as she waited, fully prepared to flee at a moment’s notice. Already something didn’t seem right about the meet-up.
“I have my ways. And I’m not here to play games.”
“I want to believe you, Guillermo, but this whole thing seems shady.” Her need for answers had blinded her, but just when she was ready to put the car in drive, she saw G walk out from behind the small building and toward the swing set, holding a cell phone. 
“You see me?”
“I do. But I need assurances that you’re alone.”
He sat on the first swing and rocked back and forth, watching her from about a hundred feet away. “You come here to ask the same questions, or you want to talk about the girl?”
“I need more than ultimatums. How about you meet me in my car and we talk?”
“Trust is a two-way street. If you can’t trust me, then our conversation is done here,” he said flatly. He hung up on her, calling her bluff. With the cell phone in hand, he continued to swing, beckoning her to get out of the car as if he was dangling a carrot. 
Angered, Miriam shifted into drive but didn’t press the gas. Sarah entered her mind again. She called G back, but he wouldn’t answer. A few words came to mind, asshole being one of them. She put her head down and shifted back into park, turning the ignition off. Whatever game he was playing, she hoped that it would be worth it. 
She got out of the car and immediately went for her pistol. Rusty swing chains squeaked as G swayed back and forth. Miriam scanned the area around her and kept a careful eye on her man. Dust collected on her shoes as she walked across the dirt lot, nearing the swing set. 
“Heck of a place to meet,” she said, approaching the fence that divided the lot from the playground. He would lure her no farther. He remained on the swing in an act of defiance. 
“What do you have for me?” she asked. 
He stopped swinging and gestured to the empty swing next to him. 
“This is where we meet halfway,” she replied. “You familiar with that concept?” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a twenty dollar bill, waving it from behind the fence. 
G looked rolled his eyes. “That supposed to get me running over there? Thought you had more respect for me.”
She pushed the twenty back into her pocket and gripped the fence with her hand. “What I don’t have is time for this. You said you have some information. I came. I’m only offering something for your time.”
“Women always look at me like I’m a piece of dirt. I see the same look in your eyes now.”
“What are you talking about? Guillermo, you called me. Remember that. It’s very clear why I came.”
“You want to hear about the girl?” he asked, shifting gears. 
“Yes,” she responded. 
He hopped off the swing. His knees creaked as his shoes dug into the dirt. “You have the wrong man,” he said, dusting himself off and approaching her.
“You said that on the phone,” she said. 
“I know. Lots of people on the streets are talking about it.”
“You had mentioned a man with burns. Is that the guy?”
“Could be,” he said. “You should have listened to me the first time.” He stopped inches away from her. 
“I’m listening now. Tell me who it is,” she said, her eagerness getting the upper hand. 
He glanced behind her. “He’s right here. You can meet him yourself.”
She whipped around with her gun pointed as two bean-bag rounds launched into her chest like rockets, throwing her into the fence and knocking the air completely out of her. She collapsed to the ground with intense pain shooting through her body. She couldn’t breathe. She could barely move. 
Standing in the dirt only a few feet away, she saw a pair of boots that began casually walking toward her. She lifted her head as tears streamed down her cheeks. A man in a black robe strolled closer, holding a shotgun pointed in her direction.
Air entered her lungs. She screamed out in pain, struggling to regain her balance. The dual blast had immobilized her. 
“Sorry, señorita,” G said from behind her. “You just got a little too close to the flame.”
 She couldn’t muster the strength to turn around. Her pistol lay just out of reach. She held her arm out, but the effort caused excruciating pain. Her fingers trembled inches from the pistol handle. A boot came down in front of her face and kicked the pistol away.
She cried out again, looking up to see the man pointing his shotgun in her face. A gloved hand went up to the hood, which hid his face. When he pulled it down, he exposed deeply burned features so scarred it was hard to look at him. Nothing about him looked familiar except his startling blue eyes.
“Hello, Miriam. Nice to see you again,” he said with a twisted smile. 





Holding Cell
 
Miriam woke in a darkened room, lying on a single, bare mattress. The air was stale, and there wasn’t a window or any light except from a dim, battery-operated lantern sitting in the far corner across from her. Her chest throbbed with pain. Her left arm felt heavy, and when she moved it, she felt a metal clamp around her wrist and a heavy chain hooked into the wall.
She had little memory of what had happened or how she had gotten there. But a sickened feeling in her gut told her that she was in the worst kind of trouble. 
It still hurt to move. Then a rush of memory came back to her. She had been shot, and for a moment, she wondered if she was dead. She felt her chest. Her ribs were sore and her breasts hurt, but she wasn’t bleeding. 
There were no gunshot wounds—amazing when she recalled feeling the pelt of a shotgun blast. Whoever was behind the trigger must have used bean bag rounds. She was familiar with those types of rounds, which were traditionally used in riot control. 
Suddenly a voice spoke to her from the shadows. 
“The problem today is that it’s hard to find someone to trust.”
“Who’s there?” she said in a hoarse, desperate voice. 
The man continued. “But something I’ve learned from experience is that everyone has a price.” 
The man got up and approached her from the corner, then came into view—bald and stripped of his eyebrows and facial hair. His pinkish face was leathery and scarred. He wore a black robe with the hood tossed back. Phillip Anderson stood before her, disfigured, but recognizable enough. His mere presence shocked her. 
“So, that’s my question to you, Miriam. What’s your price?” he continued. 
“What are you doing here?” she asked between labored breaths. 
“I’m the man you’re looking for,” he answered. “The one Guillermo told you about.”
She yanked on her chain and tried to sit up, but the pain was too much. “And you have Sarah?” she asked, eyes darting around the room.
“I do. The congressman’s daughter will make a nice addition to my collection.”
Miriam gasped in fear. Her desire to find the kidnapping madman had led her straight to Phillip Anderson and back into the recurring nightmare she could not wake up from. 
“What collection?” she asked, not fully prepared to find out. 
“I’m glad you asked,” Phillip said, kneeling down next to a single bucket in the otherwise empty room. He reached inside and pulled out a decapitated head. 
Miriam gasped at the horror of it. She squinted, trying to see more clearly in the darkened room. When her eyes adjusted a bit more, she could see that it was not the head of just any man—it was Guillermo. 
She recoiled against the wall and closed her eyes as Phillip stepped forward, dangling the head in the air close to her face, taunting her. 
“I’m surprised at you, Miriam. I thought you’d be happy. He betrayed you, so I decided to repay the favor.”
She opened her eyes and stared back at him with absolute contempt. “I always knew you were a sick man, but a full-blown psychopath?”
“Not entirely. I’ve been very patient.” He lowered the head back into the bucket, where it emitted a stomach-churning dunking sound. Miriam was relieved that she didn’t have to look at it anymore. 
“You followed me here? All the way to Arizona?” she asked, stunned. 
“Of course,” he answered. He sauntered in her direction in the same laid-back, casual stroll he had exhibited after shooting her with the bean bag rounds. 
“You must be in some real pain right now,” he continued, pointing to her chest. “But I had no choice. I know you’re a quick draw, and I had to immobilize you somehow.” He tilted his mutilated face back and laughed. “That would be the second time I got the drop on you. Imagine that.” 
He reached into his robe near his chest and pulled out a Magnum .45 revolver—the size of a cannon, it seemed. Miriam curled into a ball and pressed her back against the cold concrete wall as he extended his arm toward her, pointing the gun at her head. 
“Shall we go for a third time?” he asked, exposing blackened teeth in a sinister grin. 
Miriam wanted to tell him to just do it and get it over with but then thought of Ana. She couldn’t leave her daughter. That was out of the question. Detective Keely’s words came back to haunt her. She shouldn’t have gone alone. She’d gotten too eager. But with any luck, they would search for her. Her colleagues were good detectives, and the closer they got to Miriam, the greater the chance, she believed, they could rescue Sarah. 
Phillip found amusement in Miriam’s wincing as she shielded her face with her hands. Satisfied enough, he lowered the revolver and stuck it back into his robe. “Your time hasn’t come yet,” he said. “Soon, but not yet.” 
He pulled a stool from the shadows, dragging it across the ground, and set it right next to Miriam’s single mattress. He sat atop it and looked down on her. “This must all look familiar to you. The set up, I mean. This is exactly how I had your little Ana. No chain though. Wasn’t necessary.” He sighed and cracked his knuckles. “Maybe I’ll pay her a visit too.”
Miriam glared at him with her teeth clenched. “You stay away from her, you sick, twisted son of a bitch!”
Another crooked smile flashed across his scarred face. “I sure know how to push your buttons.” He crossed one leg over the other and leaned closer to her. “Miraculous that I survived an explosion that killed five other people. Even crazier that everyone thinks I’m dead. And best of all, my assets went to my parents.” He paused and lowered his head in sadness. “Real shame, though. They passed a few months ago. Everything that had happened to them and their business, it was just too much. Dad had a heart attack. Mom followed with a stroke. I think losing him did that to her.”
He lifted his head, which had a brighter expression now. “You see, my parents were old fashioned. They worked for every penny, and built Anderson Auto out of nothing. I wanted to help them, show them that we could have even more. So I took the initiative. Cut corners. Started new endeavors. Drug distribution. Gambling. Money laundering. Racketeering. You know, like how the mob stayed in business after the end of prohibition. And before the feds could take all of what we had built together, my parents took every cent I gave them and buried it. And only my younger brother, Walter, knew where it was.”
As his story progressed, Miriam’s examined the room in desperate search for a way to escape. 
“See, Walter kind of had this crazy idea that I brought down our entire family,” Phillip continued. “When I came to see him, looking like this, he told me to get out of his life.” Phillip suddenly turned solemn. “Told me that he wished that I was dead. Wouldn’t even tell me where all the money was. My money. So I had to add him to my collection.”
Miriam gasped and covered her mouth as he stared at her with cold, steely eyes.
“You see, I believe that I did die in that explosion… but then I reemerged. I was… reborn. I serve a higher power now. And for every head I collect, I get that much closer to immortality.”
Miriam was beside herself listening to his horrific ramblings. “What in the hell are you talking about?” she shouted, clutching her chest. 
“There was a reason I came back—to inflict as much pain and damage on this world as possible.”
Miriam tugged on her chain, mustering all the strength she could. Phillip leaned back on his stool with his arms crossed, observing her like a studious professor. 
“What are you going to do? Pull the chain out of the wall?” He laughed again. His gravelly chuckle sent shivers down her spine. “I’d like to see that,” he continued.
She didn’t see any point in pleading with him. Her desperation would just generate more amusement. Instead, she decided to engage him while continuing her search for any possible way out. 
“Why did you have Guillermo tell me about you? Why the blue van?”
He replied seamlessly. “Because you’re a good detective, but you’ve grown content. Bored even. I wanted to give you a case—something to make things interesting. A challenge.” He stood up and kicked the stool back onto the hard floor. “Then I wanted to take it all away from you.”
Miriam searched her mind for something to dampen his confidence. “My partner knows where I went. He knows everything. They’ll be searching for me, so it’s only a matter of time.”
Phillip took a long pause while caressing the blistered scars on his face. “That’s interesting. But do you want to know something even more interesting?”
Miriam didn’t answer as her eyes looked beyond him, trying to make out the size and scope of the room she was being held in. 
He leaned down and pulled Guillermo’s head from the bucket again. The eyes were rolled upward and the emotionless mouth open, frozen like a statue. Phillip pointed to the head as he clutched it by the hair. “I kidnap a congressman’s daughter and the entire city goes crazy. I murder a low-life miscreant, and it doesn’t even make the eleven o’clock news. No one will probably ever know. Where’s the justice in that? Why is the girl so much more important than this man?”
His fingers released the head as it dropped back into the bucket with a sound that made Miriam’s stomach plunge with sickness. 
“What do you want from me?” she asked as though there was an answer. 
He thought to himself, nodding. “Before I reemerged from the explosion, I couldn’t shake this feeling that I was someone else. Many different people, actually. Nonetheless, I had a weakness. Children. Young girls. I want to be their friend. Maybe my need for acceptance started when Betsy Claremont screamed and turned away from me in second grade when I tried to kiss her. The urge only grew as I got older. I took those girls and kept them in an underground lair, as you well know.” 
Miriam couldn’t take any more of his poisonous words. She covered her ears with her hands and clenched her eyes shut. “Enough, you sick bastard! I don’t want to hear any more.”
Phillip stopped and placed a gloved hand over his chest, feigning shock and offense. “I’m only trying to answer your questions.”
“I didn’t ask you about your disgusting lair or anything else. What do you want from me?”
“I want you to experience what they experienced. To give you insight into being a victim, knowledge that you could never discover in a million years of detective work.” He stepped forward, glaring at her. “That’s why you’re fucking here. Got it?” Spit flew from between his teeth as his voice rose. 
She didn’t know what else to say. Her only hope was to escape. 
“I want to see Sarah,” she said.
“In time,” he responded, turning away. His voice drifted as he slunk back into the shadows, opening an unseen door. “Until then, stay comfortable.” The sound of a heavy, creaking door echoed throughout the room. He slammed it shut, offering nothing more. Miriam lay in the dimness of her new cell, praying for an impossible outcome. She had to survive. There was no other option. And in order to survive, she had to escape. 
 
 



***
 
Before Phillip Anderson could flee from the feds, the boat explosion had thrown his body a hundred feet in the air and into a nearby sawgrass marsh enclosed by looming mangrove trees that stretched out from the shore’s shallow tidal sediment. For the first hour, Phillip just lay there, floating on his back unconscious in a shallow pool, horribly burnt from his head down. 
The authorities tended to the aftermath of the explosion as Phillip lay there semiconscious. Somehow, in all the searching and patrolling of the South channel, they missed the one submerged spot where he lay submerged within lily pads and weeds. 
A black water moccasin swam past Phillip’s body, slithering against the current and toward deeper waters. Coast Guard boats trailed past the marsh, headed farther down the channel. Meanwhile, federal agents walked the shoreline with dogs, in pursuit of Anderson, on the off-chance that he had survived. 
His red and blackened body blended in with the thick marsh foliage as though it was a branch or log. The trees further concealed his appearance from afar. After the search parties moved on, Anderson came to, gasping in a horrible fit of pain with no recollection of where he was or how he gotten there. 
The moon was a bluish orb in the night sky and the swamp echoed with a deep symphony of crickets and frogs and night birds. His vision was blurred; his movements were slow and labored. He had floated ashore, finding himself caught in mud and weeds. But he could feel nothing. The third-degree burns had singed his nerves and blood vessels. 
Layers of skin had been reduced to pulp, reddened blisters and blackened flesh. As he sat up slowly, the fogginess faded as details of the incident became clearer. Phillip recalled being on the boat. Something had happened. There was an explosion, and either he was already dead or he was destined to live the rest of his years with the mangled visage of a burn victim. 
He had no hair. He face was covered in blisters. He struggled to move but was too weak and sick with shock. His body had sunk into the thick mud. He trembled as a helicopter flew overhead with its spotlight flashing, searching the mangroves and the water. In the far distance, he could hear boats. He was still being hunted. 
With one leg up, he attempted to stand and walk, but could only crawl. His pants, shredded in the blast, gave little protection. Both his legs dragged, and he could barely keep his arms up. He felt crippled. Debilitated. Helpless. But he knew that he needed to keep moving. 
He crawled through the weeds and up the muddy banks, going as far as he could—about fifty feet before collapsing. He rose again, gritting his blackened teeth, and crawled another fifty feet, then fell again. His lungs felt as charred as his skin, with every breath pulsating and burning and sending an intense stinging pain that spread throughout his lower abdomen. Perhaps it was time to turn himself in. Either that or face the vast wilderness of the Everglades. But Phillip would not give up. 
As he lay under the night sky on his stomach, with only a few tattered patches of jeans remaining, he had a vision, intensified by his frenzied delirium. An unseen, malevolent force stood and spoke not with a voice, but with its mind, feeding Phillip its thoughts—explaining why he had been spared. His job wasn’t done yet. There was still much to be done. And Miriam was to be his for eternity, the voice told him. The mysterious apparition vanished as quickly as it had appeared, leaving Phillip with a renewed sense of energy. 
He had lain in a field throughout the night as unseen insects crawled over his nerveless flesh. By dawn, he could stand. As he rose on wobbly legs, he got a fair look at the condition of his body. His chest was festered with reddish and white bulging blisters. The skin on his arms and legs was ravaged. He could feel nothing in his crotch and was too terrified to look. 
His skin looked stretched and folded, with a series of spidery welts and blisters covering his front and back. Lack of physical sensation was a blessing in disguise. Luckily, his shoes were somewhat intact, but barely holding together. He continued, walking across chest-high sawgrass, as the sun peeked out from the clouds above and shined down from above. 
The ground was moist and spongy. He constantly found himself sloshing through puddles. Directionless and without clear purpose, Phillip walked for what felt like hours, badly dehydrated and in need of serious medical attention. Any other man, he believed, would have been dead miles back. He felt indestructible, driven nearly entirely by vengeance. 
He saw a boat ahead near the Everglades coastline with a small canopy attached to it—a fishing boat trolling the waters with two men sitting aboard with their poles in hand. 
Phillip hunched down like a wild animal and moved through the weeds nearing the water. A portable radio played classic rock tunes from the boat as Phillip neared. A man with a white beard and tropical shirt manned the outboard engine in the stern while his buddy, a lanky man with a boonie cap, sat in the bow casting his line. The boat slowed and then drifted without the engine running as the men found their spot. 
Phillip kept a careful eye on them from behind a patch of palmetto bushes. They looked to have drifted about fifty feet out from where he hid. His twitching eyes followed them as they came closer to a canal, closer to land. On the boat, he saw an Igloo cooler, which caused him to lick his dry, blistering lips.
He wanted the cooler. He wanted the boat. And he was ready to take it all. He stayed low and moved along the shore, causing only a minimal rustle in the brush. The men seemed too wrapped up in their own conversation to pay attention. 
Phillip knelt behind some palmettos and looked out again. The boat was only a short swim away. He looked around at the weedy ground for a weapon, something that would give him an advantage. There were two men in the boat and no matter how confident Phillip felt, he wasn’t invincible, especially not now. 
A flash of something bright caught his eyes. He looked down and saw an empty bottle buried halfway into the mud—another sign of what he had to do. The bottle made a tight suction sound as he pulled it from the mud. He crept over to a low hanging cypress covered in low-hanging moss. 
The fishermen drifted closer as a gentle breeze pushed the boat along the bank. The light slapping of waves against the aluminum surface of the four-seater motorboat added another helpful sound. Phillip waited patiently, listening to the men chat as country music played from the portable radio.
“I’ll tell ya, there ain’t nothing like the Glades in the morning,” the bearded man said, looking beyond the canopy and admiring the blue sky.
“You said it, Jules,” his lanky companion said. “Although it’d be nice to catch something already.”
Jules, the bearded man, looked at his friend, surprised. “Come on now, Ed. This is the spot. You gotta trust me on this.”
“So close to shore?” Ed asked. 
Jules nodded. “Damn right.”
They drifted close as Phillip leapt from the shore and right into the boat, howling like a madman. The boat shook as he landed in the middle, horrifying both men. Before they could react, Phillip smashed the bottle against the side of the boat, breaking it in half. 
“What the—?” Jules managed to say before Phillip lunged at him, driving the jagged bottle into his throat repeatedly to the sound of gargled, anguished screams. 
Ed stood in shock, unable to even process what was happening to his friend. “Oh my God!” 
Phillip turned away from Jules and then to Ed as Ed reached for an orange-handled filet knife. Gagging, Jules covered his neck with his hands in a desperate attempt to close the wound and stop the blood, which sprayed from between his fingers and turned his beard red. 
Ed took a defensive posture, gripping his knife as Phillip charged forward and tackled him, sending them both to the deck with a resounding thud. 
The boat shook. Phillip grabbed Ed’s arm, stopping the blade inches from his side, and then drove the end of the bloody bottle into Ed’s neck and face, jabbing him relentlessly. 
Ed screamed out with each successive blow, his face awash in thick, red blood. Phillip stabbed and stabbed until both of Ed’s arms lay at his side, motionless. 
The knife dropped to the floor. Both men’s fishing poles had fallen over. The radio floated into a puddle of water under the bench and shorted out. Phillip stood over Ed with the broken bottle still in his hand, panting like a wild dog. 
He tossed the bottle into the water and looked around. Ed was dead. He then turned to examine Jules. The bearded man lay with his still hand over his bloody throat and his mouth agape. His eyes were shielded by a pair of lightly tinted aviator sunglasses. Nearly naked, Phillip examined Jules’s build. It was similar to his own. 
Phillip leaned down and pulled off Jules’s shirt and pants, leaving a pasty-white corpse in nothing but his underwear. He then lifted Jules up as close to the side of the boat as he could and rolled him into the water, over the side. Next came Ed. Their bodies floated on the surface for a moment and then sank into the blackness. 
Phillip sat at the rear and started the motor with a single yank of the cord. He looked around, not seeing a single soul. The air was quiet and still. It was time to move on. Phillip coasted down the channel, headed south where he could regroup. He knew the exact place.
 
 



***
 
By her estimate, Miriam had been kept in captivity for a little over two weeks. The monotony had been hellish. She was trapped with her own thoughts and the fear that she would never escape. 
She wished she had done things differently. Wished she had taken Ana and started a new life somewhere with different names—completely anonymous. No more law enforcement work. Some place where Phillip Anderson could never have found her. Instead, she had walked right into his trap.
The chain never left her arm, and she could go no farther than ten feet from the mattress without the insufferable rattling of rusty links against concrete wall. Eventually, she could stand and move despite the throbbing pain and bruising from the beanbag rounds. Phillip fed her once a day—mainly packaged snacks that looked like they came from a gas station—chips, sweets, fiber bars. 
For waste, she was given a bucket and nothing else. This, Phillip explained, was how his victims had lived. Jenny Dawson, for instance, had been in captivity for a year before Miriam had rescued her. 
Miriam’s bare surroundings inflicted a deepened sense of isolation. She felt her situation hopeless. As the days passed, Phillip had said little to her, as though he had become bored with his own verbal taunts. He was always preoccupied with something—distracted even. Gone were the mind games, insults, and threats. Some days he was like a different person. Then she remembered who she was dealing with. Phillip Anderson had several personalities masked behind his melted face. His moods were largely unpredictable. 
Each day of captivity she was determined to move around to maintain her strength. With the lack of food and range of movement, Anderson was undoubtedly trying to weaken her and wear her down. His overall plan, however, he had kept hidden. 
There had been no meeting with Sarah as promised. He ignored her pleas, refused to listen to her, and did little beyond throwing food in or emptying her bucket. And in that time, the possibility of escape seemed to fade with each passing day. 
The thought of Ana, afraid and alone, terrified Miriam. She would do anything to return home to see her daughter once more. Hatred for Anderson swelled in her, reaching a height she would never have thought possible. He was the man responsible for the death of her partner, her ex-husband, and the young victims he claimed as his own. For her, he was proof that evil existed in the world. But hatred wasn’t going to free her. She had to remain calm and devise a plan before it was too late. 
As she sat in deep contemplation, the door creaked open and Phillip walked in wearing an Auto Salvage jumpsuit with long sleeves. Had he been back to his old home? His hands were always gloved and his face was the only part of him ever exposed. He strolled into the room, pistol in hand, with a familiar look of indifference, carrying a bowl and setting it on the ground, two feet in front of her. 
“Canned beets. I think you’ll like ‘em.” He glanced up at her. “Supplies are gettin’ a little scarce.” 
“I need to talk to my daughter,” she said, stepping toward him. The chain clinked and rattled from its base.
He examined her from head to toe. Her clothes were dirty. Her face sunken. Her hair stringy. She looked like nothing more than a hermit. 
“Not yet.” 
She fell to her knees, nearly broken, linking her hands together. “Please! It’s all I ask. I don’t care. Keep me down here for eternity. One phone call, it’s all I ask.”
Anderson shook his head. “You ask for a lot of things, and you’ll take what I decide to give you.”
Despite feeling as though she had spilled every last tear possible, Miriam’s eyes watered. “What is it, Anderson? You have me locked up for a reason. What happens after you kill me? Who will you have then?” 
His mouth twisted upward in a crooked smile. “Plenty of other fish in the sea.”
Miriam lowered her arms, feeling another overwhelming sense of defeat. And just when she thought all hope was lost, Phillip offered her a proposition. 
“I’ve been giving it some thought. You’ve shown some real resilience. I admire that. I figured that you could do two weeks in here no problem.”
“Yes. And now I must speak to my daughter. If not…” she paused and wrapped the chain around her own neck. “I’ll end it all right here, and you’ll have nothing.”
Phillip laughed. “That’ll be the day.”
“I’m serious,” she said, tightening the chain. “I’ll do it. Just to end this nightmare once and for all.”
He looked at her, curious. “What about Ana? She’d be devastated.”
“I can’t save her any more than I can save myself.” She pulled the chain with both hands, as tight around her neck as it would go. She began to gasp as her face reddened.
Phillip stepped forward. He looked panicked and unsure. “Okay! I’ll give you the call to your daughter on one condition.”
The chain fell away and hung around her neck as her grip loosened. “What is then?” she asked in a strained voice.
“You leave this place with me and never look back.”
Miriam had no response to his insane proposition, but Phillip wasn’t finished. 
“I’ll even release the congressman’s daughter.”
“You would?” she asked, wanting more than ever to believe him. 
“She’s not much use to me anymore. I only took her to get to you. And now with us running low on food, it’s either release or kill her.”
“I’ll do it,” Miriam said. She couldn’t recognize her own voice or understand why she was so quick to agree, but it seemed the only option. Of course, she had no intention of acting out an idea so absurd. Even he had to realize that. 
Phillip looked surprised and a tad skeptical. “That’s nice to hear. But understand that it’s going to take a lot more than words.”
She took a step back, looking disgusted. Phillip seemed to understand what had repulsed her and smiled. “Don’t worry, Miriam. I couldn’t do that if I wanted to. My parts down there are… nonfunctional.” His face suddenly became more serious and stern. “I’m talking about your devotion. You will leave this place with me and submit to my every wish. It’s going to take a while, I understand that. You’re a fighter, but a deal is a deal.”
Miriam thought of charging him, wrapping the chain around his throat, strangling him until his head popped off. But she couldn’t even get within five feet of him. 
“Do we have a deal?” he asked, gazing into her eyes with anticipation. 
At the moment, she didn’t see any other way. “Yes. It’s a deal.”
 



Purgatory
 
After killing the two fishermen, Phillip Anderson steered the stolen boat down the Southern Everglades channel toward Key Largo where he had a private plane with a pilot waiting. With the huge setback of the boat explosions, Phillip knew he was at the eleventh hour, but the pilot had been paid to remain in wait for at least forty-eight hours. 
There were problems, however: the fishing boat he had stolen, and murdering both its occupants. He did not have enough fuel to make a trip down as far as the Keys. He would have to find more gas and lots of it or a different boat altogether. 
Dressed in Jules’s tropical shirt, cargo shorts, and boonie cap, Phillip saw such a boat not far away—a fancy, twin-engine speed boat, anchored in the water, with a man and a woman sunbathing on the sizable front deck. 
He trolled closer to the anchored boat, twice the size of his own, and waved. An attractive blonde in a purple bikini looked up, apparently hearing his rattling motor. She lay on a towel next to her shirtless and sleeping male companion. He slowed and turned off the engine, nearly bumping into the much larger boat with the pointy prow of his aluminum carrier. 
“Wonder if you’d have some fuel that you could spare. I drifted a bit off course,” Philip called, trying his best to keep his appearance concealed under the shadow of his canopy. 
The woman looked immediately on edge the moment she took off her sunglasses. She tapped her male companion, and he awoke, annoyed. 
“What is it, Kate?” he said, rising. 
Phillip went into action, knowing he had little time to make a move. With Ed’s fishing knife in hand, he hoisted himself up over the stern of the boat onto the front deck, exposing his hideously burned appearance and rushing toward the couple with rage in his sunken eyes. 
The woman screamed. The man scrambled and tried to get up but slipped and fell. Phillip went at him first, tackling him to the slippery deck and stabbing him repeatedly in the chest. The woman was frozen, terrified, and too confused to intervene. As her senses returned, she tried to run, but it was too late. Phillip lunged at her and grabbed her small white ankle with his reddened hand. She fell and hit her head on the deck, knocking herself unconscious. Phillip simply pushed her over the side as she splashed into the water. 
He then grabbed the man’s body by both ankles and dragged him to the side, flipping him off the railing and into the water. Catching his breath, Phillip watched the water waves as they slapped against the side of the boat. He then walked into the cabin, studied the controls for a moment, and started the boat. 
 
Phillip reached Key Largo a day later, and found his pilot close to leaving. The last few minutes of their forty-eight-hour agreement had neared. The pilot, a Hispanic man named, Alejandro, was tense and annoyed and ready to call off the entire arrangement. 
“Thought you had died!” he said as Phillip approached the small plane, which was already detached from the tie-down block and sitting on the empty runway. Phillip wore a hat, long-sleeve shirt and pants, entering the plane and taking off his sunglasses. 
One look at his face sent Alejandro for the exit. Phillip clutched his shoulders and held him in place, glaring into his frightened eyes. 
“You will fly me to Palm Dale, and you’ll do it now. Got it?”
Alejandro backed up as far as he could, his dark, curly locks dangling in his face. “But, señor. The deal was Costa Rica. The Caymans. Some place safe.”
“Palm Dale!” Philip shouted. “Do it, or I’ll leave you here and fly the damn plane myself. Then you get nothing. Not a dime!”
Alejandro lowered his head, conceding. “Si, señor.” 
He quietly went back to the cockpit as Phillip turned to look out the windows in search of anyone approaching. The abandoned runway had been chosen due to its seclusion, but once they got in the air, there was always a chance that the authorities wouldn’t be far behind. 
Phillip didn’t care. He had to go back. There was too much unfinished business. Fleeing was no longer the goal. He wanted to return with a vengeance and find a way to leave a trail of new victims, particularly Miriam. He knew that she was wearing a vest when he shot her. Only the next time, she wouldn’t be so lucky. 
The plane taxied down the runway, building up speed, then took off over the Atlantic with the Florida coastline in view, looking serene and beautiful, as though nothing bad could happen in such a place. Phillip sat in the passenger seat, with a notebook and pen, scribbling and plotting his next moves. Alejandro remained quiet at the controls, still startled by Phillip’s appearance.
Palm Dale was two hundred miles away, but once they arrived, Phillip was confident that there were enough open fields where they could land and not draw too much attention to themselves. He supposed that for Alejandro, the sooner he got Phillip out of his plane, the better. 


Walter Anderson lay across his couch surrounded by empty liquor bottles. His cushy three-bedroom house, located along a rural dirt road, was vacant except for him. His wife had packed her things and left, taking his two boys with her, without so much as a word about when they would return. The entire investigation of his family had been too much for her. 
She had said the words, “It’s over,” with a level of finality that sent him reeling. 
She had gone to stay at her mother’s house in Tampa. She wouldn’t answer his calls, and threatened to call the police if he came within a hundred miles of the house. 
It had been three months since the collapse of the family business. Three months since the death of his brother, Gary, by an angry mob, three months since the disappearance and presumed death of his brother, Phillip, and two months since the death of his parents, Judith and Boone. 
Over time, he had taken to drinking heavily. In the midst of his stupor, amid the clutter of his unkempt home, a knock came at the door, startling him. His head jerked up from the sofa’s pillow, and he felt a moment of elation that struck him like a bolt of lightning. Maybe it was Emily returning with the boys. He stumbled to the door, setting his bottle on the floor. 
The knocking was loud and incessant. Walter opened the door, smoothing the gray mess of hair on his head, and tugging down his stained T-shirt. He was surprised and disappointed to see a man standing there, dressed in a black suit with matching black fedora and dark sunglasses completely concealing his eyes. Almost immediately, Walter noticed something off about the man, but couldn’t pinpoint it in his drunken state.
“Walter, it’s me, Phillip,” the man at the door said. 
Walter froze in place, speechless. 
The man continued. “Your brother?” 
Phillip wasted no time, pushing his way into the house. Walter followed in deep confusion as the intruder paced around the living room, looking at the empty bottles and clothes strewn around the room. He put his gloved hands on his hips and turned to Walter, shaking his head. 
“Well… this place looks like shit.”
Walter wondered where he had put his pistol. He had held it to his head only hours before, but couldn’t remember what he had done with it. “What do you want? I thought you was dead,” he said in a haggard voice. 
“I was,” Phillip responded. “For a brief while.” He then took his hat and sunglasses off, exposing a burnt, disfigured face and head with eyelids seemingly missing from above his piercing blue eyes. 
“Jesus. What happened to you?” Walter asked, shocked. 
“Boat explosion,” Phillip said. “And something tells me that you might have had a little hand in it.”
“The fuck you talking about?” Walter snapped. His baggy T-shirt and blue jeans were covered in stains and cigarette ash. Gray facial hair sprouted from his jowls and chin, and he looked like he hadn’t gotten a good night’s sleep in ages. 
“You see, Joe was your friend,” Phillip said. “And he tried to kill me. He said it was revenge for Dustin.” Phillip stopped and leaned closer toward Walter. “Now who on earth gave him that idea?” 
Walter stared back, balling his fist and breathing heavily. For a moment, nothing was said between the brothers. Then Phillip pulled a pistol with a silencer from his jacket and pointed it at Walter. “I think it was for you.”
Nervous, Walter swallowed and decided to let his brother have it, all of his anger and resentment. “Emily left me because of you. She took the boys. She took everything. Mom and Pops died because of you. Gary died, hell, Dustin died—they all died because of you!”
“Where’s the money, Walter?” Phillip asked, disregarding his rant and keeping a steady aim. 
“You’ve destroyed everything we worked so hard to build!” Walter shouted. “And you don’t deserve one cent of that money!” 
“Last chance to talk,” Phillip added. “I’m guessin’ they buried it not far from the ol’ acorn tree in their backyard. And I’m guessin’ that you’ve been too drunk to get it.”
“Get out of my house,” Walter said, seething. He swung his thick arm toward the front door, pointing. “You stink of evil, and you look like something that’s crawled from hell!”
Phillip fired four shots at Walter in quick succession, sending him to the floor. Walter gagged, flat on his back with his bloated chest rapidly shifting up and down, with four holes gushing blood. Phillip stood directly over his dying brother and pointed the gun at his face. “It is under the acorn tree, isn’t it?” Phillip asked. 
Walter gasped for life, and Phillip saw in his pale face not just fear of death but fear that Phillip had guessed right. It was all the confirmation he needed. He fired one quick and fatal shot in the face, and slipped out of the house as quickly as he had barged in. 
 
Jake, the youngest Anderson brother, was playing his acoustic guitar by the fire pit in front of his mobile home when he saw the headlights. Not expecting a visitor, he set down his guitar and walked to the front to see a 1973 two-door El Camino, brown with wood paneling, idling in his driveway. The headlights shut off, and a man got out and walked toward Jake, struggling to carry a giant duffel bag over his shoulder, clearly visible in the fire pit’s light. 
“Who’s there?” he asked in a demanding tone. A stranger driving up at night without warning made him uneasy.
The man continued his leisurely pace up the driveway, coming closer to Jake, with his face concealed by darkness.
“It’s your brother,” the man said. 
Jake squinted his eyes. “Walter?” 
The man stopped within a few feet of Jake, pulled the bag off his shoulder and tossed it at Jake’s feet, kicking up a cloud of dust. “No. It’s me, Phillip. And I’ve got your half of everything right there.”
Jake stared at the bag and then brushed back his shaggy, blond hair. He looked up at his brother in extreme bewilderment. “Phillip? Well, hell. I thought you was—”
“Walter set it up,” Phillip said. “He tried to have me killed, but I survived.” He took a step closer, removing his black fedora and exposed the burnt flesh that was once his face. Jake gasped and couldn’t help but avert his eyes. Phillip told him, “He was holding out on you, Jake. He was holding out on all of us.”
Jake shook his head, too stunned to put together the words. “I don’t… I just don’t get it. Where’s Walter?”
“He’s dead,” Phillip said. “That makes it just you and me. And I have another duffel bag with your name on it if you can do one thing for me.”
Jake eyed Phillip with suspicion. He and Phillip had always gotten along, but he also knew his older brother to be ruthless, cunning, and seriously deranged. In a way he felt sorry for Phillip. In other ways, he feared him. 
“What happened to your face?” Jake asked. 
“Well, surely you heard about the boat explosion, right?”
“Yeah. You, Joe, and like four other people,” Jake answered. 
“Yep. Except, not me. I’m back now, and I have a mission for you.”
Eager to get the money and get as far away from his brother as possible, Jake asked him what the mission entailed. 
“You still know people, right?” Phillip asked. 
Jake nodded, understanding what his brother meant by “people.”
“Good. All my people are dead,” Phillip said. 
He then reached into his jacket and pulled out a woman’s photo and displayed it for Jake. He squinted and studied it closely, seeing a pretty woman with black hair tied in a bun and a police officer’s uniform. He knew the face well. It was Sergeant Miriam Castillo, the cop who went after Phillip. He always said that she had framed him, and that the case against him was a witch hunt, but Jake knew enough to believe that at least half of the charges against Phillip were true. 
“I need you to find her,” Phillip said. “She’s disappeared from the area completely.”
Jake took a step back, placing his hands in his pockets with a sigh. 
Phillip lashed out with anger at his brother’s hesitance. “I can’t move freely like I used to anymore. Look at me!” He then calmed himself and placed a hand on Jake’s shoulder, stroking the soft flannel material. “She shouldn’t be hard to find. And once you do, the money is yours, and I’ll be out of your life for good.”
Jake looked down, ashamed. “Well, I ain’t trying to say that…”
Phillip raised a finger, silencing him. “No. It’s for the best. I’m no good, and you know it. The whole family knew it. But I have to find this woman if it’s the last thing that I do.”
Jake bit his bottom lip and looked up at Phillip, nodding. “I’ll try my best.”
 
 



***
 
Miriam awoke to an empty room, expecting that Phillip would enter at any moment with her daughter on the phone. But it had been days since that agreement and she hadn’t seen him. He had been avoiding her. 
As little as she had allowed herself to sleep each day, he had managed to slip in when she dozed off and leave bits of food and bottles of water for her. He was up to something. She didn’t trust him, but the anticipation of hearing her daughter’s voice kept her going each day. Somewhere, Ana was sitting around just as worried about her. 
If the waiting game was some kind of new torture Anderson had devised, it was working. She rose from her bed and pulled at her chain again, noticing some dust falling from the plate where it was mounted where it had been mounted. She readied herself to scream for him, demanding the call with Ana, when she suddenly stopped. She tugged on the chain again and saw more dust. The plate, it seemed, was loosening. 
She froze, hearing the door unlock. The LED light in the far corner of the room flickered as the door opened, revealing Phillip with a tray of food. The aroma of ham and mashed potatoes, an unexpected treat, had her stomach growling. He grabbed a stool with one hand and dragged it across the floor, setting the tray on top of it. 
“Today is an important day,” he said, clapping his gloved hands together. 
Miriam stared at him with only one thing on her mind. 
“This is the day that everything happens,” he continued with a smile. “Here’s what’s going to happen: you get to talk to your daughter, I set the congressman’s daughter free, and then you and I leave this place for good.” He reached into his black robe and pulled out a pair of handcuffs, dangling them in front of her. “You’ll be trading your chains for this.”
Miriam’s eyes narrowed as she stared back at him enraged. Her intense scowl did not go unnoticed. 
“Relax, Miriam. It’s just for the time being. I know what you think of me. But I’m confident that you’ll come around soon enough.”
“Why have you waited so long?” Miriam asked. “It’s been days since you told me I could speak to her.”
Phillip gestured, waving his hand defensively, brushing her complaint away. “While you’ve been lying around in here, I’ve been out there making things happen. There were a lot of arrangements to be made.”
“Like what?” She blew away a strand of long, stringy hair that had fallen in her face. 
Phillip turned away, ignoring her, and headed toward the door.
“Like what?” she shouted. 
“One moment,” Phillip said, opening the door. “Eat your food, and I’ll be back in one moment.”
The door creaked shut and locked as she looked down at the steaming ham and potatoes before her eyes. It almost looked like some kind of royal banquet. But what caught her eye wasn’t the food—it was the silver utensils on the side of the plate. 
It was the first time he had given her actual silverware to eat with. There was a dinner knife and a fork. As much as every part of her wanted to eat, a troubling thought entered her mind. If they were supposed to leave soon, he would no doubt have tainted the food with some kind of sedative. It was the only thing that made sense to her. 
She looked around the darkened room, grabbed the knife, and went over to the wall near her mattress, dragging her chain along. The four-inch plate that bolted the chain into the wall looked secure enough, but she wanted to give it a shot. She placed the knife flat against the wall and slipped it under the plate as far in as it would go and began to twist it. To her elation, the plate moved slightly. It was attached by four long screws, and with each movement of the knife, she could feel it coming loose. 
The door unlocked again. Her head jerked to the side and she ran back to the tray shaking. Her best bet was to get rid of the tempting and potentially tainted food as fast as she could. She grabbed the plate, just as the door began to open, and flew to her knees in front of the mattress. She lifted it up at the bottom and dumped the entire plate underneath, dropping the mattress onto a moist mound of ham and potatoes.
She vaulted up and placed the plate back on the tray while Phillip approached proudly, with an electronic tablet in hand. 
He stopped in his tracks noticing the empty plate. Miriam wiped her mouth, playing along. “My God. You really were hungry,” he said, eyes widened. 
Miriam said nothing as his expression changed to one of near disappointment. “I was hoping you could have waited,” he said. “At least until you saw this.”
He swiped the screen and displayed a local news report already in progress. She watched the screen from a few feet away, chain dangling on her arm. A female news anchor was reporting from the field, while a news ticker scrolled across the bottom of the screen, reading “Kidnapper Demands Ransom.”
Phillip smiled and muted the sound. “Just wanted to give you a glimpse of what has been happening in the world since you’ve been in here.”
He unmuted the tablet as the news anchor continued. 
“The kidnapper called Congressman Bynes’s office two days ago demanding one million dollars for the safe return of his daughter, Sarah. The man who made the call insisted that he is not a part of any cartel and is acting alone. However, he said that if his demands aren’t met in the next five hours, he will, and I quote, ‘eliminate the problem.’”
Phillip muted the video again, clearly pleased with himself. “Pretty cool, huh?” he said. 
Miriam stared back at him with contempt. “My daughter…” was all she said. 
He tossed the tablet on the ground where the screen shattered, cracking the screen. “Don’t you know what this means?” he asked. His arms were outstretched, almost as if he were pleading for her approval. “With what I’ve already got, we’ll have enough money to get the hell out of here and live royally for good. And I did it all for you!”
Miriam said nothing, much to Phillip’s displeasure. He swung around, pivoting on the heel of one boot, then stomping back toward the door. “Fine, I’ll get the phone for you, but five minutes is all you get!”
He slammed the door and locked it. Miriam picked up the knife and rushed back to the plate on the wall, jamming it from underneath. 
There was some give, minuscule, but enough to keep her motivated. She scraped the knife against the wall, twisting it, pounding it with the heel of her hand as nervous sweat poured down her forehead, stinging her eyes. She could see the dust falling, and the screws pulling out a micro-mil at a time. 
Her head whipped back and forth from the plate to the door, keeping watch. Like an alarm bell, she heard the door unlock again, causing her to run from the wall back to the food tray where she hid the dusty knife in her pocket. Phillip stomped back into the room, holding a flip phone in the air. He got within inches of her and tossed it past her onto the bed. 
He then knocked the tray over, watching it crash onto the ground. He then sat down on the stool and watched Miriam as she scrambled for the phone. Her heart was beating hard against the wall of her chest. 
Was he really keeping his word? She flipped the phone open and turned to him, half expecting some kind of trick. 
He held one arm up, touching his wrist watch. “Three minutes,” starting now. 
“I thought you said five.” 
“Fine. Two minutes,” he said. “Keep complaining, and it will be one, or maybe none.”
She hated him more than anything at that moment, but had no choice but to start dialing as he set his timer. 
 
 



Last Stand
 
Phillip Anderson traveled to Arizona with all the information he needed to find Miriam. His youngest and only surviving brother, Jake, had come through for him. The information hadn’t come cheap, and he hoped it was worth it. 
Miriam had changed her last name to Sandoval, and moved across the country to the city of Chandler, Arizona, for reasons unclear to Phillip. She had joined the Chandler City Police Department as a detective. Phillip wasn’t surprised. He knew she couldn’t help it. Law enforcement was in her blood. 
As he crossed the state line from New Mexico in his ‘73 El Camino, the arid climate was immediately noticeable, slightly more intense than his journey through El Paso. It made his skin even more dry and leathery. 
He drove the speed limit and stayed as inconspicuous as possible, every part of his body covered with the exception of his face. Just the right clothing for the desert, but he had no choice. His boonie cap and sunglasses helped conceal the burns, but he was not invisible—though he felt as much during his two-day, two-thousand-mile journey. 
It had been four months since they had last met. They were both survivors, Phillip believed, each bearing scars of his own. He thought about the prospect of facial reconstructive surgery but didn’t have the time to pursue it. In a way, his burns were a blessing. He could feel nothing on the outside—not a single physical sensation. 
He had arranged for the purchase of a small ranch on a dusty patch of land located on the outskirts of town—Tumbleweed County as it was often referred to. The seclusion was perfect. The dilapidated ranch house had one main selling point—a downstairs 500-square-foot cellar. 
When Phillip looked at the pictures of the place online, the last concern he had was storing wine. He had purchased the ranch cash, leaving just enough to get by for the next few months. A new plan to get more cash was also in the works. 
 
Phillip needed a patsy. He did some research around town, frequenting the back alleys, talking to street dwellers, and offering cash for information. He had a tablet and a smart phone and searched public databases for known sex offenders in the area but decided against approaching them. Known sex offenders were too easy. They’d be the first suspects in any missing child investigation. He wanted someone without a record, and he found such a man in Edwin Silva. 
While strolling the aisles of SeXstasy, Phillip first saw Edwin when he walked in nervously, approaching the counter. With sizeable girth, shaved head, thick glasses, and funny walk, he looked comical. And to Phillip, he was perfect. 
Edwin asked the overweight clerk for movies with young girls. The clerk laughed, telling him that he was better off searching the Internet. 
“Yeah, but what I’m looking for, you can’t be caught watching on the Internet,” Edwin replied.
The clerk raised a brow, picking up Edwin’s hint without any further explanation. 
“Get out of my store,” he said, with a faint accent.
Edwin stood there, shocked. 
“You hear, me? Get out! I seen you in here before. I got your name. Now get out of here before I put that name to a face and make some calls!”
Edwin backed away, stumbling. He ran into a rack of magazines behind him, nearly tripping. He regained his balance and walked quickly out of the store with his head down. Phillip looked on from the aisle as Edwin left, and the bell above the door jingled. He followed Edwin out while the clerk cursed to himself in Italian. 
Phillip jogged to catch up as Edwin stood at the corner of the street waiting to cross. Edwin turned and looked unsettled at the sight of Phillip in his long, dark-green duster, black fedora, and sunglasses, and remembered seeing him in the store. Was he going to beat him up?
“Excuse me, sir,” Phillip said with a smile. “I couldn’t help but notice that scene back there.”
Edwin’s large, double-chinned face flushed, and he eyed Phillip suspiciously. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He looked ahead, desperate for the walk sign to flash. 
Phillip placed a gloved hand on Edwin’s shoulder. “Of course you do, and I can help.”
The walk sign flashed, and Edwin crossed without looking back. Phillip chased after him. 
“Look, I’m not a cop, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
“Stay away from me,” Edwin demanded. 
Phillip ran in front of him, stopping as he pulled his sunglasses off. Edwin halted as Phillip’s steely eyes stared him down. “Listen to me. I get it, okay. You and I, we’re not too different. I’m just a little more discreet.”
Edwin’s expression changed from resistant to curious. “What are you talking about?”
“I’m talking about getting you what you need. At a very reasonable price. And all I’ll need is your van for the day.”
Edwin stood in place, uncertain and conflicted. He looked ready to push past Edwin, but his weaknesses got the best of him. “What happened to your face?” 
Phillip smiled and put his sunglasses back on. “I’d be happy to tell you all about it, if you’ll sit down and have a cup of coffee with me.” He signaled to the coffee place two shops ahead of them on the busy street. 
Edwin looked around, trying to make up his mind. 
“Last chance,” Phillip said. “This is an opportunity you don’t want to miss out on.”
Edwin nodded in agreement and followed Phillip to the coffee shop. The nervous look hadn’t left his face since storming out of SeXtasy. 
The duo entered the small, bohemian coffee shop and found a booth in the back where Phillip proceeded to lay everything out. He needed a van, Edwin’s van. Phillip had a pickup to make. Highly sensitive products. Exactly the kind of thing Edwin was looking for. 
In exchange, Phillip would lend Edwin his car. Edwin remained skeptical, but after a second doughnut, and the prospect of receiving a copious amount of illegal child pornography costing next to nothing, the exchange was impossible to resist. The deal was made after only a little convincing on Phillip’s part. He would get Edwin what he desired. All he needed was his van for two hours tops. 
 
Sarah Bynes was at the top of Phillip’s list of potential candidates. Not only was her father a congressman, but he also had money. But as one of the wealthiest representatives in congress, Jacob Bynes surprisingly took little precaution in providing security for his young daughter. This surprised Phillip the most. 
After days of tracking the family’s routine, Phillip learned that Sarah was dropped off daily at a posh private school. On the day of the planned kidnapping, Phillip swapped vehicles with Edwin, as they had agreed.
“Two hours tops, right?” Edwin asked, standing nervous and sweaty in his driveway with the keys in hand. 
Phillip looked up, thinking. “Actually, it’s going to take a little longer.”
“Ah, come on!” Edwin said, placing his hands on his hips. “I have to go to work soon. They’re gonna get suspicious if they see me pull up in a different car.” Edwin worked the afternoon shift as a gas station attendant.
“Don’t worry,” Phillip said. “Trust me. It’ll all be worth it in the end.”
Edwin shuffled and then reluctantly handed the keys over. Phillip left in a hurry, promising a great reward when he returned. Edwin seemed content enough. Still worried but content. 
Within the next hour, Phillip sat in a parking lot across the street from La Petite Academy, Sarah’s junior high school, where she attended sixth grade. The experience reminded him of one of his last victims, Jenny Dawson—the girl Miriam had rescued. He’d never let something like that happen again. 
 
Early that morning, Phillip had watched Sarah’s mother drop her off in a shiny black Lexus, checking to see if anyone in the strip parking lot was watching him. He was checking to see what Sarah was wearing, and making sure she was there. He was driving his own car then, making sure to stay out of view of any cameras, and only stayed a few minutes. 
Normally, at the end of the day, Sarah waited five to ten minutes for her mom, never longer. There were other children around, but Sarah seemed to be a bit of a loner, an outsider, and often sat on the steps by herself waiting. Phillip was confident he could coax her into the van, despite the huge risk he was taking. 
That particular day, he saw Sarah much sooner than he had expected. He looked into his binoculars just to make sure. There was no mistaking who it was. He adjusted his wig of curly blond hair in the mirror and examined the thin latex mask he wore to conceal the burns on his face. He resembled a living mannequin—eerie but not nearly as bad looking as his real face. 
As he started the engine, Phillip started to feel like his old self again. He pulled out of the parking lot and crossed the road and pulled into the school driveway, past the unmanned gate. The guard was nowhere to be seen. Everything was working out in his favor.
He pulled into the pick-up loop, wasting no time, and slowed to halt, idling close to Sarah. She looked upset. Her arms were crossed and her head down.
“Sarah?” Phillip said, in his most delicate female tone. 
She looked up, suspicious. 
“Your mom sent me to pick you up. Said you weren’t feeling well.” It was the luckiest break he had in a long time. 
For a moment, Sarah just stood in place, looking around with uncertainty. Phillip promised her ice cream. He promised her new clothes. He promised her whatever he could to get her into the van. When she looked her most hesitant, Phillip told her that she must either come with him or go back to class. She reluctantly pulled the squeaky van door open and got in. He didn’t even have to use the chloroform. 
He tore out of the parking lot with Sarah in tow and the license plate missing from the rear of the van. He was keenly aware of the abundance of security cameras in the area and didn’t want to set Edwin up—not yet, anyway. What Phillip would bring him would keep Edwin happy enough to keep his mouth shut. As they passed Sarah’s block, she immediately grew more distrustful, examining Phillip’s face with doubt and intense fear. But he was already pulling into the driveway of a closed fast-food restaurant, unzipping a bag containing the chloroformed rag and ready to strike.
 
 



***
 
Miriam dialed Ana’s number on Phillip’s archaic flip-top phone as Philip checked the timer on his watch. Two minutes was all he was prepared to give. There was a heavy static on the line and she could barely even hear it ringing. 
Please, please, pick up, she said to herself. 
Once Ana answered, she hoped for a police trace on the line—anything that might give her a chance. She had been isolated for so long that she didn’t know what to think. The four concrete walls surrounding her were all she knew. 
Phillip continued to look at his watch, and Miriam was losing precious seconds. Finally, someone picked up—the faint voice of a little girl, unmistakably Ana. Miriam could feel the instant rush of water works, ready to consume her.
“Hello? Who’s there?” Ana said with both sadness and anxiety in her voice. 
“Ana, honey…” Miriam paused, holding the phone close and turning from Phillip to the corner of the room. The static increased but even the faint sound of Ana’s voice was better than nothing. “It’s Mom.”
There was a great silence, and Miriam pictured her daughter, standing there, somewhere, unable for a moment to speak. “Mom? Mom? Oh my God. Where are you?” she shouted. 
Miriam sniffled and wiped the tears from her eyes. “I’m okay. Honey, listen to me.”
Ana began crying. It was all too much for her. To have her mother disappear for weeks and hear nothing, and then without warning to hear her voice. Miriam knew it was going to be difficult to reassure her in just two minutes.
Phillip shouted out from the other side of the room, “That’s thirty seconds!”
She tried her best to ignore him and continue with Ana. 
“What happened to you?” Ana asked between sobs. “Why aren’t you home?”
“I’m okay. Don’t worry. Everything is going to be okay,” Miriam said. 
“You disappeared! How can that be okay? I want you home!” The anguish in Ana’s voice was almost too much for Miriam to bear. 
“I need you to listen very carefully. Can you do that for me?” 
“Yes…” Ana said, weeping. 
“Where are you staying?”
“Tina’s house. I’ve been here since you never came home.”
Miriam couldn’t believe it. She would have to thank the family later. That was, if things turned out in her favor. And thanks would never be enough. “Where are the police?”
“They were at the house. They’re looking everywhere for you. They wanted me to stay with Grandma and Grandpa, but I can’t leave. Not with you gone.”
“I’ll see you soon, I promise,” Miriam said. She tugged at her chain again, wanting to believe her own promise more than anything.
“One minute!” Phillip shouted, reminding her. 
More static came through as Ana’s voice faded in and out, demanding to know where her mother was. 
“I’m being held somewhere. On a secret mission. I’m so sorry for not telling you.”
“What?” Ana shouted, incredulous. 
“But I’ll be home soon. I just don’t want you to worry anymore.”
“No!” Ana cried. “I want you to come home now! Why are you doing this to me?” Her sobs became uncontrollable. 
Miriam rubbed her eyes as tears streamed down her cheeks. “I’m sorry. Everything will be okay. I promise.”
“Why do you keep saying that?” Ana shouted. 
“I love you,” Miriam said. 
“Thirty seconds left!” Phillip yelled, approaching her. 
Miriam hurried to the corner in a panic. “Tell them I’m with the man who has Sarah. Tell them to look underground. We’re underground—”
Phillip’s arm came out of nowhere and grabbed the phone from Miriam’s hand. He yanked it away and then struck Miriam with all the force he could muster with a backhand, sending her spiraling against the wall as her chain rattled and clicked.
“What the fuck were you saying to her?” he asked, staring down at her, wild-eyed. 
Miriam fell to her knees, covering her face with her hands as every bone in her head throbbed in pain. 
“Don’t screw with me now, Miriam. You’re not going to like it.”
His decimated nostrils flared with anger as his eyes narrowed with all the evil and malice she knew him to be capable of. She backed against the wall, holding her knees and preparing for another blow. 
He walked closer to her, phone in hand, and leaned down as his robe folded itself in layers. “For any of this to work, I have to be able to trust you.” He held two gloved fingers an inch apart. “Even if just this much. You try something like that again, I’ll keep you down here another a couple of weeks. Maybe a few months. Hell, we could try for a year.”
“I’m sorry,” she said, wiping a thin trail of blood from her nose. 
Phillip shook his head. “I don’t know if you’re ready yet. I can’t have the old Miriam coming back now. That’s just not going to work.”
She closed her eyes and let out a deep breath. “I’ll be good. I promise. Now release Sarah.”
Phillip remained kneeling down, eyeing Miriam, not saying anything and filling her with fear. He then rose, knees cracking, and began walking away. Halfway across the room, he suddenly stopped and turned around, facing Miriam. 
“I’ll bring her in here. You say goodbye. The girl leaves. I come back with the money, then you come with me wherever I go. Got it?”
Miriam nodded. 
“Because if you do one thing to piss me off…” He stopped and shook his head, smiling. “You’ll never see the light of day again. And as you rot down here, I’ll find your daughter and add her to my collection. Then I’ll bring her little head down here in a bucket, just for you to see.”
The very thought twisted Miriam’s stomach into knots. She leaned over, gagging, and started to dry heave. Phillip recoiled in disgust and then nudged the waste bucket toward her with his foot. 
“Don’t go dirtying up the floor.”
Miriam fell back against the wall, exhausted and out of breath. By the time she opened her eyes, Phillip was gone again.
She immediately rose from the ground as though nothing was wrong with her and went right to the bed, lifting up the mattress, where the food from days ago still lay in a mushy, spoiled pile. 
Next to the mess lay the chipped kitchen knife. Phillip, in all his carefulness, had never noticed its absence. She grabbed the knife and went to work on the chain plate, pressing against it and pushing the long screws farther out nudge by tiny nudge. She only had so much time. If Phillip got the ransom pickup, he would be back later that evening, ready to go. She didn’t know what lay in store for her after that. The best thing she could do was to play the part. 
In the midst of her rushed chiseling, she heard the door bolt unlock. And by then, she knew the drill. She rushed to the mattress, hid the knife, and fell back to the floor, holding her knees against her chest in submissive desperation. The door opened like a rusty iron drawbridge, revealing Phillip leading a young girl inside with a burlap sack tied over her head.
“Right this way, Sarah,” he said with a friendly tone. “I want you to meet someone.”
Miriam’s heart skipped a beat. Sarah was alive. Her clothes were torn and dirty, and she walked with a noticeable limp as Phillip carefully led her along, but she was alive. 
Miriam stayed on the floor, fighting her instincts to try to rush Phillip, strangle him and somehow storm out of the room with the girl in her arms. But that was impossible. They got within ten feet before Phillip jerked Sarah’s arm, pulling her back. Then he lifted the bag off her head, and for a moment, all that Miriam could see was a mess of long, stringy hair. 
When she lifted her head, her face looked bruised. She was pale and dirty. Her round blue eyes had deep shadows underneath. She stared ahead, quiet and dazed like a zombie. Miriam felt an instant connection with Sarah but wasn’t sure what horrors had been inflicted upon her during her own captivity.
Phillip touched the Sarah’s shoulder and pointed to Miriam. “Her name is Miriam, and she agreed to take your place. Can you say, thank you, Miriam?” 
Sarah slowly nodded as Miriam gave her a reassuring smile. 
“It’s okay, Sarah,” Miriam said, trying to smile naturally. “You just get home and be happy.”
The girl mouthed the words, thank you, but nothing came out. In an instant, Phillip brought the bag over her head again, pulled it down, and tightened the laces at her neck. Sarah’s cries were muffled and soft. 
He then glared at Miriam, daring her to say something. Submission was the key. Phillip was testing every instinct she had. When he seemed satisfied, he turned and pushed Sarah toward the door. From the door, he stopped to offer Miriam some food for thought.
“That’s what I like to see. You play along, everything is going to be just fine. No more playing hero or super mom. You’re all mine now. And when I return in an hour with the money, we’re going to start a new life together, free of all this noise.”
She stared ahead, unresponsive. Catatonic was the best state to be in around him. 
“Understand?” he asked. 
“Yes,” she said softly and appeared as defeated as possible. 
He left the room with Sarah, and before he closed the door, she noticed the bottom of a staircase, confirming that she was being held in some underground cellar. He slammed the door and locked it. She waited for a moment, relieved that Sarah was being released. But if Phillip thought that Miriam was simply going to play along with his plans, he had another think coming. 
 
 



***
 
The instructions were clear. The money, one million dollars in cash, was supposed to be dropped at a location disclosed by a series of notes, like a scavenger hunt, or in this case, Phillip’s treasure hunt. Congressman Bynes was directed to pick up the notes, leading him from one part of town to the next. 
Phillip sat in his car in a largely barren field near a recently vacated golf and country club whose owners could not keep up with the expenses of maintenance and keeping the greens watered, especially during the last county water shortage and the corresponding rise in prices. 
He expected to see the congressman alone and waving a white shirt from his car within the hour. He was not to be followed. He was not to tell anyone where he was going. He was not to have a phone on him. Those were the conditions if he ever expected to find his daughter alive. 
Phillip felt confident as he waited with Sarah, bound at the wrists in the backseat. The hood was no longer necessary, he thought. The girl was confused enough. Half the time she saw him, he wore the wig and mask she had become accustomed to.
Besides, Phillip Anderson was presumed dead. And by the time the authorities put anything together, he would be long gone with Miriam at his side. He couldn’t understand his feelings for her. It was strange. Perhaps the suffering they had both endured throughout their lives brought them closer to each other. That’s what he thought, but maybe he was just insane. He smiled. Either way, he was determined to make it happen. 
A silver, four-door Lincoln Town and Country minivan approached from a distance, driving down the dirt road with its headlights flickering in the night air. Phillip had his pistol at his side. Politicians were a dishonest bunch, and he believed Bynes to be no different from the others. Money and power were all they cared about. Phillip could relate, and he often wondered why he’d never thought to pursue a career in politics. The minivan approached slowly. 
Phillip brought his binoculars to his eyes and noticed a white T-shirt flapping in the air from the driver’s side. He then turned around to place the bag over Sarah’s head. She made little movement, as if she were conditioned to the routine. 
The van slowed about fifty feet away as Phillip flashed his headlights, a signal to stop. He opened his door and stepped out into the dust as the driver of the van did the same. 
“Place the money ten feet from my car and go back to your van,” Phillip said loudly, his voice muffled by the latex mask. 
The congressman, disheveled and exhausted with his sleeves rolled up and red tie flapping in the wind, leaned against his door and cupped his mouth. “Where’s my daughter?”
“Just do what I say!” Phillip said. “She’s right here. I’ve got no use for her once I get the money.”
Bynes looked around nervously. “I-I want to see her first.”
Phillip shifted in the sand, growing frustrated. His blond wig blew off in the desert breeze. “You have thirty seconds to drop the money, or the deal’s off!”
Bynes nodded and opened the passenger side door, pulling out a large black duffel, hoisting it over his shoulder with a grunt.
“That’s the ticket,” Phillip said. 
A few steps closer to the car, Bynes tossed the bag on the ground. Phillip immediately came from behind his door with his pistol aimed, startling the congressman. “Good. Now go back to your car while I check this out.”
Bynes stared at Phillip’s strange appearance. “It’s all there. You can trust me,” he said. 
“Get the fuck back to your car!” Phillip shouted under his mask. 
Bynes jumped back and scurried to his car, leaning against the hood with his arms crossed. 
Phillip unzipped the bag, revealing stacks of cash wrapped in bundles. There was no feasible way to count it, but he was satisfied enough. It looked to be a million dollars, of that much he was pretty certain. He zipped the bag, picked it up, and pointed to Bynes. “One penny short, and I’ll come back to collect. Do you see my face?”
Bynes stared back from afar, not sure what to say.
“Well? Do you?” Phillip asked. 
“No?” Bynes answered, confused. 
“Exactly,” Phillip said. He walked back to his El Camino with the bag over his shoulder and tossed it into the trunk. He then went to Sarah’s door, opened it and carefully guided her out of the car. 
“All right, Sarah,” he said and pulled the bag from her head. “Our time here is done. Go back to your family. And remember to tell them about the nice lady who replaced you.”
Sarah nodded in a daze as Phillip nudged her toward her father, her hands still tied at the wrists with duct tape. The moment her father saw her he sprinted over, shouting her name. 
Phillip got in his car and started it just in time to see Bynes pick up his daughter and pull her to him, squeezing her and crying with relief. It was as sentimental a scene as Phillip could stomach. He backed out and gunned it forward, past the reunited father and daughter, leaving them in the rear-view mirror with a cloud of dust raining over them. 
 
 



***
Phillip entered the darkened cellar to find Miriam lying on her side on the mattress, apparently sleeping. It was an unusual sight. He had expected to see her trying to do anything to escape. The sight amused him more than anything. He proudly waltzed in with the duffel bag still over his shoulder and flopped it down in the middle of the floor, waking Miriam. She sat up to see him proudly standing over the bag, dressed in a black jacket, minus the wig and mask. This time his face was fully exposed, his scalp hairless and burnt. 
“It worked. I got the money,” he said. “Now we can go.”
Miriam tugged on her chain, with a helpless, vulnerable expression. Lifting her arms she asked, “What about this?”
Phillip smiled, looking at her as though she were a child. “Obviously you won’t have to wear that chain.” He stopped and sighed. “But I’m afraid I don’t trust you completely just yet. He pulled out two pairs of handcuffs and tossed them on the mattress. “There. One’s for your wrists. The other’s for your ankles. Matching!” He laughed. “Put those on and I’ll take the chain off.”
Miriam looked at the clamp around her wrist, where heavy bruises and cuts were visible. “How will I walk?” she asked, dumbfounded. 
“Very carefully,” he responded. “Now hurry up. We haven’t got all night. Johnny Law will be searching the area soon enough.” 
The thought of it brought a moment’s relief to Miriam. But she also knew the chances of finding her in time were slim at best. Phillip approached with the familiar fiendish look flashing in his eyes. He was waiting for her to put the cuffs on and wasn’t going to leave until she did it. 
“How about we take a moment to celebrate?” she asked, taking him by surprise.
He narrowed his eyes, not completely buying it. “What are you talking about?”
“I’ve been in this room long enough to figure out that it used to be some kind of wine cellar. Do you have any wine? Some way we can commemorate our new beginning?”
Phillip stopped and thought to himself, looking around. It was clear that he was unprepared for such a request. 
“You talk about trust,” Miriam continued. “How can we both work on that trust without a cheer and a glass of wine?”
“Not much of a drinker,” Phillip replied, putting the plan to rest. 
“You have your demands of me. All I ask is this,” she said. 
Angered, he stepped close to her, inches from her worn shoes. She could smell his poisonous aura. 
“I completely fulfilled your demands of me. The way I see it, we’re dead fucking even.” He stopped and then pointed at the cuffs. “Now put those on before I do it for you.”
She reached forward and touched his pant leg near his ankle with a gentle caress. “Don’t you care about me? Don’t you want us to be together? This would mark our first great step.”
He looked down into her eyes and could only read sincerity. Her pleading was nothing short of convincing. He turned away, annoyed, but compliant. “Damn it, Miriam. No.” Despite what he said, he began walking toward the door, muttering he believed there to be a bottle of wine in the kitchen, overlooked and left there by the previous owner. “But if it ain’t there,” he said, turning at the door, “you drop this nonsense and get ready to go.” He slammed the door without another word. 
Knowing her time was short, Miriam jumped from the bed and dug the bent and dulled knife behind the plate once again, nearly getting it loose. The long screws were exposed almost to the very ends. Her heart leaped. With one final jerk, she pulled on the chain and the plate came free, so suddenly that the momentum sent her backwards, almost falling, as it came free from the wall and fell onto the mattress in a cloud of dust. Elated, Miriam fell to the bed and grabbed the end of the chain. Now, for the first time in a long while, she had a weapon. But the timing had to be right. She quickly picked up the plate, pushed it back into the wall, and waited.
The door unlocked. Phillip entered, holding two plastic cups, one of which she was sure was laced with a sedative. She knew how his mind worked. He was every bit as paranoid as she was. His face looked brighter, almost happy. 
“You find something good?” she asked, sitting on the bed as before. 
“Sure did,” he replied, handing her the cup. She smelled it, rising from the bed as he held out his cup for a cheers. 
“Why don’t you go ahead?” he asked. “I was never good at toasts.”
She thought to herself and raised the glass. “To new beginnings,” she said. 
They clinked cups, and she brought it to her mouth, pausing. He took the first sip, and she knew that the moment had finally arrived. The wine hit his face in a violent splash as she tossed it at him, cup and all. Phillip recoiled and dropped his cup to the floor. His face was a combination of anger and shock, complete disbelief at what had just happened. 
But it didn’t take him long to come to his senses, and he reached inside his jacket for his pistol. Miriam grabbed the chain with her free hand and yanked it as hard as she could, ripping the plate out of the wall. 
Phillip stood there dumbfounded for a second, pistol in hand, then raised his arm to fire. She swung the chain in a half circle, smacking his face with a loud crack and sending him to the ground. As he fell, she screamed out in impassioned rage and swung the chain at him over and over again like a whip as he covered his head and tried to crawl away. 
“You son of a bitch!” she shouted. 
The chain struck him, blow after blow, all over his body as she swung it with all her might. He fumbled with his pistol and tried to stand, but as he did, she reeled the chain back and swung it full force across his skull, knocking the pistol out of his hand and sending it flying across the floor. 
“I’m sending you to hell where you belong!” she screamed out in a rage. 
She thrashed the chain across his burnt body until she couldn’t swing it any more. As he lay there on the ground, beaten to a pulp, she stopped and yanked the chain back over to herself. His hand suddenly shot up and grabbed the links, pulling her toward him. 
Miriam panicked and slipped as he pulled with both hands with thunderous force. She flew to the ground and landed on his chest as one of his gloved fists pummeled her in the face. She squirmed and moved away the best she could as white spots fluttered in front of her eyes. She felt dizzy and lightheaded when another blow came, followed by a white flash.
“You first!” he said, spitting blood between his gritted teeth. 
She ended up flat on her back, and just as Phillip tried to get up, she grabbed the chain with her free hand, laid it across his neck, and pulled with both arms, squeezing and squeezing as he thrashed in desperate panic. The chain locked around his windpipe, pulled tighter and tighter as he struggled and wheezed. 
She wrapped both of her thin, muscular legs around his waist and held him there until she could feel the life leaving his body. For a moment, she just went still and all was silent. Phillip’s arms went limp. His burnt face was a discolored blue and covered in blood. 
She released the chain and crawled out from under him, rising to her feet and hyperventilating as she struggled to breathe. One look at his still body and wide-open eyes, and she knew that he was finally dead. She took the gun lying next to his body and fired one shot into his head, just to make sure. 
The silencer on the pistol muffled the shot, but its powerful kick split his head open and released a geyser of blood and brain. Without a second look, she turned and walked out of the room, dragging the chain behind her. She was free. The darkened staircase, which had seemed a million miles away from her mattress, was finally at her feet. She turned to look at the room one last time. Phillip’s still body lay there, a pool of blood under his head. It was over. Her legs wobbled up the creaky wooden stairs. She looked up to see a door at the top, approached it and turned its squeaky handle. 
She pushed it open and saw a room, a kitchen, with hardwood floors, dusty and vacant. A table sat near the empty counters with three chairs. She limped past the kitchen and entered a living room without a single piece of furniture in it. Beyond the windows was the night sky, filled with tiny specks of light. She approached the front door, dragging her chain along, and opened it while completely bypassing the two bedrooms without a glance inside. 
The fresh, desert air hit her face and she felt a rush of relief, gratitude and something close to happiness. She stepped out onto the porch and walked down the steps, which led to a sandy patch of yard. She looked around; a pale moon hid behind the clouds and darkness surrounded her as far as the eye could see. An El Camino was parked not fifty feet ahead of her. She was free. And all she had to do was find her way home. 
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Chapter 1
 
A crack of thunder bellowed from the virulent skies. Wind howled, and raindrops pelted homes and cars, orchestrating a wicked timbre made more ominous by the pitch black of night. Flashes of lightning crawled across the sky like spiderwebs. The hot white light revealed a soaked and ravaged earth. Streets transformed into rivers that funneled the rushes of water into overflowing drainage ditches. Gusts of wind snapped the thin cords of powerlines, uprooted trees, and flung debris like missiles that shattered windows.
A road sign struggled to remain upright, stubbornly fighting the wind and rain. It wobbled back and forth, quivering under the crack of thunder. The subsequent flash of lightning exposed the weathered sign that read Baltimore Storage in faded orange-and-yellow lettering. The road sign marked the abandoned facility, which stood alone on the outskirts of town. A failed business venture long forgotten. The building stood still and quiet as the storm deafened the world to anything but its roaring prowess. But between the claps of thunder, deep within the bowels of the facility, silent prayers escaped trembling lips. 
The long halls of the storage unit were dark. Dozens of doors concealed the forgotten relics of families, discarded items that had once been treasured now left to rot and decompose until sold at auction. Old padlocks protected the unwanted memories from thieves, except for unit forty-one, where the analog security had been replaced by a digital keypad, which glowed green in the darkness. And unlike the dark cracks underneath the rest of the doorways along the hall, unit forty-one seeped light. 
Inside, the source of the light was a small battery-powered lamp that rested against one of the bare walls. Flies circled the rim of a tin bucket, a few of them venturing to the yellow-stained twin mattress. And in the darkest corner of the room, hiding from the faint light of the lamp with her knees tucked tight into her chest, was Irene Marsh. She trembled, her head hung low with her long strands of black hair covering most of her face. She wore a dress with a floral pattern, far too small for her frame, which exposed much of her skin to the cold concrete of her prison. 
Between the vicious claps of thunder Irene’s sobs filled the room. She eyed the locked door that was her only prison guard with disdain, fear, hope, and contempt. She buried her head into her thighs, feeling the oily grime that had built up over the past week, or however long she’d been locked inside. 
The only measure of time Irene had were the visits from him. She shuddered, slowly looking to the wall next to her, the lamp illuminating some of her scribbling. All of her secrets, all of her most sacred memories, displayed for him to examine. The forceful intrusion into her mind caused her to quickly turn away. The sudden motion cracked her joints, and she winced in pain. She couldn’t remember the last time she moved. She couldn’t remember who she was before all of this. Every visit from him removed a small piece of her, and in exchange she was able to live. It was the deal she made with the devil, and the price was her soul. 
The echo of footsteps traveled through the hallway beyond her door, and Irene tilted her ear at the familiar sound. She quickly scurried to the farthest corner of the room, putting as much distance between herself and the door as she could. She curled into a tight ball, sobs washing over her body in waves without her consent. 
The cadence of steps ended outside her door with the crack of thunder. Five electronic beeps, and the door swung open, the hinges squeaking, the darkness revealing nothing but his silhouette. Tears streamed down her face with the same fury as the storm outside. “No, no, no, no, please. Just let me go. Please.” 
But the shadowed figure took a step neither forward nor backward. The light from the lantern only reached far enough to illuminate the dark denim of his jeans from knee to foot. He slipped his hand into his pocket, palming the contents inside and then flung it across the floor, where it rolled until it stopped against her toe. 
“I already told you everything!” The vein along Irene’s neck pulsed, and her cheeks flushed red. Even with the wall behind her she continued to drive her heels into the floor, pushing herself harder against the concrete that offered no escape. The man flicked a light switch and Irene shielded her eyes. 
Irene’s pale skin shone from the unwashed oils and grime that had collected since her capture. Her hair was tangled and matted. Dark circles rested under her eyes, and matching bruises dotted her arms and legs. The purple paint on her nails and toes had chipped away, exposing the clear cuticles underneath. 
Irene pulled the dress further down her legs to cover the nakedness of her body but was unable to conceal the tremors of fear that spasmed unapologetically. Her pulse raced, and her lower lip quivered as she searched for the courage to speak. “I w-won’t.” Her bloodshot eyes teared. “L-Let m-me g-go.” 
The kidnapper kept his face down with the hood from his jacket over his head. He kept one arm behind his back as he reached the other for the door and locked them inside. Thunder cracked as he took his first step, and he slowly revealed his hidden arm, which exposed the long black iron of a crowbar. 
Irene pushed herself from the floor, her hands still clutching the hem of her dress and pulling it downward. Goose bumps covered her exposed flesh as she watched him lightly pad the end of the crowbar into his palm. “What do you want from me?” She curled her body forward, the trembling only worsening. She screamed, digging her palms into her eyes. “I can’t remember anything else! Just let me go!” 
The crack of thunder added an ominous exclamation to her rant, and she clenched her fists at her side. But when the kidnapper tightened the gloved hand around the crowbar and took another step forward, the brief spurt of courage disappeared and she dug her fingers into the drywall, trying to claw her way to freedom. “No, no, no, no, please.” Her voice heightened and mirrored that of a child who knew of the rod to come. “Please, don’t do this.” 
The kidnapper raised the crowbar high above his head, and another clap of thunder rattled the entire building. The light in the storage unit went black, casting the two into darkness. Irene panicked and sprinted to the door. When she pulled the handle it offered no resistance, and she escaped into the hallway. 
Irene’s heart pounded with the same hurried pace of her bare feet that smacked against the dirtied concrete of the storage hallways. The heavy thud of boots pursued her in the darkness, and the heightened power of adrenaline hastened her pace. 
The long hallway ended, and she followed the only direction it offered like a rat in a maze. Thunder boomed and rattled the locked storage doors she passed. More than once she felt the graze of the kidnapper’s fingertips on her hair, but she never stopped to look back. She rounded another corner, and a flash of lightning from the window revealed an exit, offering her first glimpse of freedom. 
Irene’s body grew light, and she burned what energy remained, adrenaline her only fuel. More lightning flashed through the window and revealed the thick sheets of rain rolling in the wind. With the door less than a few feet away she lowered her shoulder and reached for the handle in the same motion, never breaking her stride. The wind aided her escape and flung the door open.
The harsh whip of rain and wind pelted her face, beating like needles against her bare skin. In seconds the thin dress was drenched and she was soaked to the bone. The confusion and brutality of the storm slowed her pace as her tender bare feet were punished with rocks lodged in the mud. She stumbled forward, screaming, but the wind and thunder dwarfed her pleas. She squinted into the black night, looking for any place to run, any place to hide, but she found no safety. 
A harsh gust of wind brought with it more spiked rain that pressed the dress tighter to her skin. The adrenaline disappeared, and her legs turned to jelly. She held up a hand to shield her from the blinding rain, and in her stumbled run she smacked the chain-link fence that guarded the facility’s perimeter. She clawed her fingers through the metal mesh and rattled the barrier, screaming. 
Lightning illuminated the reflectors on the roadside, offering a frame of reference. Irene sprinted along the fence in search of an exit. She glanced left in search of her kidnapper, but only the darkness and the thick sheets of rain stared back at her. Blinded in the dark, she tripped and crashed into the mud. She scrambled to all fours, covered in mud. She wiped the slime from her eyes and spit dirt from her lips. 
An icy cold gripped Irene, the rain and puddles freezing her bare skin. Her muscles ached with fatigue, barren of energy. Then, amidst the flashes of lightning, another light caught her eye on the road. She squinted, thinking she’d only imagined it. But then another shimmer burst through the sheets of rain, and she reached for the fence like a life raft, pulling herself from the mud. “Help!” she screamed, her throat hoarse and wispy. 
The pair of headlights grew larger in the distance. She pushed her legs underneath her, forcing them to steady and clung tight to the fence for support. She waved her arms and continued her stumbled sprint even when the headlights veered out of sight on the winding coastal road, only to return again, closer than before. “Help m—”
The kidnapper’s strong hands covered her mouth and yanked her from the fence in one vicious pull. She flailed her arms and legs, her eyes glued to the headlights that would soon pass, and with it her one hope of survival. But no matter how hard she fought, no matter how much she struggled, she couldn’t overpower the arms and hands locking her in place, pulling her back into the heart of the storm.
The car was close, less than one hundred feet. The headlights challenged the darkness, and she watched the outer rim of their light graze close to her legs. She offered one last defiant kick before she was cast back into darkness, and the act cost her a violent twist of the arm. She sent a muffled scream into her captor’s palm, and she was shoved to the ground, landing on her stomach. The impact knocked the wind from her. She felt her face press harder into the mud, the gritty texture of dirt and rocks rolled over her tongue and rushed up her nose.
Suddenly the pressure on the back of her skull ended, and she flung her head up, gasping for air, coughing up mud and spit. She rolled to her back, the rain rinsing her face clear of the sediment that blinded her. Lightning flashed in the sky, and the outline of the kidnapper towered above her. She crawled backward, but his figure remained motionless. She was cold and tired, and the ferocious wind beat the rain against her face. But on her retreat she caught the brief glow of red taillights. She stopped in her tracks, and her action caused her captor to look behind him. The car had stopped and shifted into reverse. She sucked in a breath of air and lifted her hands, her scream cut short by thunder. 
The kidnapper pounced on her, the weight of his body pinning her to the ground, concealing them both in darkness until he could drag her, hands still over her mouth, through the mud and behind a cluster of bushes. She howled and screamed, but every shriek only tightened the noose around her neck and mouth. She sobbed, peering through the tall weeds of the bush that blocked her from the driver’s view, and saw a shadow at the fence.
 “Hello?” The driver’s voice was nothing more than a faint whisper on the wind, barely piercing the gusts of rain seeking to drown the world. The driver lingered for a little while longer, but with no answer to his inquiry he returned to his car. 
The kidnapper positioned her head so she could watch the taillights disappear. He increased the pressure of his hand over the front of her teeth, and she thought they would buckle back into her mouth. Once the vehicle was gone he released her, and she splashed helplessly in the mud. She thrashed wildly, her last gesture of defiance, then cried. All of her defensive walls crumbled. She looked back to the kidnapper, who was unmoved by the gusting winds and sharp, biting rain. 
Water streamed off the tip of the crowbar in the kidnapper’s hand, and Irene sensed the finality. She looked up and clasped her hands together. The rain had clumped her bangs in wavy strands on her forehead, and her dress had become so wet and heavy that her chest was exposed, stripping away what remained of her dignity. “I don’t know why you’re doing this to me.” She slurred her words in grief, and her sobs rivaled the storm’s wicked cries. Helpless, she rolled to her side, her chest heaving up and down, and she sucked gasps of air in between her wailing. She clawed her fingers into the dirt and crawled, which was all the movement her body allowed her to do. 
She turned to look back, and the kidnapper slowly followed as she shuffled her knees and hands through the sludge of mud, grass, and debris. “Just leave me alone! Just let me go!” She fisted a clump of dirt and flung it at the kidnapper’s legs, but the splatter neither hastened nor slowed the kidnapper’s pace. He stayed within an arm’s reach, and she knew he was toying with her now. She banged her knee against a rock and collapsed back into the mud, having neither the strength nor the desire to continue her escape. 
“Just let me go.” Despair dripped from Irene’s lips along with the running water from the rain pelting her face. Lightning revealed the kidnapper raising the tire iron high above his head. “No, please!” She thrust her hands and arms in an attempt to block the devastating hit, but the kidnapper was too strong. 
The crash of thunder masked the crack of bone. The front of Irene’s forehead caved in, and her body went limp. A well of blood rose through the crack in her skull and trickled down the side of her face. The kidnapper tightened his grip on the crowbar and paced frantically back and forth in the rain, cursing. He dropped to his knees and straddled the woman around her waist. He raised the crowbar again and brought it down once more, widening the hole in her forehead. The tip of the iron hooked inside the skull, and the next yank pulled with it blood and brain matter that spread across the woman’s chest and stomach. The kidnapper brought the crowbar down again, this time more viciously, beating her face again and again in a fury that rivaled the storm’s thunder. 
Finally, panting, he dropped the crowbar into the mud. The woman’s face was nothing more than a pulpy mix of blood, brain, and bone. His labored breathing heaved his chest up and down as trails of blood rolled through the mud and water and into the drainage ditches. He squeezed his gloved fists so tight that his arms shook. But once the rage subsided he uncurled his fingers and reached for the woman’s mangled head. He gently caressed her ear, tucking a strand of hair behind it. 
The kidnapper rose from the dead woman’s body and looked to the storage unit. He picked up the crowbar and tucked it into his belt. He knelt down and scooped the dead woman’s body into his arms. Her head hung back limply, blood and brain matter draining from the gaping hole that was once her face. 
 



Chapter 2
 
The door to the corner office of the homicide unit of Baltimore’s central precinct was shut, and the lights inside were off. Inside, a long whiteboard stretched across the entire side wall from the front door to the rear wall with unreadable notes scribbled under mugshots and surveillance pictures. Two desks were joined together, with backlogged case files covering every square inch of desk space stacked a foot high.
Behind the towers of files, next to a stained coffee mug that was nearly empty, lay a lifeless hand with nails chewed down to the cuticle. Long strands of wavy dark-brown hair covered a head like a mop, and her back rose and fell steadily with her breathing. A detective’s badge dangled from a chain around her neck in the space between the desk and the chair, and her pistol was still in its holster around her waist.
Through the windows of the office, shadowed figures passed, one of them slowing at the door. The officer burst inside, flooding the room with the early-morning bustling of the precinct. The woman on the desk fidgeted at the disturbance but didn’t wake. The officer slammed a file on the desk, which was enough to jolt her out of the coma, knocking over a few of the stacked case files in the process. 
“Wake up, Cooper. Detective Hall wants to see you.” The disdain in the officer’s voice was thick, and he exited without another word, leaving the door open and with it the trail of light and sound that infiltrated from the hallway.
Adila Cooper wiped her sleeve over the corner of her mouth, removing the drool that had collected during her slumber. Her shirt left an imprint on her cheek, which masked the age lines she no longer tried hiding. Her hand brushed the coffee mug, and she reached for the handle, draining the cold liquid in one gulp. She grimaced at the bitter taste, and the coffee did little to improve the dark circles under her eyes, but it was enough to jump-start the morning. 
Cooper brushed the tangled mess of bangs out of her face, her fingers catching and pulling the knotted hair that refused to be tamed, and tapped the space bar of her keyboard. When the screen remained black she tapped it again but was only offered the same result. Power’s still out.
She reached for the new case file the officer had dropped off, and the stretch popped her neck and back like bubble wrap. She set the file on the small sliver of space where she’d fallen asleep and flipped open the first page. Her stomach rumbled, and she opened the drawer to her right, pushing her hand through the discarded wrappers of power bars and scraped the bottom until she wrapped her fingers around something solid. She ripped off the top half of the bar, and it crunched loudly in her teeth. 
The stale taste of granola lingered over her tongue, and she flipped the wrapper over to check the expiration date, which passed nearly a month ago. She frowned and forced another bite down. She furrowed her brow, looking over the file’s details, shaking her head. “This is a missing-person file.” She snapped the folder shut and tossed the half-eaten protein bar in the trash, where it landed amongst the graveyard of discarded take-out boxes, candy wrappers, and fast food bags. 
Cooper shut her eyes as she stepped out into the hallway, the bright emergency lights angering the lack of sleep her body received last night. She stumbled through the hallway, the lack of coffee, food, and sleep transforming her gait to something akin to the undead. She looked down at her dirtied, wrinkled, untucked shirt and tried smoothing the front of the blouse with her palms. Her strands of hair continued to impede her line of sight as she maneuvered through the hallway, and she swooped it back with her hands, wrapping the thick strands into a makeshift bun. 
Two traffic officers rounded the end of the hallway and cast Cooper a dirty glance, shoulder checking her hard enough to throw her off balance. “Fuck you, Wurtz!” 
Wurtz and his partner spun around. “You just give me the time and place, Cooper.” He offered an obscene hand gesture, and his partner flipped her the bird. The two chuckled to one another and disappeared into one of the offices down the hall. 
Cooper rubbed her shoulder, stretching it backward, and winced as her back gave another pop. After twenty-one years on the force there wasn’t a joint in her body that didn’t complain. Still, every time Mother Nature tried telling her it was time to hang up the badge, she brushed it off. At forty-one, she wasn’t in any mood to retire, not with her city streets still so dirty. 
The office was mostly empty with the night crew coming in off shift and the morning crew just getting ready to start. Cooper pulled out her phone and checked the time: 7:00 a.m. She passed the bull pen of desk jockeys, and though she tried to stay out of sight, she couldn’t help but hear the whispers behind her back. 
When she arrived at the missing persons unit every desk in Hall’s department was empty, so she veered toward the interrogation rooms. The first two were unoccupied, but when she peered through the window of the third she spotted Detective Hall’s bald head, shining from the fluorescent lighting, speaking to a woman, while his partner watched through the one-way glass of the anteroom. She reached for the handle just when an angered shout stopped her. 
“Detective Cooper!” 
Cooper cringed at Captain Farnes’s voice. When she slowly turned, the restless slumber eroded the capacity to feign the procedural pleasantries. “What?” 
The captain was nearing retirement age, and from the look of his physical appearance, it was something he should have done ten years ago. The police chief couldn’t force him out due to his brother’s political persuasions, so for the past five years he’d been passed around the precincts like a father-in-law amongst unwilling siblings. His tenure at Cooper’s precinct had been his longest stay so far, and when he arrived their relationship was already strained from a prickly history. “I need a word.”
“Whatever it is, it can wait.” Cooper looked past Farnes to the young man behind him, dressed in a new suit and tie. His haircut was fresh, along with his detective’s badge. He fiddled with his fingers, which caught the shine of a new wedding ring that he twisted nervously. 
Farnes ignored the request and motioned the young detective ahead. “This is Detective Jason Hart. He just recently aced his exam and has been placed with our precinct. Detective Hart, this is Detective Cooper, your new partner.”
“It’s nice to meet you, Detective.” Hart stuck his hand out, and it lingered awkwardly as Cooper ignored it.
“You and I had a deal.” Cooper narrowed her eyes. Farnes had never been this bold with her, not on anything. And she wasn’t about to let him start shoving things down her throat now. “Pair him with someone else.” She reached for the interrogation room’s handle once more, but Farnes smacked his palm against the door before she could open it.
“This is coming from the chief of police. He’s tired of you prancing around the city unchecked.” 
“I’m not the one that needs to be watched.” 
Farnes cleared his throat and straightened the loose tie around the coffee-stained collar. “If you have a problem with the assignment, then take it up with the chief.” Before she could protest, he disappeared, leaving her fuming and Hart standing awkwardly in the hall.
Cooper kicked the wall, adding her own black scuff to the marks that lined the bottom of the peeling paint. “I’m gonna nail that fucking prick one of these days.” She clenched her fist, crumpling the file that had been misplaced on her desk. Before Hart could interject she flung the door open and slammed it shut behind her, leaving him in the hallway alone. 
The one-way glass inside the viewing anteroom offered the vantage point of Hall questioning a young woman. Her hair and face were dirtied, and Cooper noticed the bruises over her neck and wrists. A black eye highlighted the cuts and lumps along her cheeks, and she gently dabbed the tears at the corners of her eyes with a tissue. The placement and nature of the wounds suggested rape, and the sight only fanned the flames of Cooper’s rage. “It’s hard to battle for equality when the opposite sex can do that.” 
Hall’s partner, Detective Diaz, shook his head. “I don’t know, Cooper. I’ve seen you beat the shit out of plenty of men in my day.” 
Cooper edged toward the one-way glass, taking in the woman’s tattered clothes, the wet hair, dirt under her fingernails, and the light tremor in her lip. Her skin was white as a ghost, save for the dark circles under her eyes. She was in shock. “She looks like she slept about as much as I did last night. What happened?”
“We’re not entirely sure. She’s barely gotten a word out since she arrived.” Diaz handed her the paperwork they’d managed to process so far. “We got a call from a diner owner out on Highway 86 that a woman had burst into their establishment, crying hysterically. They called the cops, and one of our guys brought her in to be questioned.”
Cooper tilted her head to the side. The woman’s face, though beaten and swollen, was familiar. She flipped open the case file the officer had dropped off earlier and saw the same woman’s picture amidst the missing persons report. “That’s Kate Wurstshed.” 
“Yup,” Diaz answered, rocking back and forth on his heels. “The report said she’s been missing for about a week. When she didn’t show up for work on the second day, one of her co-workers came and filled out the report, but we didn’t have much to go on. The woman didn’t have any family members, or emergency contacts listed with her employer. We checked her apartment but didn’t find any forced signs of break-in.”
Cooper slapped the file in Diaz’s chest. “Then it looks like this isn’t Homicide’s case.” She took one step toward the door, and Diaz grabbed her wrist, stopping her.
“Can you give me anything else? Anything you heard or saw?” Hall asked, his voice flooding through the speaker.
The woman sniffled, pulling at the sleeves of her shirt, shaking her head in dismay. “I don’t… I don’t know. It was dark most of the time. He always wore a mask, and he didn’t speak much. He just…” As she trailed off she buried her hands in her face, sobbing hysterically. Hall reached his hand across the table and gently squeezed the woman’s balled-up fist.
“Diaz,” Cooper said, looking at the girl. “What am I doing here? She was a missing person. Now, she’s a found person.” But the longer she watched the woman cry, the less Cooper cared about whose case it was and more about catching the bastard who hurt her. 
“Just listen.” Diaz motioned toward Hall and the woman.
Hall flipped a page in the notebook on the table. “Ms. Wurstshed, you mentioned earlier in the report you gave to the officer who picked you up that you heard screams from where you were being held captive. Were there other people with you?”
Cooper inched closer to the one-way glass until she felt the cool of the mirror on the tip of her nose. The woman nodded, gaining her composure. “Yeah. More than once. It was faint, but when it was real quiet I could hear them.” She twisted her face in grief but regained control of the tears quickly. “It sounded like… he was… killing someone.” Her lower lip trembled, and she once again hid her face in her palms. 
“Did they give her the kit?” Cooper asked, her eyes still locked on the woman.
“Yeah,” Diaz answered. “We should have the results from the lab either tomorrow or Thursday. We’ll run any DNA we find against the database. See if we get any matches.” 
Cooper flattened her palm against the glass and leaned forward, offering a long exhale. She turned back to Diaz, who wore the mask every detective needed in their line of work. With the shit they saw on a daily basis, it was the only way to stay sane. You couldn’t let yourself feel it. You couldn’t get too close. “What are you not telling me?”
Diaz stepped forward but kept his eyes on his partner and the woman beyond the glass. “I heard you’re getting a new partner.”
“Looks like you knew before I did.”
“I know the kid’s dad. He and I went to the academy together. Make sure he doesn’t get lost in the shuffle, all right?” 
“Is that what this was about? The kid?”
Diaz inched closer to the glass, keeping his eyes on Hall and the woman, who was still struggling to string together coherent sentences. He snapped his head right, then left, two loud pops sounding with the motion, and then exhaled a slow, steady breath. “You’ve never had the best reputation. But you always did the job well. You’ve helped put a lot of shitheads behind bars, so that’s kept you afloat. But you don’t have that luxury anymore. Not after what happened with Danny.”
“Don’t put that shit on me, Diaz.” Cooper thrust her finger in his face, her face red from the mixture of anger and fear coursing through her veins. “Everyone knew what Danny was doing. He broke the law, and IA investigated him. If people have a problem with that, if you have a problem with that, then you can go fuck yourself.”
Diaz shifted his gaze toward Cooper, and with one squeeze of his fist another series of cracking joints filled the awkward air between them. But as quickly as his knuckles flashed white, he relaxed his hand and shook his head. “Christ, Cooper. You’ve made too many enemies and not enough friends. You need someone watching your back. Just give the kid a chance, will you?”
“Is that it?” Cooper cocked her head to the side. 
“Nope.” Diaz pointed to the woman. “She was kept in an abandoned storage unit off of Highway 86. It foreclosed three years ago. It’s for sale, but it’s still listed under the original owner’s name.”
“I’m not tracking down some warehouse flunky, Diaz.”
“And I’m not asking you to. Just go and check out the crime scene, will you? Forensics is already on their way, and we’d appreciate your eyes.” Diaz turned back to the battered woman. “I think she would too.”
Cooper tucked Kate Wurstshed’s file under her arm and backed to the door. “I’ll hang on to this for a while. But you owe me. Fucking big time, Diaz. I’ve got a case load larger than your prostate right now.”
“My urologist thanks you for your concern.” 
When Cooper reentered the hallway, she saw Hart chopping it up with a few of the traffic cops near the first interrogation room. But the laughter ended when one of the officers noticed her gaze. The air grew cold in the space between their stares, though to Hart’s credit he didn’t offer her the same disdain as the others. But the way gossip traveled through this place she wasn’t sure how long it would take before his opinion was swayed. 
Hart dismissed himself from the conversation. She watched him carefully. He couldn’t have been older than twenty-four, the shine on the wedding ring suggested he was recently married, and the sudden urge for promotion suggested she was pregnant. “Sorry about that.” Hart looked back to the end of the hall, where his friends had disappeared. “I went through the academy with them. It’d been a while.” He extended his hand and smiled. “It’s nice to finally meet you.”
Cooper examined the hand, letting him sweat a little longer. Finally, just before he broke off, she reciprocated the greeting then brushed past him and headed toward her office. “Where’d you walk your beat?” 
Hart took a few quick strides to catch up. “Um, Northeastern, but before there I was stationed at Southwestern.” Hart kept pace, flattening out his tie and clutching the detective’s badge that swung wildly from his neck. 
“Southwestern?” Cooper cocked her head to the side and raised her eyebrows. “And I thought I worked the bad parts of town.” She turned to look at him as they rounded the hallway’s corner and passed through the bull pen. “Ever discharged your weapon before?”
“Once.”
“How’d you handle the leave?”
“It was harder on my wife. Well, she was my girlfriend at the time.”
“How far along is she?”
“I’m sorry?”
Cooper looked at him. “Your wife. She’s pregnant, right?”
“Um—well, yes. Only a few months. Who told you that?”
“No one.” Cooper shoulder checked her office door open but stopped upon the view of a box stacked on top of her files. She flung her hands in the air. “What the fuck is this?” She shoved Hart aside and stepped back out into the hallway, cupping her hands around her mouth. “Whoever left their shit in my office, come and pick it up, now!”
Hart quickly stepped in front of Cooper and raised his hands. “Actually, Detective, those are my things.” His cheeks flushed red as he looked back and forth down the hallway as half the station gawked in their direction. “Captain Farnes told me I could drop off my things here.”
Cooper cracked her neck to the left then sharply to the right, the motion triggering a whip-like pop with each snap. She closed her eyes and took in a slow breath. “They assign you a squad car yet?”
Hart’s features softened. “No.”
“We’ll take mine, then.” She started walking, but Hart remained frozen in the hallway. 
“Don’t I need to fill out some paperwork?”
Cooper turned around and thrust her arms out. “Paperwork comes after we catch the bad guy, Detective.”
 



Chapter 3
 
Cooper flipped on the lights and blared the siren once they hit traffic, which happened less than a mile from the station. Early-morning rush hour and the storm from the night before had created a cluster of angry motorists amidst downed traffic signals, busted power lines, and flooded streets. Cooper mounted the curb close to the sidewalk and veered around the standstill traffic. “You’d think a hurricane had just blown through here.”
Hart shifted his weight to the right to avoid falling into Cooper as the car rolled forward on the slant, then quickly buckled his seat belt. “It got really bad. Power went out at my place. My neighbors had a tree crash into their roof.”
Traffic opened up once they made it to the highway, and Cooper reached into the glove box, pulling out a packet of latex gloves, and tossed them in Hart’s lap. “Have you ever worked a murder before?” She kept her eyes on the road and flicked on her blinker as she switched lanes. 
“No, well, not directly. I was first on scene last year to a double homicide over in Middle Branch Park. Two teens. It was gang related.”
“Marcus Freemont, age fifteen, and Julius Smith, age fourteen. The deaths were at first believed to be initiation for new members, but it was actually retaliation. Freemont and Smith had just joined one of the smaller gangs, killing two boys of thirteen and twelve.” Cooper shook her head. “Members of the rival gang discovered what happened and sent their foot soldiers to track Smith and Freemont down.” 
“I didn’t know you worked the case,” Hart replied.
“I didn’t.” Cooper pulled onto Highway 86, the speedometer tipping eighty as she blew past traffic, which yielded in her path. “But if someone kills somebody in this city, then I know about it.”
The rest of the trip was in silence, and when they arrived on scene at the storage unit, the area had already been taped off. And the fact that the news crews had yet to appear lifted Cooper’s spirits. She ducked under the yellow tape, pulled on her gloves, and stepped onto the storage facility’s property. 
The ground was thick with mud, and more than once she sank ankle deep in the muck. She pulled her foot out, shaking the mud from her shoe. “The storage unit will be our best bet. The roads aren’t the only thing the storm washed away last night. Smart.”
Hart followed close behind, cursing as he watched his new shoes dirty with mud. “What’s smart?”
“If someone was killed anywhere outside, the storm would have gotten rid of most of the evidence, giving the killer a clean slate.” Cooper watched Hart shake the mud from his feet. “Leave the dress shoes for church, Detective. You don’t have to impress the dead.”
The facility’s entrance door was propped open, and Cooper saw officers and forensics teams combing the hallway, setting up battery-powered lights. Cooper lingered at the door, examining the digital security pad. She leaned in to get a closer look. The display was off, as the power in the facility was still down, and the molding around the lock was fresh. She looked along the wall at the bright paint, which contrasted against the aging discolored roof. “Odd for a place that hasn’t been used in three years to have a new security system.” She tapped one of the forensics members on the shoulder and pointed to the digital lock. “Make sure you tag that for evidence.” 
Cooper reached for her flashlight and allowed it to guide her through the dark halls. Storage units lined both sides of the narrow hallway, with some of them already opened. Broken and discarded locks littered the floor next to the doors. Most of the units were empty, but a few had abandoned belongings still tucked away after the business closed. Forgotten memories crammed into the small spaces, once-treasured items no longer of any use. Cooper shined her light inside one of the units, and the graveyard of lost property. None of the items looked important: old toys, decrepit furniture, lamps, shoes, shirts, coats. But suddenly Cooper stopped, and the spotlight of her flashlight lingered at the sight of a baby’s crib tucked in a corner, half hidden by an old tarp. 
The pause caused Hart to add his light inside. “You find something?” 
Cooper quickly cast her light away. “No.” 
The storage unit hallways were connected in the shape of a large U pattern. Once into the second hallway Cooper found the majority of the forensics team clustered around a particular unit halfway down the hall. Lights had been strung up around the unit’s entrance, and the quick flashes of cameras burst into the dark hallway like lightning. Cooper stopped at the unit’s door and examined the lock, which matched the digital keypad at the front entrance. She ran a gloved hand over the edges, the molding fresh like its partner outside. “Someone went to a lot of trouble to make sure this unit could be accessed quickly.” She leaned against the wall, taking her shoes off before entering, then looked to Hart. “Try not to touch anything.”
Inside the unit there were only three items: a bed, a bucket, and a lamp. The mattress rested on the far side, no bigger than a twin, stripped bare of any sheets. Against the wall on the opposite side rested a bucket, empty, and the small battery-powered camping lamp sat against the third wall. Each of the items had already been tagged, and Cooper sniffed the air where she caught the heavy scent of bleach. “It’s been scrubbed clean.” The walls were grey and barren, and the floor the same, except for the tagged evidence. 
“Whoever bleached it was thorough.” One of the techs pointed to the wall. “We found cleaning residue on the walls and the ceiling.” The tech scribbled a few notes down on his pad and joined Cooper in the center of the room. “We took a few samples from the bed and the bucket, but I don’t know if we’ll find anything. We couldn’t even pull any prints off the lantern.”
Cooper leaned over the mattress, her nostrils catching the same bleached scent that covered the rest of the room. “So is this Kate Wurstshed’s room, or the person she heard screaming?” She wiped her nose with the back of her sleeve. “How many units does this place have?”
“Two-eighty.”
Cooper whistled a long, low pitch. She stalked the walls closely, ignoring the lantern and bucket. Hart appeared in her peripheral and knelt down to the bucket. “Careful with that,” Cooper said, placing her palm on the wall next to the lantern. “It used to have shit in it.”
Hart flared his nostrils and set the bucket down. Cooper stepped back from the wall, her hands at her hips, and she cocked her head to the side. “Why would he bleach the walls?” She glided her eyes down to the crack where the wall and floor collided, shining her flashlight in the crevice. She ran the light along the space slowly and stopped just before she reached the corner. 
Tiny round balls were clumped together in the crack of the wall, but they were too small for her to gauge what they could have been. “Hart, I need a bag.” She stuck her hand out, keeping her eye on the granules, and then scraped the particles inside and sealed the evidence shut. She handed the filled bag to the forensic tech, who examined it under the light. “I want that tested at the lab as soon as possible.” She stepped out of the storage unit and glanced down the hall, where the second half of the hallway still had locked doors the team had yet to inspect. Cooper flashed her light down the corridor, the glow catching the shine of the steel locks. Leaving her shoes, Cooper padded the floor in her socks, flashing her light on each unit.
“You looking for something in particular?” Hart asked, adding his light to the cause.
“The keypad on the storage unit. It was recently installed. And I’m guessing that if the kidnapper was keeping more than one person here, then they probably—” Cooper slid to a stop, her socks slick against the smooth concrete floor. Her light caught sight of a digital keypad, identical to the one outside and the unit they had just inspected. “Had more locks like this.” She reached out a gloved hand and gently curled her fingers around the door handle. 
Hart pulled his weapon and aimed at the door, giving a nod when Cooper looked back at him. She yanked the door open and flashed the light inside. The beam penetrated the darkness but found nothing in its first sweep. And then the smell hit her a half second later. It was unmistakable, a stench she’d never been able to rid herself of since she started the job. She shifted the flashlight’s beam to the far corner, where a bloody, faceless head stared back at her. “Looks like we found our screamer.”
 



***
The forensics team snapped their pictures, and Cooper crossed her arms over her chest while Hart dry heaved down the hall. She turned around and tossed a piece of gum in her mouth. “If you’re gonna pop, do it outside. We don’t need any more DNA in this crime scene than what’s already here.”
Hart held up his hand, waving her off. Cooper smiled and stepped back into the storage unit. The victim’s head was completely unrecognizable. The face had been replaced with nothing but the bloody pulp of bone and brain. From the abrasive nature of the death it was clear she was bludgeoned, but until they sent her to the coroner they wouldn’t know if that was the cause of death. “I want the deluxe package for her,” she said, grabbing the forensic tech’s attention. “Rape kit, everything. And then I want it compared to Kate Wurstshed’s results.”
Hart appeared behind her. “You don’t think the same guy who raped Kate Wurstshed killed this woman?” 
“We’ll know soon enough.” Cooper peeled her gloves off and tossed them in the trash. She shook her head, examining the carnage the young woman endured. “He was angry when he did this. Something didn’t go according to his plan.” She looked to the key lock on the door, still disabled from the power outage. “She definitely wasn’t killed here, no traces of blood around the body. She must have tried to make a run for it when the power went out.” She cracked her knuckles and then smacked Hart on the stomach, causing his face to shimmer green again. “Let’s go track down the owner of this place. See what they have to say about their new renter.”
Hart radioed dispatch, and they had the owner’s address before they returned to the car. “William Barnesby, 335 South Baker Street. You want me to give him a call, make sure he’s home?” 
“No.” Cooper took one last look at the crime scene from behind the wheel, her hand hovering over the ignition. “Secluded, secure, sophisticated—whoever killed that woman and kidnapped Kate Wurstshed put a lot of effort into this.”
Hart clicked his seat belt into place, his cheeks still pallid. “You think whoever did this has done it before?”
Cooper started the engine and shifted into reverse. “If they haven’t, then they certainly did their research.” Mud flung from the wheels as Cooper hit the gas, backing into the road. She shifted into drive and peeled out on the wet asphalt of Highway 86. 
The trip took thirty minutes, and the trek across town revealed a more-detailed account of the storm’s damage. They passed debris-shattered store windows, downed power lines, felled trees, and flooded streets. But while the rest of the city may have experienced the wrath of the storm, the condition of William Barnesby’s neighborhood looked as though the storm had never happened. The landscaping trucks that lined the streets and the dozens of workers in the yards had restored the estates to their immaculate condition before the rest of the city could turn the traffic lights back on. 
Barnesby’s address wasn’t a zip code Cooper found herself in very often, though she knew the area by reputation. The city’s titans of industries, politicians, and other wealthy individuals inhabited this particular neighborhood, and her annual salary was what most of those people paid in income taxes every year. 
The community was gated, and the large marble columns that rose high on either side of the wrought-iron gates at the entrance set the precedent of grandeur the neighborhood offered. Massive two-story homes sprawled across luscious green estates. Brand-new luxury cars, shining under the afternoon sun, lined the driveways. Though the community was gated, most of the properties had their own fences that shielded their homes from unwanted guests. A few had video monitors that added a higher level of security. 
Hart kept his head on a swivel, glancing between the different castles on either side of the street, intoxicated by the wealth and grandeur. “How much money do you think these people have?”
Cooper narrowed her eyes as she read the small numbers that lined the gates and stone columns as they drew closer to Barnesby’s address. “Enough to get away with anything they wanted to do.” Three-three-five finally came into view on the left-hand side, and Cooper pulled into the driveway, the gate already open. 
“It doesn’t look like Mr. Barnesby’s failing storage unit is giving him too much financial trouble,” Hart said, whistling as he glanced out the windows. The perimeter of the property was encased with neatly trimmed hedges that neared six feet in height, and freshly cut grass comprised the open fields right up to the driveway, which ended at a sprawling three-story mansion with a garage bigger than most four-person homes. 
“Or he’s just really good at hiding it.” Cooper circled around the fountain centered in the middle of the driveway in front of the house and stopped behind the red Mercedes parked near the front door. She tilted her head up, nearly throwing her neck out to look all the way to the top of the house. “Very good at hiding it.”
Cooper knocked on the door, and she heard a woman’s muffled scream. Hart hesitated a moment, but Cooper reached for her pistol. “Head around back, make sure no one makes a run for it.” Hart nodded and sprinted around the left corner of the house, keeping low past the windows. Cooper reached for the door, which was unlocked, and stepped inside. She padded softly along the marbled tile, the end of her pistol scanning the massive foyer that led to a winding staircase up to the second and third floors. 
Another scream brought the aim of Cooper’s gun up the staircase, and she hurried up the steps, reaching for her radio on the way up. “Hart, the screams are coming from the second floor. Secure the back door.” One more shriek echoed through the vaulted ceiling of the mansion, this one followed by the low grunts of a man.
Closed doors and paintings hanging in golden portrait frames lined the hallway as Cooper rushed toward the hysterics, the screams growing louder on her pursuit. She kept the pistol elevated, her knuckles white against the black grips. Without hesitation Cooper reached for the handle and shoulder checked the door open, her finger on the trigger, the adrenaline coursing through her veins reddening her cheeks. “Baltimore PD! Freeze!”
The woman, bent over on the bed and with her skirt down around her ankles, gave another bloodcurdling shriek that was louder than any of the cries prior, while the man behind her, his pants also around his ankles, fell backward, his manhood flinging with him as he crashed to the floor. “Jesus Christ!”
Cooper exhaled and lowered her weapon while the two individuals scrambled to cover themselves. Hart burst into the room, pistol aimed, which he quickly lowered at the sight of Cooper’s holstered weapon. He looked at the scene and connected the dots as he holstered his own weapon, then looked to Cooper and grinned. “I guess we should have called first after all.”
 



***
Once they were clothed, Cooper brought Mr. Barnesby down to the kitchen, while Hart questioned the woman in the living room. If there were a magazine for how the wealthy aged with the help of modern science, then William Barnesby would be the cover model. At fifty-six he was in better shape than most twenty-somethings at the station. His hair was cropped short, with the perfect amount of grey peppered into his streaks of black that gave him the Clooney look so many younger women found attractive. He didn’t wear much jewelry, which he made up for with his clothes. Everything was tailored, and everything was designer brand. Despite the early morning, he reached for a crystal bottle filled with liquor and poured himself a drink. “I’d offer you one, Detective, but I know it’s against the law for you to drink on the job.” He smiled, sipping from a matching crystal glass. 
“You’d be surprised at what I can get away with, Mr. Barnesby.” Cooper drummed her fingers on the granite countertops and cocked her head to the side. “You’re the owner of the Baltimore storage facility located on Highway 86, correct?”
Barnesby winced, though she wasn’t sure if it was from her question or the liquor. “Owner is a loose term. I bought it, but I haven’t done anything with it in years. It was my ex-wife that purchased the property while we were still together. Though it’s been nothing but a money pit. Not to say that it hasn’t pleased her.” He took another sip and set the glass down. “Do you have a warrant for this intrusion, Detective?”
“A woman escaped from that storage facility early this morning. She told our officers that she was being held there against her will. We searched the compound an hour ago and found a dead body in one of the units. Legally speaking we would call that probable cause.”
Barnesby’s cheeks flushed red. He drained the rest of the whiskey and set it down. “That fucking bitch!” He slammed his fist on the table, the force hard enough to knock the crystal glass to the floor, where it shattered. One of the broken pieces landed on his bare foot, and he jumped back, careful not to step on the shards. “Shit. Margaret!” 
A few moments later the woman from earlier hurried from the living room, with Hart close behind. Barnesby pointed to the mess on the floor, and their “relationship” became clear. “Clean that up.” The maid was brown skinned, had thick black hair, and was young and voluptuous. Judging by the way she clumsily handled the dust pan and broom, she was hired for her other more attractive qualities. 
With the woman cleaning up the mess and Barnesby fuming, Cooper tried redirecting the line of questioning to him while he was frazzled. “Have you done any recent development on the property?”
Barnesby massaged his forehead while circling the kitchen’s island. “No—well, yes. I fired the real estate agent that hadn’t done anything with the property since it shut down, and the new guy recommended we give it some curb appeal. Some landscaping, new paint job, that kind of thing.”
“Any upgrades to the property’s security?” Hart asked.
Barnesby looked at him as though he were an idiot. “It’s a fucking storage facility, not Fort Knox. Hell, I still haven’t been able to get rid of the shit people left behind!” He kicked the wooden paneling of the kitchen island and cursed under his breath. “Christ, I bet that bitch is laughing her ass off right now.”
“Have you had any buyers interested in the property?” Cooper asked. “Anyone that has stopped by to take a look?” 
“I don’t know.” Barnesby thrust his hands up in the air then reached for his phone, ignoring both Cooper and Hart as he dialed. The maid finished scraping up the shards and sheepishly dumped them in the trash. Barnesby walked to the living room, leaving Cooper and Hart alone in the kitchen, though remained loud enough so the whole neighborhood could hear him. “Yeah, there’s a problem with the storage property… Well, that’s why I’m calling you now… I don’t care what they’re doing. When I pay a million-dollar retainer they come to me when I tell them to! Now get it done!” He stormed back into the kitchen, his demeanor significantly changed from earlier. 
“Mr. Barnesby, when was the last time you visited your property on highway 86?” Cooper asked. 
“I don’t know.”
“Can you account for your whereabouts last night?”
Barnesby took a few slow steps forward. His height gave him at least a foot on Cooper, and she felt Hart inch closer to her side. He tilted his head to the left and smiled. “I was here. Fucking my maid.” 
The comment caused the woman to blush, and she lowered her head, taking a step back, trying to absorb herself through the wall. Hart stepped forward with one hand on the grip of his service pistol. “Mr. Barnesby, I need you to calm down.” 
“Calm down? Someone was fucking murdered on my property! Do you know what kind of nightmare this is going to cause me?” He slammed his fist into the table again and rattled the salt and pepper shakers.
Cooper stepped around the corner of the island and maneuvered between Hart and Barnesby. “I’m going to need to speak with everyone who had access to that facility over the past three months. And I want it today.” 
After a few mumbled curses, Barnesby finally backed down. He reached for his phone once more and dialed a number. “Susan, I need you to coordinate with the Baltimore Police in any of their requests. They’ll be in touch with you soon.” He hung up without further explanation and slid a business card across the slick kitchen counter. “My secretary will give you what you need to know. Now, if you don’t have a warrant, I suggest you get the hell out of my house.” 
Hart picked up the card, and he and Cooper let themselves out. Once in the car Cooper slammed the door shut and tightened her grip around the steering wheel, stewing in silence. Hart turned over the business card then pulled out his phone and dialed the secretary’s number. After a brief conversation he hung up and pocketed the card. “She’s going to email us the list later this afternoon once she’s compiled all the names.”
“After she runs it by her boss first.” Cooper stretched her neck, trying to loosen her nerves. She exhaled and took a look at the time. “The body will have arrived at the morgue by now. Let’s go see what the doctor has to say about our Jane Doe.”
 
 



Chapter 4 
 
When Cooper pulled up to the hospital and got out of the car, she was halfway to the entrance when she realized she was alone. She looked back and saw that Hart was still in the passenger seat, his head down and rubbing his temples. She walked back and pounded on his window. He rolled it down but didn’t look up. “What are you doing?”
Hart shook his head. “Look, I know this is all part of the job, and trust me when I tell you that I am not the squeamish type.”
Cooper raised an eyebrow. “Clearly.”
When he finally lifted his head his cheeks were pale, and he looked far younger than his age suggested. “I’ll get used to it. But I don’t know if I can see that body again.” He looked back down to his feet, and he gagged. 
Cooper leaned in the window and unlocked the back door, pulling her laptop out of the bag and handing it to Hart. “Why don’t you do some research on any convicts who’ve recently violated their parole? Look for offenders of violent crimes, specifically for rape of younger women. That’ll be a good starting point.”
Hart nodded. “I’ll see what I can find.”
Cooper clapped his shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “You do realize, though, that you’re going to see more of this. I’d like to say it gets better, but it doesn’t. If you can’t thicken that skin of yours, you won’t last.” And with that she left Hart to his research and walked inside the hospital. He’ll transfer out within the week.

The chrome of the table shone under the fluorescent lighting, and the sterile stench of death filled the room. The coroner retrieved the body, which looked much more peaceful with the white sheet over it, hiding the hideous wound that destroyed the victim’s face. 
Doctor Hathaway had been the mortician at Baltimore General for twenty years, and it was Cooper’s longest friendship, though it was a term she made sure to use loosely around the doctor. He was an odd man, with skin nearly as pale as the dead he examined. His hairline had virtually disappeared, and the large coke-bottle glasses that magnified his eyes along with his thin frame made him look more insect than man. “The cause of death was from the object that bludgeoned her skull, and the time of death was somewhere between four and six o’clock this morning. The victim is in her late twenties, Caucasian. Early tests show no sign of any diseases or genetic abnormalities. The deceased was healthy.” Hathaway circled the body, continuing his rhetoric. “Most of the bone and brain matter was unsalvageable, though I did find light traces of iron and lead on some of the remaining tissue, which could have been from the murder weapon. The clothes weren’t hers. In fact, they were child sized. I managed to pull some fibers off and sent them in to be analyzed for DNA, along with the rape kit, but upon preliminary analysis there didn’t seem to be any signs of a forced sexual activity.”
“She wasn’t raped?” Cooper asked.
Hathaway pointed to the victim’s thighs and pelvis. “The tests will give us a better indication, but I didn’t find any bruising or lacerations normally associated with rape. I also checked the fingernails for any skin cells, but they’d been wiped clean.” He pushed his glasses back up the bridge of his nose. “Actually, aside from the brutal deconstruction of the victim’s face, the body was well cleaned and manicured.” He lifted the hand, and the nails were neatly painted and pristine. “The assailant did an excellent job of leaving the body in a preserved state.” 
Cooper circled the victim in the same way the doctor had, thinking aloud. “So when the power goes out, the digital locks are useless, she escapes, and he chases her.” She leaned closer. The woman’s thick black hair still contained a vibrant sheen. She took a moment to examine the woman’s body. Fair skinned, a similar build to Kate Wurstshed, which suggested the killer had a profile he looked for in his victims. “The nails. The clothes. The hair. He wanted to make her look pretty. He wanted to give us a hint as to the type of person he is. He wants us to think that he cares about these women.” She shook her head, the words leaving a sour taste in her mouth, and she propped her hands against the table. “How much longer till we get the DNA results back?”
“Tomorrow. I marked it as priority.” Hathaway set the clipboard down over the woman’s stomach and crossed his arms. “Do you think the assailant has done this before?”
“I hope not.”
Hathaway stepped around the table, the shadows of the overhead lamp shifting and accentuating the extremes of his face. “But what do you think, Detective.”
“I think he’s done this before. And I think he’s done it a lot.” Cooper felt the coldness in her voice. Most of the deaths she dealt with were accidents, moments of passion. It was rare she came across something calculated, something evil. 
Cooper stepped around the body and shook Hathaway’s hand. “Thanks, Doc.” When she returned to the car, Hart had buried his nose in the computer screen. She climbed behind the wheel and peered over his shoulder. “What’d you find?”
“So far we’ve got four possible matches.” Hart clicked through the screens, allowing her to see what they were working with. “Most of them robbery with assault, but nothing sexual, except”—he held up his finger, typing quickly into the search field—“this guy. His weekly check-in with his parole officer hasn’t been logged in, so I contacted the Maryland DOC, but the PO was in a meeting. I left a message for him to call me back.”
Cooper narrowed her eyes as she looked at the file. “Two rape accounts.” She shook her head and started the engine. “I don’t understand how these animals get back on the streets.” Hart buckled his seat belt as she shifted into drive. “We’ll head back to the station until we hear back from the probation officer. I want to have a chat with Mrs. Wurstshed before she leaves.”
Hart kept his head down most of the ride over, avoiding looking Cooper in the eye. She knew what he wanted to ask, but still he kept silent. Finally, halfway to the station, looking as though he were about to burst, he spoke. “Thanks. For back there.”
“It happens to everyone their first case.” Cooper shrugged. “You know how everyone you speak with that’s worked in homicide for a long time says you get used to it?”
“Yeah.”
“If you find yourself getting used to it, then quit. You start getting sloppy when that happens.” Cooper tightened her grip on the wheel. “Everything just becomes about the pension at that point. If the department gets too full with those bastards, then it sinks. And right now I’d say we’re barely staying afloat.”
“You talking about the captain?”
“The captain, and a third of the detectives and officers in the Baltimore PD. They’re just milking it, hoping they can squeak by for another few years, and the old boys at the top are content with letting them slither onward.” Her cheeks reddened just thinking about it.
Hart was quiet for a moment before he spoke. Then he turned and looked at her. “You know, a lot of the guys at the station don’t like you. And it’s not just our precinct—all of Baltimore PD knows your name.”
“The devil detective.” Cooper glanced at Hart. “That’s what they call me, right?” She chuckled at the nickname. “Could be a lot worse, I suppose. I’m sure there are some other variations out there that I haven’t heard.” 
“So you did it?” Hart asked, the curiosity getting the better of him. “You testified against your old partner.”
Cooper tilted her head to the side, keeping her eyes on the road. “Danny and I had been partners for three years. We saw a lot of shit that you couldn’t unsee, but we always did everything by the book. That was our line in the sand.” The sadness that crept up into her throat surprised her. She hadn’t talked about the investigation out loud in a long time. “He had some gambling problems a long time ago, but he got better. Then he relapsed, got in deep with some people, and when he couldn’t pay them off, he started doing a few odd jobs for them.” Cooper pulled to a stop at a red light at an intersection and looked Hart straight in the eye. “He asked for my help. But what he wanted me to do crossed that line, and he knew it did. I want you to understand something right now, and make sure it sticks. Nobody, I don’t care if it’s Farnes or the chief of police, makes you cross that line. It’s yours. You lose that, and you lose your life. One way or the other.”
The light turned green, and Cooper returned her attention to the traffic up ahead. When she glanced over to Hart he kept quiet and looked out the window. After a while he shifted in his seat. “Then it’s true about the captain too, isn’t it?” His face turned pale like it did when he saw the body of their Jane Doe. “And his brother, the former governor.”
“Danny wouldn’t tell me who was pulling the strings at the top, making officers work the wrong side of the law.” Cooper ground her teeth and bit into her cheek. “But I know it was them. They’ve been making money off of crime for decades. The only difference between them and the mob is that the mob isn’t state funded.”
The rest of the trip was in silence, and by the time they arrived back at the precinct power had been restored, and the station had returned to its normal heavy traffic and commotion. Cooper went to the interrogation room where Hall and Kate Wurstshed had been earlier but found that Hall’s bald head had been replaced with slick-backed greasy hair. “Shit.” She opened the door and nearly closed it behind her, forgetting Hart was in tow. “I need a few minutes with your client.”
The lawyer looked up from the paperwork. His face was tanned and clean shaven. Every portion of his person was groomed, and the expensive suit was freshly pressed. “Detective Cooper. It’s always a pleasure to see you.”
Cooper feigned a smile and shifted her focus to Kate. “Ms. Wurstshed, I have a few questions for you in regards to your kidnapping. I know you’ve spoken with Detective Hall about what happened, but I’d like to hear it from you if that’s all right.” The regular grimace she reserved for Farnes, Hargreaves, and anyone else that rubbed her the wrong way disappeared. She’d dealt with enough killers to know that Kate was lucky to be alive. “It would be a great help if you would.”
Hargreaves leaned over to interject. “Mrs. Wurstshed, you don’t hav—”
“No, it’s all right.” Kate cleared her throat. “Anything I can do to help.”
Cooper placed her hand on Kate’s shoulder and smiled. “Thank you.” While Hargreaves rolled his eyes, she motioned for Hart to take notes. “Where were you when you were taken?”
“I was jogging along the river.” The woman had calmed since this morning, and she had changed out of her clothes into one of the emergency jumpsuits they kept at the station. Her cuts and bruises had been cleaned and dressed, though her hands still trembled. “There was a man, standing near the water, and he slipped and fell in. He started yelling for help, so I walked over to make sure he was okay. When I leaned over the edge he pulled me down and covered my mouth. That was the last thing I remember before I woke up.” She shuddered, closing her eyes, and a single tear rolled down her cheek, which she wiped away quickly. 
“Where did you wake up?” Cooper asked.
“The room was dark, except for a single light, and there was a bucket.” Kate swallowed hard. “And a bed.”
“Was there anyone else in the room with you when you woke up?”
“No. I was by myself. But I heard screaming through the walls. At first I thought it was someone trying to find me, maybe it was the police. I yelled back, but the more I listened I realized that the screams were… of pain.”
“Did you try and escape?” Hart asked.
Kates shook her head. “The door was always locked.”
“When did you see your attacker again?” Cooper asked.
Kate pulled at the cuffs of her sleeves again, tucking her hands inside the shirt. “Maybe a day later. He gave me some food and water and then left. It was like that for what felt like weeks, until…” She trailed off and lowered her head, and her shoulders started to shake. 
Hargreaves put an arm around her shoulder, and Cooper reached for her hand. “It’s important to talk about it out loud, Kate.” Cooper gave a reassuring squeeze, and Kate wiped her eyes.
“He”—Kate’s lower lip trembled—“raped me.” She exhaled a sharp breath after she’d finally said it, then waited a moment before forcing herself to continue. “He tied my wrists together every time, and no matter how loud I screamed, or how much I fought back, I couldn’t stop it.” She rubbed her wrists, staring at a blank space on the table. “I couldn’t stop him.”
“Kate, listen to me. This was not your fault.” Cooper watched Kate’s eyes drift then lock onto hers. “The son of a bitch that did this is the one to blame. I will find him. I promise you that.”
Kate nodded, squeezing Cooper’s hand harder. 
“How did you get out?” Hart asked.
“I could hear thunder from inside the unit. There was one loud crack, and the lock on the door released. At first I thought it was him, but the door never opened. When I walked over to it and grabbed the handle it was unlocked. I heard more screams in the hallway, so I ran the opposite way until I was outside. I didn’t stop until I found the road and followed it to the diner.”
“Did you see anyone when you were running? Hear anything?” Cooper asked.
“No. The storm was so bad I could barely see a foot in front of my face. I nearly fell off the side of the highway a few times. All I could think about was getting away.” Kate’s tone grew more frantic, and her arms trembled and her head and body quivered as if she were having a seizure.
“Detective, I think my client has been more than cooperative.” Hargreaves put his arm around Kate protectively. 
With the woman falling apart, Cooper submitted to his request and let her go. She knew she still had Hall’s notes to look over, and they had Kate’s contact information if they had any questions. 
Cooper and Hart remained in the room after Kate and Hargreaves left. Cooper drummed her fingers on the table in silence while Hart kept his arms crossed in the corner. She forgot he was there until he finally spoke up. “Isn’t that something we’re not supposed to do?”
“What?”
“Promise the victims that we can catch the person who hurt them?”
“I can. You probably shouldn’t.” Cooper pushed herself out of the chair and left the room. Hart chased her through the busy hallways as radios blared codes, and Cooper closed her eyes, savoring the organized madness that consumed the precinct in the heat of the day. She turned back to Hart, and the two stopped in the middle of the buzzing bull pen. “I need you to contact Kate Wurstshed’s employer, speak with the person who filled out the missing persons report. See if we can find out if she was seeing anyone, who she was close with at work. The rapist is usually someone the victim knew.” 
“Got it.”
Cooper returned to her office, and when she burst through her door she froze. A woman sat in Hart’s chair, and when she turned around she offered a nervous smile, quickly standing. “Hi, Addy.” She waved with her left hand, clutching a raincoat with her right. 
Cooper shut the door behind her but didn’t venture any farther into the room. “I didn’t know you were in town.” 
“It’s good to see you too.” The woman’s voice was less than thrilled, and she sank back into the chair, fiddling with the hem of her raincoat. 
A stab of guilt pained Cooper’s side and she her stumbled forward along with her words. “I’m sorry, Beth. It’s just… I was working a case…” She dropped her arms to her side, defeated in her explanation, and shrugged. “I just didn’t expect to see you here. That’s all.” She finally broke the veil of awkwardness and gave Beth a light hug then sat down.
“I went to your house last night. I waited for an hour.”
Cooper picked at the end of her chair’s armrest with her fingernails. “I worked late. Didn’t want to drive home in the storm.” The picking stopped, and she leaned forward. “Why didn’t you call me?”
Beth shrugged, and her mouth twitched in an involuntary spasm of grief. “I didn’t think you’d answer.” Her voice caught, and she quickly turned her head to wipe her eye, regaining her composure. 
Cooper leaned back, rubbing her face raw with both hands. The lack of sleep was catching up with her, and she reached for the coffee mug, which she suddenly remembered was still empty. “Of course I would have picked up. You’re my sister, for Christ’s sake.”
Beth raised her eyebrows, giving her the same look their mother used to give the two of them as she tilted her head to the side. “Which hasn’t always been an easy job.” 
“What’s going on?” Cooper set the mug down as she folded her arms on the desk. “Are you and Tim having trouble again?” She tensed at the thought of her brother-in-law. If it weren’t for Beth’s persistence she would have killed the bastard years ago. 
“No, it’s not that. We’re actually really good.” Beth smiled and then reached into her purse. “I found something I thought you’d want to see.” She pulled a piece of paper from her purse and passed it over the stack of case files between them. 
The paper had been folded over a few times, and some of the lines made it difficult to read, but the heading told Cooper all she needed to know. “This is a paternity test.” She narrowed her eyes at her sister. “What are you doing with this?”
“I found him, Addy.” Her eyes grew big and round, as they did when she was a kid whenever she was excited about something. “I found our father.”
Cooper tossed the paper down, her interest in the subject dropped. “We didn’t have a father. As far as I’m concerned we were conceived by immaculate conception.”
Beth picked up the discarded paper. “You’re not curious as to who he was? What kind of life he lived?”
“I already know what kind of life he lived. It was one without us. The bastard left Mom while she was pregnant with you and never looked back. There was a reason she never told us who he was, because she knew we’d be disappointed. Don’t go down that road, Beth. I promise you won’t find anything good.”
“Well, it’s too late for that.” Beth removed a file from her purse and clutched it protectively in her arms. “I hired a private investigator to look into it. Everything he found is in this report.” She set the folder down gently. And waited.
Cooper eyed the manila folder, but it remained untouched. She leaned forward, resting her elbows on the small space of desk, looking past the folder and into her sister’s eyes. “Beth, you wasted your time.”
“I didn’t waste anything I wasn’t willing to give up.” Beth’s tone darkened, and the added venom in her words stung Cooper harshly. “It’s been over a year since Mom died, Adila. I haven’t seen you since the funeral. You haven’t called. You haven’t written. You haven’t even sent a goddamn email. And you know how many times I’ve tried reaching out to you?” She jumped from her chair, pacing the room in circles. “Mom’s death wasn’t hard for just you. It would have been nice to talk to someone about it. For Christ’s sake, Addy. You needed to talk to someone about it. You’ve shut yourself off from everyone. How many times have you slept in this office? How much overtime have you pulled? You burrowed into work, and I needed to do something, so I went looking for answers I’ve always wanted to know!” Her cheeks reddened, and the crescendo of her rant deflated the rage. She leaned back against the wall and folded her arms over her stomach, keeping her head down. 
Cooper remained quiet for a while, watching her sister, the file, the clock on the wall. “I’m sorry I didn’t call. I’m sorry I haven’t been there for you. But Jesus, Beth, you’re a grown woman! You have a husband and kids. And I have this.” She gestured to the office and its scattered mess. “And I’m sorry that I don’t feel the same way about learning about the man who is our biological father.” She pointed to the folder. “This isn’t something I want to be a part of.”
Beth snatched the folder off her desk. “It doesn’t fucking matter. This was a mistake.” She shook her head, stuffing the papers back into her purse and putting on her jacket. She laughed an exhausted chuckle. “I don’t know what I was expecting. We would see each other, hug, and tell how much we’ve missed one another.” She stopped and turned at the door one last time, her expression stoic. “I just thought you’d like to know where we came from. But I should have known you wouldn’t give a shit. Just like when Mom died.” 
The pictures on the wall lifted from the rush of wind that accompanied the slammed door, knocking a few of them down. She sat silently, her eyes glued to door. She massaged her temples and focused on lowering her heart rate. She wasn’t sure how long she sat there, but Hart snapped her out of the stupor when he stepped inside. “What?” she asked, absentmindedly.
“Who was that?” Hart looked back down the hallway from the door. 
Cooper exhaled, trying to recalibrate her thoughts and return her focus to work. “What’d you find?”
“Kate Wurstshed’s employer was closed because of the storm, but I left a voice mail.” Hart gestured to the papers in his hand. “I heard back from the department of corrections. Zane Marks never checked in with his parole officer.” 
Cooper jumped from her chair, heading out into the hallway, with Hart close behind. “Put out an APB on Marks. Let’s find the bastard.”
 



Chapter 5
 
A car sped past, and Cooper resisted the urge to hunt them down for going twenty over the speed limit, focusing her attention on the decrepit house settled in Baltimore’s projects. They’d already poked around the neighbors, confirming that Zane wasn’t home, so they parked across the street and waited for him to show up. 
“You really think he’ll come back here?” Hart asked, leaning his head against the window. “It seems like a stupid move to make after knowingly missing his parole check-in.”
“Rape is stupid, but he managed to do that. Twice.” Cooper popped another piece of gum in her mouth and fiddled with the wrapper between her fingers. She rubbed her left eye, dry and irritated from the staring contest with the door. “And right now we don’t have anything to do but wait. DNA tests are still at the lab, Barnesby’s secretary hasn’t gotten back with us, and Kate’s work is closed. Right now this is the strongest active lead we have.” 
A blue sedan turned onto their street from down the road then slowed as it neared Zane’s property. It was a modest car but a stark contrast from the run-down vehicles that occupied these streets. A woman sat behind the wheel, and she stopped right in front of Zane’s home. Cooper smacked Hart’s arm. “Run those plates.” She scooted forward in her seat, trying to get a better look. 
A man exited the passenger seat wearing a baseball cap and sunglasses, making his face unrecognizable, but he headed straight for Zane’s door the moment the sedan pulled away. Cooper waited until he was inside then flung her car door open. “Let’s move.”
Cooper and Hart glided swiftly across the street, keeping low. Cooper placed her right hand over her pistol and hastened her speed, and Hart mimicked her motions. She stopped at the front corner of the house, which rested twelve feet from the front door. Two windows separated her from the entrance, and she searched for another way inside. 
Hart kept his voice low as he radioed dispatch. “Requesting officer assistance at twenty-six South Hampton Street.” He clicked the radio off and leaned in close to Cooper’s ear. “We need to wait for backup. We don’t know if he’s armed.”
The heat of the afternoon already caused both Cooper and Hart to break out into a sweat. The storm that passed through the night before had left a heavy moisture that lingered in the air. Cooper wiped her brow with her sleeve and glanced down the road, where the sedan had disappeared. “We don’t have time. If that sedan circles back, we’ll have missed our chance, and this will turn into a highway chase.” She looked up to the second floor and saw an opened window. The fence that ran close to the building’s perimeter stretched close to the bottom of the balcony’s ledge. “Watch the front door.”
“Cooper, what are you—”
But by the time Hart realized what was happening Cooper was already at the fence. She hoisted herself up, the tip of her boots scraping the splintered wood as she struggled to gain traction. The old pieces of lumber wavered under her weight as she balanced on the support beams that ran along the inside of the fence. 
Once she had reached the fence’s highest point she stretched for the balcony, her legs shaking with the fence. She grazed the iron poles of the balcony’s banner with her fingertips and nearly lost her balance. She inched a little closer, shuffling across the rickety fence, and reached again, this time firmly grabbing hold of the banister’s poles. 
The muscles along her arms and shoulders burned as she pulled herself up. Sweat dripped from her reddened face as half her body dangled from the second story. She felt her hands grow slick, and when she tried to reposition she slipped. The harsh jerk popped her elbow as she dangled from her right hand, clinging onto the balcony’s banister. Her pinky and ring finger slid from the pole, and she dangled with only three fingers gripped around the banister. Just when she thought she’d fall something stabilized her feet. 
Cooper looked down at Hart, who kept her legs steady then hoisted her higher. The lift provided her the needed momentum to regain her grip, and she pulled herself over the iron banister. She tumbled onto the balcony less gracefully than she would have liked, but the noise was minimal. She looked back over the railing, red faced, and nodded to Hart, who retook his position near the front door. She approached the window carefully, raising her service pistol, checking both sides of the window before entering. Once she determined the bedroom was clear, she entered. 
The room was dirty and bare save for an unmade bed on the floor with no box spring surrounded by empty beer cans. Most of the rust-red carpet was stained, and what wasn’t was covered in dirty clothes. The walls were lined with posters, and the atmosphere was more akin to a college dorm room than that of a man in his early fifties. 
Two thuds echoed from downstairs, and Cooper shifted her eyes to the bedroom door. Once out of the room she crept quietly to the stairs, the thumps growing louder. The muscles along her arms, shoulders, and back tensed as she steadied the weapon and took her first slow step down the staircase. She kept close to the wall, letting it guard her back on her descent. 
Halfway down the staircase a shoulder came into view, then old VHS tapes and magazines being stacked in small piles. A few more steps down, and Cooper nearly had a look at the man’s face, but the next stair moaned as she applied her weight, and the man jerked his head up. The sunglasses had been ditched, and his eyes grew wide as he stared down the gun’s barrel. 
“Freeze!” Cooper screamed, but Marks already had one foot out the door. She cursed and took chase. She squinted into the sunlight once outside and watched Hart sprint after the suspect around the back side of the house. She followed, reaching for her radio. “This is Detective Cooper. We are in pursuit of Zane Marks. Suspect is on foot, possibly armed, and should be approached with extreme caution. I need all units in the area to respond. Suspect is heading north along South Hampton Street.” 
Cooper crashed through the fence door and saw Hart darting behind another house down the road. She paused and glanced at the zigzagging maze that was made up of the side lanes between homes, knowing it would slow them down. She sprinted in the opposite direction, heading back toward the main street. 
Cooper glanced down the alleyways she passed, catching brief glimpses of both Hart and Marks as they darted through the side yards of the run-down houses in the neighborhood. She kept a straight path, looking ahead to the cross street to cut them off. Sharp stabs ran up from her heels that pounded into the sidewalk, and her legs and lower back stiffened in the prolonged chase. 
After a few houses she finally passed Hart, and three more after that she had caught up with Marks. The cross street was only another twenty yards away, and Cooper dropped into another gear, burning what was left of her energy. 
Fire filled her lungs, and her body whined from the exertion. She rounded the street corner without breaking stride and pulled her pistol. A quarter way down the road the suspect emerged from between two homes, and Cooper discharged her weapon. The bullet sprayed a cluster of grass and dirt less than a foot away from Marks’s left ankle, and the distraction caused him to slow and turn around, which provided the extra time to close the gap. 
Cooper tackled Marks to the pavement, and the two rolled, elbows and knees smacking against concrete. She winced from the harsh scrape of road burn but managed to land on top of Marks, her pistol still in hand. “Put your hands on your head, now!” 
Hart emerged from between the homes and cuffed Marks while Cooper caught her breath. She holstered the weapon and forced the rising vomit back down her stomach. Once she finally composed herself she radioed dispatch. “We have Zane Marks in custody. Notify the Maryland DOC. We’re bringing him in.”
 



***
Through the entire car ride to the station, the booking process, and even after being questioned in the interrogation room, Zane Marks never said a word. He wore his apathy like a shield of armor, and the icy, blank stare refused to crack, no matter what Cooper threw at him.
“Things will go a lot easier for you if you cooperate, Zane.” Cooper slouched lazily in the chair across the table from where Marks was cuffed. “You answer my questions, and it’ll go a long way with the parole board. It’d be a shame for you to have to go back on the inside for something like this.”
Marks grimaced, and Cooper leaned over the table, finally touching on a subject he didn’t like. She rubbed her hands, shaking her head sympathetically. “I can’t imagine what it was like for you in there. Surrounded by big, overaggressive men, not a single helpless woman in sight. It must have been so hard.” 
Marks finally made eye contact with Cooper. “I want my phone call.” His voice was deep, and he strained against the chains that kept him in his seat. But even with the few feet between them, Cooper could smell the stink of his breath.
“You get your phone call when our lines get back up and running,” Hart said, his arms crossed as he stood in the corner. “It could be a while, though.”
Cooper smiled, impressed how the rookie had handled himself in the room. His size and clean-cut appearance gave him the look of a federal agent, and he’d mastered his interrogation stare, though Cooper wasn’t sure if that was intentional or not. She leaned back in her chair. “Sounds like we have some time to kill.” She picked at one of her fingernails lazily. “You do know that since you broke parole you’ll be summoned to a hearing. And the arresting officer is always called to testify.” Cooper cocked her head to the side, scratching her temple. “I wonder what I’ll say?” 
Marks rolled his eyes and straightened himself in his chair. “I was away on vacation.”
“Where?”
“Out of the city. I didn’t have cell reception, and the day we were supposed to drive back down was the night of the storm. When we got in this morning the cell’s battery died, and power was still out in most of Baltimore. I was going to call and explain to my parole officer what happened.”
“You know you’re not supposed to leave the state, right?” Hart asked, stepping from the shadows. He pressed his knuckles into the table, staring Marks down. “That’ll land you back in county.”
Marks smirked like an adolescent child who thought he could one-up his parents. “I didn’t leave the state, asshole. I was up in North Point, camping.”
“You said we,” Cooper interjected. “Who went with you?”
“My girlfriend.”
Cooper raised her eyebrows. “And this girlfriend of yours, she’s aware that you’re a convicted rapist? Or did you choose to leave that detail out on your match.com profile?” 
“She fucking knows, all right?” Marks slammed his back into the chair, rattling the chains, the cool demeanor he displayed earlier erased from his features and replaced with the irritated annoyance of a criminal who’d been caught. 
“Why’d you run?” Cooper asked.
Marks kicked the leg of the table but only hard enough to slide it forward an inch. “What the hell would you do if someone sneaks into your house with a gun pointed at you?” He matched Cooper’s sarcasm with an added bite and yanked at his chains in frustration. “I didn’t fucking do anything! All right? I ran because I didn’t want Rose to see me hauled away in handcuffs. That doesn’t exactly breed trust in a relationship that’s already walking on eggshells. Fucking Christ. It’s hard enough to meet someone with a record hanging over my head.”
“Yeah, it’s such a tough racket for convicted rapists.” Cooper’s overexaggerated face matched the sarcastic tone that dripped from her lips. “I’m sure you have everyone’s sympathies.”
“If you let me call Rose, she can explain. She was with me the whole trip. I even got my parole officer to sign off on it.”
“Why didn’t he record your trip in the database if he knew about it?” Cooper asked.
“How should I fucking know? Do I look like his supervisor? Maybe he got backlogged with paperwork, maybe he forgot?” Marks shifted uneasily, the color and rage draining from his body, and his tone shifting to a whine. “Look, just let me call Rose. Let me speak with my parole officer. We can get this figured out.”
“I want a DNA sample.” Cooper thrust her right index finger into the table. “And we want to keep you here until we have it analyzed.” She walked to the door then paused and glanced back at Marks before she left. “Then you can get your fucking phone call.” 
Hart followed her out of the room, and the two watched him sweat from the view of the one-way glass. “You think he’s telling the truth?”
“Check the tags on the sedan that dropped him off. See if they belong to someone named Rose, and see what she has to say about Mr. Marks.” Cooper tilted her head to the side. “I think there’s something in his apartment that he didn’t want us to find. Let’s get a tech in here to swab the DNA sample then get a unit over to Marks’s residence and comb the place. It shouldn’t be difficult to get a warrant for that. We’ll compare his results to the samples from our other victims, see what matches up.” 
“If he did it, you know he wouldn’t submit to a test,” Hart said.
“Well he did something. And this will at least narrow the field of suspects.” Cooper headed back to the office while Hart borrowed one of the empty desks in the bull pen. On the way, the normal chaos of the precinct was interrupted by a woman’s shrieks. Heads turned at the sight and sound of the woman struggling against three officers as she barreled her way through the halls. 
Cooper hurried past the gawking stares and intercepted the woman’s path. Her face was beet red, the vein along her forehead throbbed wildly as she screamed at one of the officers. “What do you mean I can’t see him? I know he’s here.” She waved her phone in the air, pointing to it. “I just got off the phone with his parole officer! Let me speak to him now!”
Before the woman used the phone as a projectile weapon, Cooper stepped into the line of fire. “It’s all right, Jim. I’ll take her back.” She reached for the woman’s arm, but she pulled it away.
“Where’s Zane? What is he doing here?” The woman’s large hooped earrings dangled wildly as she shook her head back and forth. “I want to see him!”
“You’ll speak with him soon,” Cooper said, gesturing down the hall. “I just need to ask you a few questions. The quicker we do this, the quicker you can see Zane.” 
The woman tapped her foot impatiently, but when she realized that Cooper wouldn’t budge she rolled her eyes, and walked down the hall. Cooper opened the door to one of the spare rooms on the opposite side of where Marks was being held. Once inside, the woman stood by the table, again tapping her foot. “Well?”
“Why don’t you have a seat?” Cooper gestured to the chair and sat down first. “I promise this will only take a few minutes.”
Rose eyed the chair suspiciously but eventually sat down. She set her purse on the floor, and the silence gave Cooper a few minutes to look her over. Her hair was greyed, and she had plastered her makeup on thick in an attempt to hide the age lines, which were only highlighted by her attempt to conceal them. Her fingernails were painted though chipped and discolored from the original hue. 
“Ms. Steeves, are you aware of Zane Marks’s background? His past?”
Rose shifted in her chair, unfolding her arms, her mouth twitching with irritation. “He’s not like that anymore. He’s changed. That’s why they let him out. That’s why he’s on parole.” Her Jersey accent was faded, but enough remained to connect its origins, giving her voice the sophistication of a high schooler upset with the principal.
“Where were you last night?”
“Me and Zane was over at the park. We’d been there all week.” She held up a finger, the bangles around her wrist jingling as she reached into her purse and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper. “Look, we had his parole officer sign off on the trip.”
Cooper looked over the form and then narrowed her eyes as she glanced back up at Rose. “And how did you know to come here? Mr. Marks hasn’t been able to notify anyone since his arrest.” 
Rose stuttered, shaking her head and waving her hands around as if she could conjure up an answer from the air around her. “I-I followed you, all right? Look, Zane and I knew he was going to miss his check-in with his parole officer, so we thought something like this would happen.” Her cheeks grew pallid. “That’s why I have that note.”
Cooper remained quiet for a moment, letting Rose sweat before she answered. “I’ll need to check on a few things.” Rose opened her mouth, but Cooper slammed the door shut before she had a chance to speak. Hart was already in the interrogation’s anteroom, watching. “Did you find anything on her?”
Hart flipped through the printed papers he managed to collect. “Rose Steeves. Aged fifty-three. She has four low-level misdemeanors for drug use. The last charge happened almost twelve years ago. According to her tax receipts she’s a waitress at—” Hart stopped and sprung forward in his chair. “Holy shit.”
“What is it?” Cooper asked.
“This is the same diner that Kate Wurstshed ran to after she left the storage unit.”
“Son of a bitch.” Cooper looked back into the interrogation room. “Get units over to both Marks’s and Steeves’s residences. I want their cars checked, their phone records checked, and I want another look at the security footage at the diner.”
“Yeah, okay.” Hart glanced at his notes, remaining in the anteroom.
Cooper raised her eyebrows. “Hart?”
“Yeah?”
“Let’s do that now.”
“Right.” 
Cooper followed Hart out of the room and she reexamined the notes from the conversation Hall had with Kate Wurstshed then grabbed a cluster of crime scene photos of their Jane Doe in the storage unit. She entered Marks’s interrogation room first. He rattled his chains, shifting uncomfortably in his seat as Cooper sat down. She remained quiet, shuffling through some of the pictures, paying him no mind, letting him squirm. 
“Well?” Marks spread his arms as far as the cuffs allowed, his eyes wide. “Did you call my parole officer? Did he tell you what happened?”
Cooper reached into her pocket and pulled out a piece of gum. She chewed it over a few times, letting the mint roll around her tongue, filling her senses. “I find it odd that a man such as yourself is able to get a girlfriend. How’d the two of you meet?”
“What does that have to do with any of this?” Marks tightened his hands into fists, closing his eyes and swallowing what would have been an outburst. His next words were calmer, slower. “Just call my parole officer. He will explain what happened. He knows that I went on a trip.”
“Call me a hopeless romantic, but I do enjoy a good love story.” Cooper leaned forward. “So, Romeo. How’d you and Rose meet?” 
“I met her at work.”
“The diner off of Highway 86?” Cooper asked, keeping the pictures close to her chest and running her fingers over the edge. 
Marks furrowed his brow, glancing down at the back of the file, his voice slightly shakier than before. “Yeah.”
“That diner’s been getting a lot of traffic lately,” Cooper said. “Not sure if the tips have been good though, especially with all the dead women coming through.” She flung one of the pictures across the steel table, and it glided to a stop at Marks’s hand. 
“Jesus Christ.” Marks jerked backward, his chains and chair rattling from the quick motion. Cooper flung the pictures across one at a time, each new image triggering a moan from Marks. With all of the pictures on the table Cooper rose from her seat and Marks shook his head, mumbling to himself. “I didn’t do any of that shit. I swear I didn’t.”
“Must have had a lot of pent-up rage after all those years behind bars, right?” Cooper circled him, picking up the gruesome pictures of the woman’s beaten face, the gaping hole of smashed bone and brain, dripping blood. She held it close for him to see, forcing him to look. “What was it this time, Marks? She didn’t enjoy it like the others did? Said something that finally set you off? Why’d you do it? Why her? Your girlfriend wasn’t enough? She wasn’t satisfying the fantasy that ran through that sick mind of yours?” Cooper slammed her fist into the table, and the sudden burst of strength caused Marks to flinch. “Why’d you do it?”
“I didn’t fucking touch her!” The chains locking Marks into his chair tightened, and his face flushed a blood red from his scream, while the vein along his neck pulsed quickly. “I don’t know who she is, and even if I did I wouldn’t do that.” He cried, his cheeks and upper lip growing wet with tears and snot. “I swear to God I didn’t do that.”
Cooper backed off as Marks’s sobs turned to frantic cries. She kept the hard stare as she collected the pictures from the table but left one behind, the most gruesome of the images. She leaned in close as he buried his face in his hands, his shoulders trembling. “You’re an animal. Nothing more, and when things don’t go your way your true nature shows. You’re done.”
Another wailing moan erupted through Marks’s hands just before Cooper slammed the door shut behind her. In the hallway she felt her body flush with heat, and she waited a moment before heading into Rose’s room, where she worked over the same angle and allegations, though her reaction was less dramatic than Marks’s, and when it was all said and done Rose simply sat there frozen and said she wanted to speak with a lawyer. 
After the questioning, Cooper found Hart. “It’s almost four o’clock. I’m gonna go process Marks’s paperwork and get in touch with his parole officer. Get Forensics to grab his DNA, and follow up with Barnesby’s secretary. Let me know if you find anything.” She started to leave, but Hart stepped in her path.
“You think they did it?”
“I think they did something. Whether it’s murder or not, we’ll know when we get Marks’s DNA sample back and compare it to what the lab finds on our Jane Doe.”
“All right.” Hart stepped aside, and Cooper returned to her office. She eyed the box of Hart’s things wearily and turned on her computer. Paperwork was the well-heralded evil of police work. Logging evidence, processing suspects, requesting tests, warrants, crossing all the T’s and dotting all the I’s. It was tedious, but it provided the airtight lock that was needed to close cases.
Cooper looked at the piles of backlogged files on her desk. Unfortunately, there was more work than detectives in the city. What it came down to was a prioritization of resources, so she focused on the ones that had strong leads, the ones she knew she could solve. But even if she cloned herself twice, spent every waking hour working cases, and had a one hundred percent arrest record, it still wouldn’t be enough. She knew there were murderers walking free in the city, and it drove her to the edge of sanity. If life was balance, then her city had been in darkness much longer than it had light.
 



Chapter 6
 
The clock flashed 8:00 p.m., and Cooper rubbed her bloodshot eyes, watering from dryness, and reached for the coffee mug. Hart entered, his tie loosened and his hair messier than when the day began. “The lab has everything. We’ll know in the morning if Steeves’s and Marks’s DNA are a match for our Jane Doe.” He tossed a file on the desk, and a few papers slid out. “I finally heard back from Barnesby’s secretary. There were six people that had access to the property. Mr. Barnesby, the ex-Mrs. Barnesby, the realtor, the secretary, the groundskeeper, and the painter who finished up his work last week. All of them with airtight alibis.” He pounded his finger into the stack then collapsed into his chair, rubbing his eyes. “People do not enjoy it when you stick your nose into their business.” 
Cooper tossed a picture of the security keypad from the crime scene on the desk. Hart picked it up, blinking his eyes rapidly. “That was recently purchased online from a home security firm.” Cooper took another sip of coffee then set the mug down. “I requested a warrant for the account at the bank where the payment originated. We should know more tomorrow.” She watched Hart nod halfheartedly, his eyes closing. “Why don’t you head home? There isn’t much we can do now until we hear back from the lab. It’s been a long day.”
“Yeah.” Hart pushed himself out of the chair and ran his fingers through his hair, yawning. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” He stopped at the door and looked back at her with a half-smile. “Don’t stay too late, Detective.”
Cooper pinned the picture of the digital keypad back among the web of evidence on the space of wall that she cleared for Kate Wurstshed’s case and the Jane Doe. Pictures of both Steeves and Marks were at the top of her list, but even with the alibis of Barnesby and his people she kept them up. She drifted her eyes from the picture of the lock to Marks, then tapped his forehead. “All this just seems way too sophisticated for someone like you.” 
Two more hours passed, and the paperwork was finally finished. The past twenty-four hours pulled Cooper deeper into her chair and grabbed hold of the tired bags under her eyes. She shut down her computer and locked the office. Her knees and hips popped on her walk down the hallway, her body stiff from chasing Marks. 
Outside, the night air had a chill, and by the time she returned to her apartment she could barely keep her eyes open. She trudged up the steps, passing a woman who lived on the top floor, her attires suggesting she was heading on a date. 
When Cooper arrived to her apartment on the third floor,she reached for her keys but stopped just short of her door, which was cracked open. She approached slowly, her hand instinctively reaching for her pistol. She ran her fingers up and down the door frame, checking for any breaks in the lock, but it felt smooth. 
Footsteps echoed behind Cooper, and she turned to see one of her neighbors near the top of the stairs, their arms full of grocery bags. Cooper motioned for the old woman to stop then brought her finger to her lips, signaling for quiet. Cooper removed the pistol from its holster and raised it to eye level. She pushed open the door, silently, and stepped inside. 
The light in the living room was on, and she swiftly glided down the front hallway. The fatigue that had plagued her just moments before disappeared, replaced with the rush of adrenaline. When she neared the end of the front hall she paused at the corner just before the entrance to the living room. She took a breath, sweat beading on her forehead, and then jumped from cover. “Baltimore PD!” 
Beth threw her hands in the air and screamed. “Jesus, Addy, what the hell?” Beth stared at the pistol, the color drained from her face. 
Cooper lowered the weapon, her shoulders sagging. Her stiff muscles turned to jelly, and she clutched the wall for support, her voice hoarse and wispy. “What are you doing here?”
Beth fumbled her words, the shock of the moment still fresh in her mind. “I went back to my hotel and just sat there, mad at you, but I didn’t want to leave the way I did after us not speaking for so long. So I came back here, and your landlord let me inside.” A single sob escaped her lips, but she managed to hold back the tears, forcing herself to remain composed, though her eyes grew glassy with water. “I miss you, Addy.”
Cooper walked across the room and joined her sister on the couch and wrapped her in a hug. “I miss you too.” The two clutched each other, and Cooper squeezed tight. She pulled back, and Beth smiled. “I’m sorry for what happened earlier. You caught me at the middle of a very long day.” She collapsed into the sofa cushions, and Beth reached for her hand, holding it gently.
“Addy, I was serious about what I said before.” Beth kept her head down, her voice dropping an octave. “About our father. I wanted to know who he was. The kind of life he lived. Why he left us. I had so many questions for him, but…”
Cooper leaned forward, taking her sister’s hands in her own. “But what?”
Beth shook her head. “He’s dead.” She pulled her hands back and ran them through her hair. “At first I was glad.” She sniffled. “I thought, ‘Well, maybe he didn’t reach out because he died when we were really little. Maybe he wanted to but couldn’t.’” She shook her head. “But that wasn’t the case. You had just started college and I was in my senior year of high school when it happened.” She shook her head. “He had plenty of time and more than enough chances to reach out to us. He just chose not to. You were right. I knew you were. I just didn’t want to hear it.”
“Hey, it’s all right. You’re not the only one that thought about it.” Cooper wrapped her arm around her younger sister. “It drove me crazy growing up, so much so that I think it caused me to grow callous about him. I was bitter about him leaving Mom. About him leaving us.” 
“Did you know Mom reached out to him a few times?” Beth reached for her purse and pulled out a few yellowed pieces of paper. “She wrote him five times. I found it in some of her stuff. They were all returned to sender, but they were dated when we must have been only three or four. These were kind of what sparked my interest.”
Cooper handled the papers gently. They were brittle and some of the ink had faded and smudged, and she noticed stains that dotted the paper, blurring some of the lines. “I can’t believe she tried to reach out to him. She’d always yell at us anytime we tried to talk about him.” She rose from the couch and paced the living room floor absentmindedly, reading through the pages. 
“She wanted him to come back. She wanted him to be a part of our lives. But I guess someone can only stay ignored for so long before they get angry.” 
“I can’t believe she never told us about these.” Cooper finally looked up. “Where did you find them?”
“She kept them in the attic at the house. It looked like they hadn’t been touched in years. Honestly, I was surprised she kept them.”
Cooper looked back down at the faded notes. She examined the smudges, the hurried scribblings. Her mother had written these when she was desperate, when the prospect of raising two toddlers by herself in a run-down apartment and living off of minimum wage became too burdensome. They’re not letters of love—they’re cries for help. 
“My plane leaves in the morning.” Beth had risen to her feet. “And it’s getting late, so I should probably head back. I don’t like being on the roads at this hour for too long.”
“You could stay here.” Cooper glanced around at the feeble apartment, bare of all furniture save for the musty couch, bookshelf, and lamp. She shrugged, knowing that the furnishings left much to be desired. “I’ll take the couch. You could have the bed.” 
“No, I’ll be fine.”
“All right.” Cooper extended the letters back to her sister, but Beth held up her hand.
“You keep them. I’ve read them so many times I practically have them memorized.” She reached back into her purse and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper. “Look, I know it’s a sore spot for you, and it wasn’t like this was easy for me or anything, but if you’re ever curious, or if you ever want to know what I found out, then let me know.” She reached for Cooper’s hand and forced the crumpled paper into her palm. “I know you have resources at the department. If you want to look him up, that’s his name.” She hugged her one more time. “I love you, Addy. You should call me sometime.”
Cooper squeezed back harder, nearly dropping the letters and the crumpled paper. “I love you too. And I will.” She walked her sister to the door and down the stairs, where she had her rental car parked on the street. “Call me when you land, all right?”
“I will.” Beth tossed her bag in the backseat and gave her sister one last hug. “And you should clean your apartment. It’s like my kids were living there. I think I saw something move while I was waiting for you.” She smiled and leaned against the driver’s side with the door open. “Take care of yourself, Addy.”
“Tell the kids I say hi.”
Beth lowered herself behind the wheel and when she drove off Cooper found herself walking the same direction. She followed until the glow of the taillights disappeared and then lingered in the street a while longer. 
Cooper looked down to the crumpled paper and letters still clutched in her hands. She trudged back up the steps to her apartment. How could she have reached out to him like that? How could she have kept us in the dark for so long? Cooper crumpled the letters, a flush of anger reddening her cheeks. The neighbor she passed on her first trip inside stopped her in the hallway. “It’s fine, Mrs. Crooner. It was just my sister.”
“Oh, thank God.” She offered an accentuated sigh and placed her liver-spotted hand on Cooper’s shoulder. “I didn’t know what to think. The neighborhood is just not what it used to be.”
“Have a good night, Mrs. Crooner.” Cooper ducked back into her apartment before the old woman chewed her ear off. She tossed the letters on the kitchen counter and grabbed the half-full bottle of whiskey, leaving the glass, but still kept the crumpled paper with her father’s name. She unscrewed the lid and took a swig of the liquor, letting the bitter taste flood her mouth, sending a shiver down her spine as she swallowed. 
Now alone, she examined the squalor that was her apartment. The dirty floors, the barren walls, the old furniture that looked more at home on the curb than a living room. She walked over to the bookcase, taking another swig of whiskey, reached between a pair of thick folders, and pulled a binder from between them. Dust circled her face, and she coughed from the congested air. 
With drink in hand, Cooper leaned back on the sofa then rested the bottle of whiskey and the binder on the cushion next to her and closed her eyes. After barely eating anything all day, and the lack of sleep the night before, she already felt the warm rush the liquor provided. “Just let it go, Coop.” She shook her head back and forth slowly then reached for the liquor bottle once more. “There isn’t anything down that road. Nothing.”
The next swallow of liquor burned slightly less than the first, and she opened her fist, exposing the paper in her palm. She pushed it around with her thumb then set the bottle down and flattened the paper on her leg. Her sister’s handwriting was messy, and the hundreds of tiny folds had crinkled the letters, distorting the words, but Cooper already knew the name written on the paper before she opened it. Henry Miller.
The name sloshed back and forth in Cooper’s mind like the whiskey she twirled in the bottle. She closed her eyes and repeated the name over and over to herself, skipping like a lyric on a broken record. When she opened her eyes she looked to the binder and felt the whiskey’s taunt, and her pulse quickened. 
Cooper took another swig and set the bottle down then reached for the binder, the dust on the back side smearing across her lap. When she flipped open the first page a picture of a man in his late thirties stared back at her. Caucasian, six feet, two hundred pounds, brown hair and green eyes. Last known address was listed along with work and medical history. At the very bottom was a date twenty years ago, listing the man as deceased. And next to the date was the name Henry Miller.
Cooper reached for the bottle, pressing it to her lips, this time chugging a few gulps before stopping. When she looked back down at the picture she grimaced. The hate she’d kept at bay since college boiled back up to the surface. She flung the binder from her lap, and it skipped across the floor. She jumped from the couch and paced the room, her breathing accelerated, and her knuckles flashed white around the whiskey bottle’s neck. 
The picture glared back at her, and she kicked it away, knocking the binder over, which rid herself of Miller’s face. She took another swig of whiskey and felt the booze douse the flames of anger. She sat back down on the couch, her face buried in her palm, and rocked back and forth. 
It didn’t matter how many times she tried talking about it or the number of hours she spent in therapy, she couldn’t break through the wall that kept her from the emotional growth she knew she lacked because of that man’s decision. She never told Beth she knew who their father was because she didn’t want to talk about it. He left. He died. He didn’t care. And the world spun round and round along with the room as she drained the rest of the whiskey.
 



Chapter 7
 
Sweat and heat were all Cooper felt on the floor of her living room. Her head pounded, and she moaned as she rolled from her stomach to her back. Her mouth was dry and tasted like something had died inside; her lips were like sandpaper. She kicked her leg and knocked the empty whiskey bottle, where it rolled across the floor. 
Through the cracks of the blinds, the morning sun framed a square of light, and Cooper squinted from the brightness. She pushed herself to her hands and knees and crawled back onto the couch, where she collapsed onto the cushions, her energy expelled. Every muscle in her body screamed the same harmony of irritation, even though the most strenuous activity she’d done was breathe. A growing pressure tightened her head like a vice.
After a few minutes gathering her strength on the couch, she stumbled to the kitchen and filled a glass full of water from the faucet then chugged. Water dribbled down the sides of her mouth, wetting the front of her shirt as it rolled down her throat. She opened the fridge but then quickly slammed it shut at the stench of whatever had expired inside. Her pocket buzzed, and she answered, not recognizing the number. “Hello?”
“Hey, it’s me.” 
Cooper hunched over on the counter and pressed her forehead onto the cool countertops. “Who is this?”
“It’s Hart. I’ve been trying to reach you all morning.”
Cooper lifted her head. “What time is it?” She glanced over to the clock on the microwave, and it flashed zeros, still erased from the power outage the day before. 
“It’s almost eleven. Listen, I heard back from the lab.”
“Shit!” Cooper sprinted to the bathroom and nearly dropped the phone as she splashed water on her face. She glared at her reflection in the mirror and the bags under her eyes told the story of the long night and empty liquor bottle. She sniffed the collar of her two-day old shirt and flared her nostrils at the stench. The clothes were wrinkled dirtied from her night on the floor, and her hair had surrendered any semblance of order. 
“Cooper, are you there?”
“Yeah. Sorry.” She furrowed her brow, the wrinkle lines on her forehead creasing against one another as she tried to squeeze the fog and dizziness from her mind. “What’d the lab say?”
“Well, for starters, we finally got a hit on our Jane Doe. Her name is Irene Marsh. Late twenties, worked as a waitress for a diner in downtown, and no, it’s not the same diner Wurstshed ran to. Her boyfriend had reported her missing a week ago, around the same time that Kate Wurstshed’s coworker reported her missing. The rape kit on Marsh came back negative, with no salvageable DNA on the body. But Kate Wurstshed’s tests came back positive, and the techs managed to retrieve a strain of DNA from the rape kit.”
“Was it Marks?”
“No. Whatever he was running from wasn’t because he raped Kate Wurstshed.”
“Is he still at the precinct?”
“Yeah, but we’ll only be able to keep him for another hour before he’s released. The captain wants to cut him loose since the tests came back negative. His parole officer is here waiting to see him. Once he gets turned over to them it’s their problem. But that’s not the strangest thing that’s happened today. I called Wurstshed’s employer this morning and it turns out that she was let go six months ago. Nobody I spoke with at the job has had any contact with her since she was fired.”
“But Hall said someone from her employer filed the missing persons.”
“Yeah, I know. I ran the name through the DMV, but it was a phony. No matches. All the information they provided was bogus. Whoever it was didn’t work with Kate. You want me to go and swing by her place to have a chat?”
“No.” Cooper shut her eyes, forcing back the wave of pressure that threatened to cut the thin thread of coherent thought she was managing to string together. “You go and check on our warrant for the bank account that purchased the security system at the storage facility. I’ll go and speak with Kate. Keep me updated on what you find.”
“Will do. Oh, and before I forget, one of the lab techs said you requested a rundown of some residue you found in the empty storage unit. That came back as well, and it turns out they were shavings from a crayon.”
“What?”
“Yeah, a red Crayola crayon, to be more specific. Anyway, that was all they could tell me.”
“All right. Thanks.” Cooper ended the call and gripped the sides of the sink. She took a few slow breaths and shook her head, the bits of water flinging off her cheeks. She jumped in the shower quickly, washing off the grime from the past two days. Once clean, she felt the hangover loosen its grip. She dressed, chugged another glass of water, then headed out the door with her hair still wet. 
Cooper kept the lights and sirens off on the way over, focusing all of her energy and what remained of her broken mental capacity to stay in her lane. She reached into the glove box and pulled out a bag of chips. She tore it open and inhaled it before the red light she was stopped at turned green. 
Despite the water, shower, and licking the crumbs from the chip bag, when Cooper arrived at Kate Wurstshed’s house she still felt as though she’d been run over by a car, twice. She caught her hands shaking when she unhooked her seat belt and paused before getting out. She took a few deep breaths, flexing her hand into a fist until it steadied. 
Kate’s house was a modest townhome in one of the nicer suburbs of Baltimore that had yet to be hit by the foreclosure epidemic. It wasn’t rich but had a low crime rate, something every citizen hoped to have the opportunity to afford. 
A short white picket fence lined the front yard’s perimeter, which was overgrown with grass. Cooper lingered at the gate, noticing there was no car in the driveway. Before she made it to the front door, she checked the sides of the house, looking for any other exits, but found none. Cooper rang the doorbell and waited, focusing most of her attention on trying to stand upright. “Mrs. Wurstshed! It’s Detective Cooper.” 
Another minute passed, and she rang the doorbell again. She pressed her face against the front window, trying to get a look inside. With the blinds drawn she couldn’t see anything. She went to reach for the handle once more, and when she smacked the door with her palm it pushed open. She froze, watching the door swing inside. “Mrs. Wurstshed?” But the only answer was the creaking door hinges as she stepped inside. 
The living room was still and quiet. The air had a stale quality that accompanied a home that hadn’t been occupied. Cooper looked around, checking for anything out of place, but with the television and computer still inside, it looked as though nothing was stolen. She un-holstered her pistol and scanned the room. “Baltimore Police Department!” She paused, listening for any movement, but nothing answered.
Cooper kept her pistol aimed and checked the dining room, kitchen, and utility room, all empty. All that remained was a long hallway on the east side of the house. It connected from the living room, and when Cooper looked down the narrow corridor she saw three doors. The first two doors were halfway down the hall and positioned directly across from each other on the left and right. The third door was all the way at the end of the hall. All of them were shut.
Cooper checked behind her, making sure no one else had followed her inside, then slowly made her way down the hall, pistol aimed in front of her and her arms and shoulders locked tight. She felt her hands grow slick with sweat, and she blamed her heightened pulse on the whiskey still working its way out of her system. She stopped just short of the two doors in the middle of the hallway, looking down under the cracks for any light or movement, but everything remained still. She reached for the door knob with her left hand. She curved her fingers around the bronze knob then shoved it open quickly.
A ragged-looking woman with a pistol in her hand stared back at her, and Cooper nearly shot the mirror image of herself above the bathroom sink. Her heart pounded faster, and she swallowed spit as dry as sand. She flicked on the lights, exposing the drawn bath curtain that protected the tub. Two steps forward, and she was practically in the tub herself. The brief reprieve of anxiety vanished as she reached for the bath curtain, again keeping one hand on the pistol. She drew in a breath and yanked the curtain back. But all that stared back at her was the soap scum that circled the drain. 
Cooper rested her head back on the wall, her weapon lowered. The stink of sweat squeezed through her pores, the toxins from the alcohol working their way out of her body. She focused on her breathing, slowing her heart rate, and turned her attention to the door across from the bathroom. She moved to the bathroom doorway where she lingered and listened, waiting for anyone in the house to grow impatient. 
After a few minutes, she finally ventured back out into the hallway, her left hand reaching for the door. She tested the handle to check if it was locked, but the knob offered no resistance. Her line of sight fell to the bottom crack to check for any moving shadows, but all was still. Her muscles tensed and she burst through the door, staring down the sights to a neatly made bed. 
The room was small, with just enough space for the bed, dresser, and nightstand. The curtain was opened, and sunlight shone through the window. Cooper moved silently over the carpet, her eyes fixed on the closed closet doors. She slid them open, pushing aside dresses and blouses, finding nothing but forgotten fashion trends. She circled the bed then flattened herself to the floor and checked underneath, but there were only more boxes. 
Before she stepped back out into the hallway Cooper took a second to let the room’s atmosphere sink in. The light pinks of the sheets and bedspread, the stuffed animals stacked in the corner, all of it suggested a young girl’s room, and not the woman she interviewed the day before. 
A picture rested on the nightstand, encased in a silver, rose-studded frame, which caught her eye. The picture was taken outside on a sunny day in a park somewhere. The woman was Kate Wurstshed, but the man she was with had his face scratched out beyond recognition.
Cooper tightened her grip on the frame, and her fingertips flushed white. She stepped out in the hallway once more, her movements more deliberate. She moved quickly, her footsteps silent as she approached the door at the end of the hallway.
She paused when she reached it, noticing the flicker of a light that escaped underneath the crack of the door. She pressed her ear to the side of the doorframe and listened, keeping her breath still, but heard nothing. She reached for the handle, the bronze knob unlocked like the other two. Her heart rate spiked as she felt the click of the lock’s mechanism. 
When the door opened it revealed a staircase. A fluorescent glow of the flickering light at the bottom of the stairs flashed sporadically. Cooper aimed her pistol down the steps, waiting for any movement, but all she saw was the broken light that flashed with the consistency of a strobe light. 
On her first step the stair groaned loudly, and Cooper cursed under her breath. The flickering light agitated the pounding of her head, but she managed to keep a straight line on the way down and kept the pistol in her hands steady, though she felt the desire for her body to tremble. 
Every step revealed more of the basement underneath. At first she saw nothing but the bare concrete of the floor, but when she neared the bottom and turned the corner, the tip of her pistol lowered. “Jesus Christ.”
A twin mattress bare of any sheets was pushed up against the side of the far wall, and a waste bucket sat in the corner. The flickering light was that of a battery-powered lantern. But it was the wall opposite the bed that drew the majority of her attention. She walked to it slowly, her eyes growing wider with every step. 
Writing, in what looked like red crayon, covered the wall from floor to ceiling. Most of the scribbles were so small she couldn’t read it until she was only inches away. Everything was written in the form of letters, all of them beginning with “My love,” “Lover,” or “My betrothed.” Cooper reached out her hand and ran her finger along gritty texture the crayon left behind.
Cooper stepped back, taking in all of the groupings of letters on the wall, but the flickering light made them hard to see. What few snippets she managed to read suggested graphic content between two lovers, and a violent obsession. She reached for her phone, dialing dispatch. After two rings she received an answer. “This is Detective Cooper. I’m—”
The pressure that gripped Cooper’s throat choked the words from her lips. She dropped the pistol and instinctively grabbed the hands wrapped around her throat. She was flung violently from side to side, and she struggled to free herself from the vice-like grip squeezing the life from her. The assailant slammed her head against the wall, and Cooper felt a hot burst of warm liquid spout from the point of impact then trickle down her forehead. Her knees buckled, and she dropped to the floor, her assailant falling with her, straddling her waist and pinning her down.
The blurred face of Kate Wurstshed flashed in time with the flickering light. She snarled, her eyes wild with bloodlust. “You shouldn’t have come here, Detective. This wasn’t something you should have seen.” She tightened her grip on Cooper’s throat, and the flashes of lights were suddenly replaced with black spots that grew with every strobe. “You’re not as smart as he thought you were.”
Cooper reached for Kate’s left wrist, and with what strength she had left, twisted it from her neck, which relieved the building pressure in her head, and Kate yelped in pain. She took advantage of the momentum and bucked her hips, flinging Kate off and rolling the two of them across the basement floor. She felt the hard smack of concrete against her knees, elbows, and skull, but Cooper didn’t let up. 
On the last rotation across the basement floor Cooper pinned Kate down. “Enough!” Kate thrashed and kicked, and the night of whiskey combined with the morning that lacked food and water weakened her enough for Kate to overpower her. 
Cooper landed on her right shoulder, and the room spun. She scrambled to her hands and knees, the floor shifting uneasily as she searched for Kate in the flashing strobe of the lamp. She blinked repeatedly and heard the thump of feet against the staircase. Cooper reached for the gun and sprinted up the steps, wheezing with every breath.
Her vision cleared in the hallway, but Kate was nowhere in sight. She kept the pistol aimed, her joints stiff from the fight, and a limp hindered her gait. The bedroom and bathroom doors were open, and she paused before passing, checking both before heading to the living room. She hugged the wall, peering around the corner.
A gunshot fired, and Cooper ducked back behind cover, the bullet thumping into the drywall. Cooper stayed low and jumped from the corner, finger on the trigger, but holding her fire once she saw Kate had fled to the front yard. 
Tires squealed, and Cooper took chase, bursting from the front door, the sight of her pistol aimed at Kate’s taillight. She holstered her weapon and sprinted to the car. She reached for the radio and floored the accelerator, flipping on the sirens and lights. “This is Detective Cooper. I am in pursuit of a red Volkswagen sedan. Suspect is Kate Wurstshed. She is armed and currently headed west toward Interstate 17. Requesting air support and backup.” Cooper jerked the wheel hard left, blowing past a stop sign and triggering a pedestrian to jump out of her path. 
“Copy that, Detective. We have units heading your way.”
Two streets later Cooper had the back of the sedan in her sight. Kate swerved across lanes, blew through traffic lights, and had already sideswiped a number of vehicles on the road, nearly crashing both times. Cooper kept tight in her chase, traffic parting from her presence. 
Another squad car appeared on Cooper’s left and joined the pursuit. The thump of helicopter blades sounded over the din of sirens, and the radio blared the chopper’s view from above. “Suspect has switched directions and is now heading north on Chester Street.”
Tires screeched, and Cooper felt the tug of the wheel as the weight of the car shifted, and her shoulder slammed into the door, flinging her in the other direction as she straightened out. Every muscle in her body tightened as she floored the accelerator. Her knuckles flashed white on her grip on the steering wheel. Her eyes remained glued to the back of Kate’s car, which maneuvered dangerously through the streets. 
The chopper pilot’s voice updated Kate’s position. “Suspect is now heading east on County Road 36.”
Cooper mapped Kate’s trajectory in her head, and she suddenly realized where she was heading. She snatched the radio, screaming into it over the sound of her engine and siren. “This is Detective Cooper. Suspect is heading to Baltimore Storage on Highway 86. I repeat, suspect is heading to Baltimore Storage on Highway 86. All units should converge at that location.” Cooper tossed the receiver in the passenger seat, and the radio filled with confirmation as she followed Kate east.
The police had cleared most of the roads, stopping traffic and getting innocent lives out of the way before any more blood was shed. Once they veered onto Highway 86 a tire spike had been set up, but she watched Kate veer off the side of the road, nearly flying off the coastline and into the ocean to avoid them. Cooper picked up the radio. “I’m coming through. Move the spike!”
Officers scrambled to rip them off the road, and Cooper swerved and missed with only a few inches to spare. She exhaled, but her muscles tightened at the sight of the storage unit. She watched as Kate’s car skid to a stop and then she sprinted inside, gun in hand. 
Tires slid across the loose gravel, and Cooper parked right next to Kate’s sedan. She slammed the car door shut just as the fleet of police vehicles pulled in behind her. She pulled her pistol and pointed to the far end of the property. “I need this place locked down now! I want officers on every exit!”
Hurried nods answered back, and no one questioned the authority in her voice. Then, amidst the chaos, Hart appeared. “Hey, you all right?”
Cooper heaved her chest up and down, attempting to catch her breath as the storm of officers covered the exits, establishing a perimeter. “We need her alive. No one shoots unless fired upon.”
The rookie nodded and sprinted into action faster than Cooper expected. Once they received word that the exits were sealed, Cooper led the squad, Hart right behind her, into the long halls of the facility. She stopped just before the entrance, looking back to Hart. “Unit forty-one. That’s where we’ll find her.”
Cooper reached for the light switch in the hallway and flicked it on, the power restored and the fluorescent lighting evaporating the darkness. Cooper inched forward, pistol raised, with at least a half dozen officers behind her. Despite her confidence of where Kate was hiding, they cleared each open door methodically, not willing to risk the chance that she was wrong.
When they reached the turn in the hallway where the unit was located, Cooper paused at the corner, peeking around the edge. Hart darted to the opposite side of the hall’s entrance, and once both confirmed the hall was clear they pressed forward. 
The police unit glided through the halls seamlessly, and when they approached storage locker forty-one, Cooper held up her hand, and everyone stopped. “Kate? It’s Detective Cooper. I need you to slide the gun out into the hallway and put your hands in the air.” Silence. “Kate, listen to me. You don’t want to do this. I can help you. Let me help you.” 
The laughter was soft at first but grew steadily louder. “I never wanted your help, Detective. Everything I did was an act of love. I did it for him.” Kate’s voice echoed from the empty storage unit, her tone an eerie calm. 
Cooper poked her head around the corner and saw Kate on the mattress, pistol still in hand, staring at the blank wall across from her. Before she second-guessed herself, Cooper looked to Hart and mouthed, “Stay here.” Hart scrunched his face in confusion then fear as Cooper slid in the room. Kate glanced up at her when she entered but made no sudden movements.
“I thought he’d be here.” Kate said, her shoulders sagging, staring at the wall with a face drenched in longing. “I thought he’d wait for me.”
Cooper lowered her weapon and stepped forward slowly, carefully. “Who is he, Kate? Maybe we can find him. Together.”
Kate glanced back over to Cooper. The stoic indifference had disappeared and was replaced with the chaotic stare from the basement. “I still don’t know what he sees in you. I don’t know why he picked you. I gave him everything he wanted. He loved me.” Her knuckles flashed tighter over the grip on the pistol. “He said so.”
Cooper continued her slow shuffle forward. “If he loves you, then he’ll come. But until he does, why don’t you come with me, Kate?” She reached out a hand, though she was still several feet from Kate’s position. “Let me help you.”
Kate looked at Cooper, smiling. “You have no idea what’s coming.” She pressed the pistol to her temple and squeezed the trigger.
 



Chapter 8
 
Cooper sat in the dirt with her back against the outside walls of the storage unit. She leaned her head back, and the sun highlighted dry, speckled blood that crusted over her nose and cheek from the altercation with Kate. 
Hart followed the gurney that wheeled Kate’s body into the ambulance, her features dulled by the white sheet that covered the remains. Once it was loaded he walked over and knelt down to eye level. “You all right?”
Cooper looked at his shoes and noticed that they were far less expensive than the pair he wore the day before, and the crisp new shirt and pants had been replaced with clothes that were still presentable, but the colors were lightly faded, and the cuffs and collar were frayed at the edges. “I see you wore something you didn’t mind getting blood on today.”
Hart extended his hand, and Cooper grabbed it as he helped her off the ground. “Yeah, I figured I’d save the good stuff for church on Sunday.”
Cooper examined some of the bloodstains on her own shirt and nodded. “Probably a good idea. No reason to piss off the man upstairs any more than he already is.” She caught the last glimpse of the ambulance before it disappeared down the highway, and she made her way to the squad car. 
Before she got behind the wheel, Hart walked over. “You sure you’re okay to drive?”
“I’ll be fine.” Cooper shut the door and started the engine, rolling down her window as Hart walked back over to his car. “Hey!” Hart stopped and turned around. “Thanks for having my back, partner.”
“Clearing some of your stuff off of my desk would be thanks enough.”
Cooper smiled and pulled out of the storage unit’s parking garage and headed back to the station. The ride back was much slower than the ride there, and with the adrenaline subsided it took all of her strength to keep both hands on the wheel and her eyes open. She tried to keep a tight grip on the wheel, because every time she loosened it, she felt her hands shake. 
Unanswered questions plagued her mind the entire drive back, and by the time she reached the station her head was screaming. She immediately went back to her office and stared at the tangled mess of suspects on the wall. She took Kate’s picture and plastered it in the center and studied it in silence until Hart entered.
“Hey, the captain wants to see us.”
“I’ll be there in a minute,” Cooper replied, her gaze still locked on Kate’s picture. She stepped closer, examining the smile on the woman’s face. “She really thought he loved her.” 
When Cooper and Hart stepped into the captain’s office, he was leaned back in his chair, feet on the desk, his clothes messy and baggy around the tired frame that barely kept them in place. “Close the door.”
“What’s this about?” Cooper asked and raised her eyebrows. “I’ve got a lot of paperwork to catch up on.”
“Yes. You do.” Farnes slapped down a file on his desk and jammed his index finger into it. “Everything you need for your case is already taken care of for you. All you need to do is sign off on it, and we can end this mess.”
Cooper cocked her head to the side. “Sign off?”
Hart stepped forward, doing his best to balance addressing his superior officer and not trying to sound like a pussy. “Sir, I can promise you that both Detective Cooper and I have handled this case with all of the correct procedures. If you’re worried about us having gone outside the book on this one—”
“Shut it, Detective, or I’ll have you back on the streets working traffic.” Farnes pounded his fist into the table, his face flushed red and the loose skin around his face wiggling from his exertion. “This case is over. The woman killed herself out of a misguided guilt for murdering Irene Marsh.”
“You can’t really think it was Kate Wurstshed behind all of this.” Cooper pushed off the wall and didn’t stop until her legs were pressed up against Farnes’s desk. “DNA samples were found on Kate’s body. She was raped. On top of that none of Kate’s DNA was found on Irene Marsh’s body. Kate Wurstshed was a puppet for someone else.”
“How many cases do you think this precinct receives in a year, Detective?” Farnes looked to both of them, but neither answered. “How many homicides do you think we deal with? And how many of those are actually solved?” He shook his head. “I’m not going to waste any more resources on this farce when there is other work to be done.”
Cooper pressed both palms flat against the desk and hunched over. “No DNA. No motive. It wasn’t Kate Wurstshed. Why do you want this swept under the rug? What are you trying to cover up this time, Farnes?”
“Enough!” Farnes’s voice snapped the chill out of the air, and Cooper and Hart backed off. “You will drop this, and that is that. There are no other victims. There are no other leads. That woman’s death put a pretty little bow on this, and you’re not going to find a better solution. Now get out of this office before I have your badge!” Farnes huffed and puffed, and after a prolonged silence Cooper finally left, leaving the paperwork Farnes had wanted her to take on his desk.
Hart chased after her and caught up down the hall, gripping the file in his hand. He noticed Cooper looking down at it, and shrugged. “I just took it so he’d shut up. I’m not going to actually fill it out.”
“No?” Cooper shook her head, her tone sarcastic. “I don’t know. It would suck to be busted back down to traffic duty. You have a baby on the way to think of, Hart.”
Hart grabbed her arm and pulled her close. “Hey. I know you don’t trust anyone. But you keep down that road, and you won’t have that badge for much longer either.” He let go of her arm and held up the file. “I’m not putting my name on this.” He stepped back, letting one of the officers pass between them. “All we have to do is find another lead. We do that, and Farnes won’t be able to shove this down our throats.”
For the first time in a long time Cooper felt the camaraderie she felt when she first joined the police force. She nodded, and the two returned to their office. “Have we heard back on the warrant for the bank account?”
“No, and I don’t think Farnes would approve that now anyway.”
“Right.” Cooper examined the board of suspects, with Kate’s picture in the middle. “She kept talking about a ‘him.’ That’s who we need to find.” She furrowed her brow, remembering something else that she’d said in the storage unit. “I don’t know why he chose you.”
“What?” Hart asked.
Cooper paced back and forth. “Kate said that the killer chose me for something.” The thought festered in her mind, and she was unsure of why it bothered her so much. “Let’s recheck Barnesby’s and his people’s alibis.”
“Got it.” Hart went to step outside and then stopped. “Hey, I’m heading to the mess hall. You want anything?” 
“I’m fine.”
“No, you’re not. You look like you just crawled out from the grave.”
“I just need to stop drinking alone.” Despite the comment she agreed to a turkey sandwich, and the food restored the clarity in her mind. She pulled out her phone, looking to call Barnesby’s secretary, and saw that she had a missed call. It was Beth’s husband. She selected the voice mail and listened.
“Adila, it’s Tim. Is Beth with you? Her flight landed thirty minutes ago, but she wasn’t at the airport. I checked with the airlines, and she never even got on the plane. I’ve tried calling her, but I haven’t been able to reach her. If you know something I don’t, give me a call back.”
The beep signaled the end of the message, and Cooper felt her pulse quicken. She scrolled through her contacts and dialed her sister. The phone rang, but only went to voice mail. She tried it again and received the same outcome. She left her lunch on the table and made a beeline for the missing persons unit.
Both Hall and Diaz were at their desks, Diaz with his feet propped up, reading a paper. “I just heard about Wurstshed. That’s some crazy shit.”
Cooper ignored the small talk, her eyes glued to Diaz’s computer screen. “I need you to track a cell number.” She knocked Diaz’s feet off the table and spun his chair to face the computer.
“Who’s it for?”
“It doesn’t matter, just do it.” 
Diaz complied as she fed him the numbers. A loading bar filled the screen, and the program slowly searched the area, honing in on the signal. Finally, the computer pinged a location, and Cooper furrowed her brow in confusion. Diaz looked up at her. “Cooper, whose phone is this?”
The room spun in slow motion, and Cooper felt her blood run cold. Without another word she sprinted from the office, racing through the precinct. She sped through the halls, ricocheting off walls and people, her tunnel vision blocking everything from her mind except the thought of getting to her sister. It took Hart catching up with her and pinning her against the wall to bring her to a stop.
“Whoa! Cooper, what the hell are you doing?”
She heard his questions, but she couldn’t force herself to speak. She just stood there, her brain and heart racing at breakneck speeds. She muttered under her breath, but it was barely above a whisper.
“What?” Hart asked, leaning closer. 
Cooper swallowed and gritted her teeth, forcing the raging chaos of her mind into submission. “I think my sister’s in trouble.” She peeled Hart’s hands off her and took a few deep breaths, staggering in a zigzag pattern down the hallway. Confused, Hart followed. 
Once in the car Cooper hit the lights and blared the siren, the tires smoking as she floored the accelerator through traffic. She gripped the wheel tightly, and her knuckles flashed a ghostly white. Sweat poured from her forehead and her palms grew sweaty against the steering wheel’s leather. She passed a truck in the left lane, nearly hitting a car in oncoming traffic, but refused to slow her pace. 
With her apartment building in sight Cooper slammed on the brakes, the front of the squad car mounting the sidewalk outside of her apartment. She flung the door open and sprinted up the front steps of her apartment building, with Hart close behind. She fumbled her keys, eventually guiding them into the lock and pushing the door open. She leapt the steps two at a time, and when she arrived to the third floor her heart was in her throat. 
“Cooper, what’s going on?” Hart asked, following her up the stairs.
But she didn’t answer. She reached for her gun. She squeezed the pistol tight at the sight of her apartment door broken down. “Beth?” Her voice ricocheted through the apartment, but no one answered. It was dark, and the light from the hallway only spilled inside far enough for her to see the first foot and a half of the living room floor. She raised her pistol, aiming into the darkness, Hart right beside her, his gun aimed into the same unknown. She reached for the living room light switch that rested on the wall, and the room was cast from darkness. 
The living room was empty, save for a phone that sat in the middle of the floor. Cooper hyperventilated as she dropped to her knees, recognizing the phone as her sister’s. Hart retrieved it, but Cooper was staring at the wall to her left. The gun slipped from her hands as she read the large, curving letters written in red crayon: Come and get her.
 
 
 



Death Notes Bloodied Words



Chapter 1
 
 
Nearly the entire living room was cast in darkness, with only shadows visible. The outline of a nearly empty whiskey bottle rested on the dusty floorboards, and was accompanied by a 9mm Glock and a Baltimore Police Department detective’s badge. Adila Cooper sat cross-legged within an arm’s reach of all three and curled her fingers around the liquor bottle’s neck. She kept her bloodshot eyes glued to the wall ten feet away and pressed the rim of the bottle to her lips. The burn of the whiskey had faded hours ago; now it only dulled the rage that coursed through her veins. 
Despite the early-morning hour the apartment was hot. Sweat and liquor squeezed through her pores, and Cooper wiped the matted and tangled bangs off her forehead. She set the bottle in her lap, still keeping her fingers curled around the neck, and blinked the dryness from her eyes. The staring contest with the message written on her living room wall had lasted all night, leaving her with more questions than answers. 
The distinct red from the crayon the killer loved to force his victims to write with was the only color in the room. She repeatedly traced over every letter in her mind. It caught the eye like blood and violence, contrasting against the white wall. She didn’t know how many lives he’d taken, but his recent victim was more than just a case file on her desk; this time he’d taken her own blood.
The liquor sloshed back and forth as she tipped the bottle back once more, finishing the last drops of whiskey. She sloppily set the bottle down, and it rolled forward and stopped at the wall. The first rays of dawn crept through the cracks of the blinds to the window behind her and slowly dispersed the darkness. The raid was scheduled in two hours, and with any luck she’d be able to stop the killer before he had a chance to add her sister to his list of victims. 
It was a strong lead. Cooper and her partner had been able to tie a bank account used in the killer’s last murder to an address on the west side of the city. Up until now the killer had been smart. But he’d fucked up this time, and Cooper wasn’t going to let him slip through her fingers.
Cooper reached for her badge and ran her thumb over the eagle that sat perched above the shield. She curled her fingers over the badge and slipped it over her neck. She reached for the Glock and pushed herself off the floor. Her knees buckled once she was on her feet, the rush of blood causing her head to feel dizzy. She closed her eyes and drew in a breath, regaining her footing. She holstered the weapon and squinted at the wall one last time. 
All of the anger and hate that had simmered through the night boiled over. Cooper felt the rage flow freely like the whiskey in her veins, gaining momentum to push her over the edge, a selfish desire begging to be released. She placed her finger over the first letter written on the wall then traced the words, slowly, deliberately. She pressed harder with every curve until the tip of her finger flushed white. Nearing the end, she curled her hand into a fist and punched the wall. The dull thud echoed through the living room, but the contents of the empty liquor bottle numbed the pain of the impact. 
Cooper punched the wall harder. Then again, striking the wall repeatedly, her blows growing faster with every hit. The skin on her middle knuckle cracked and blood seeped from the wound, each subsequent jab staining the white paint red. She screamed. The drywall cracked. One last punch broke the wall’s plane. 
Breathless, Cooper yanked her hand free, dust sticking to the blood that covered her knuckles. She flexed her fingers, her joints cracking. She stepped backward and rubbed her hand until she collided into the wall behind her. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes, the message the killer had left glued to the inside of her eyelids: Come and get her.
 



***
A restless quiet filled the car, broken only by the occasional cough, the rip of Velcro from the bulletproof vests, or the clash of the rifle’s metal. One of the officers adjusted the straps on his helmet, his fingers trembling with adrenaline as he pulled it tighter. Every head bobbed along with a dip in the road, and bodies smacked into one another.
“Two minutes!” The orders echoed through the radios as the driver eyed the young SWAT member in the very back of the van. The rookie felt the calm before the shit storm they were about to descend into. In their briefing they weren’t given much information, only that their suspect had previously murdered someone and currently held a new hostage. Though they weren’t given any names, everyone knew the victim’s identity. 
The rookie glanced up to the detective in the passenger seat, only the left back of her body in view. He nudged the guy next to him and then motioned up front. “Is that really her?”
The seasoned SWAT officer adjusted the rifle in his lap. “Yeah, that’s her.”
The rookie tried to conceal his nerves and fiddled with the straps on his vest. “Is it true she testified against her old partner a few years ago?” He’d heard nothing but stories, and ever since he was transferred to the precinct he’d lacked the courage to go and speak with the detective himself. 
“Yeah.” The officer motioned for the rookie to lean in closer, and they hit another dip in the road and knocked helmets. “Personally, I think she’s a vindictive bitch. When she wants something to go her way, it does. And in the rare case that it doesn’t?” He shook his head, raising his eyebrows. “God help the pair of balls that tries to stop her.”
The rookie’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he swallowed what felt like sandpaper. He snuck another glance at the detective and noticed how calm she looked. The way the others spoke of her, he half expected to see some concubine with devil horns sticking out of her head. “You think she falsified her testimony?”
The other SWAT member shrugged his shoulders. “That’s above my pay grade.” He leaned his head back and shut his eyes, patting the rifle across his lap. “I just go where they tell me to. Try not to get shot while we’re in there. I don’t want to have to get to know someone new again.”
“One minute!” the driver barked, and everyone coiled like racers at the starting line, waiting for the pull of the starter gun. The rookie shoved his thoughts about the detective to the back of his mind and closed his eyes, hoping that whatever hell the woman was leading them into was something he could survive. He squeezed his rifle so tight he felt his hands ache through the gloves. 
“Listen up.” 
The rookie quickly opened his eyes and saw the Devil Detective herself: Cooper. She stood in the small gap between the front and back of the van. She’d removed her sunglasses, exposing her hazel eyes. They looked tired but angry. 
“Our suspect is smart. He’s dangerous. And he has a hostage. You will hold your load until I give the order to shoot. I don’t want any of that fucking cowboy shit today. And you do not take a shot unless you know our hostage is secure.” Cooper took a step forward, looking each of them in the eye, and when her gaze landed on the rookie he felt his blood turn cold. “I don’t give a shit how good you think you are. You won’t be as good as him. Understood?”
The unanimous “yes, ma’am!” rang through the back of the van, and the rookie brought his rifle to stand-by position and focused all of his energy into not shaking. 
“Thirty seconds!” the driver yelled, and Detective Cooper returned to her seat.
The van squealed to a stop and the rookie’s mind went blank. The fear and power of the moment before those doors opened wasn’t like anything he’d experienced, and when the sunlight finally cracked through the van’s back doors and he felt that tap on his shoulder, giving him the signal to move, the world around him passed quicker than the speed of a bullet. 
 



***
A knuckle popped, and Cooper winced. The mangled flesh over the knuckles on her right hand was still bloody from the barrage on her living room wall. She flexed her hand a few times, ridding herself of the stiffness, then glanced over to her partner in the driver’s seat. Hart kept both hands on the wheel and his eyes on the road. The muscle along his jaw tightened. She knew he was nervous. All of them were nervous. A sea of shaking hands, jumping legs, and sweaty palms surrounded her, but she only needed them to do their job and provide the blunt force needed to raid the house. 
“Thirty seconds!” Hart yelled, keeping his eyes on the road. 
The beautiful day did little to improve the neighborhood they drove through. Broken fences, yards more dirt than grass, and sagging roofs lined the streets. Rusted bikes and old jungle gyms lay broken and unused, and blinds were drawn as people hurried back inside their homes at the sight of their convoy. Cooper counted the street numbers on the mailboxes and spied their target three houses down. 
Hart floored the accelerator, and Cooper raised her weapon then moved her free hand to the door handle. She braced herself as Hart plowed into the front yard, smashing the fence, and slammed on the brakes just before they reached the front door. The SWAT team exploded out of the rear van doors, and Cooper quickly fell into line as they stormed the house. 
The first two SWAT officers used the ram and knocked down the front door. Cooper hurried inside behind them, all of her energy focused on the sight at the end of her pistol. She hurried past the living room, where they had already subdued suspects. It was a mixture of women and men, most of them naked as they were handcuffed and pinned to the floor. Cooper pushed past the living room and into the hallway, which opened up into a back room that was encased in plastic. 
Lab equipment sat on tables. Beakers, boilers, and test tubes were filled with liquid, some of the contents broken and spilled in the hasty retreat. Gunfire turned her attention to the door on the opposite side of the room, and she sprinted through the empty drug lab. She stopped at the doorway, checking the hallway before entering, and saw the backs of three SWAT officers crouched by a door further down the hall, gunshots filling the air. 
Cooper joined them, approaching carefully. Bullets exited the open door and redecorated the hallway into a block of Swiss cheese. She smacked the SWAT member closest to her on the shoulder and hand signaled the approach inside. The rookie returned a nervous nod and positioned himself low at the corner. Cooper held up her hands and counted down. On zero the four of them burst inside. 
A shotgun shell exploded to Cooper’s left, peppering the drywall with lead. Cooper returned fire, sending two bullets into the gunman’s chest, while the second gunman squeezed off a round into one of their own before being taken down. When Cooper looked back to the door, the young man who’d followed her inside lay unconscious on the floor, one his team members hovering over him, checking for a breath and pulse. “Stay with me, rookie!”
Cooper clutched her radio as she exited the room and continued down the hallway. “We have an officer down. We need the medical team inside.” Cooper clicked the radio off and missed the dispatcher’s response as she reached for another door handle at the end of the hall, only to discover that it was locked. 
Two more officers appeared in the hallway, one of them carrying the steel ram that was used at the front door. Cooper summoned them to her. They paused at the door then thrust the heavy piece of metal into the wood. The doorframe splintered into toothpicks and Cooper burst inside the room, pistol first. Hands immediately shot up in the air, all belonging to women huddled in the corner. Cooper scanned the faces, but none of them were Beth. “Shit.” She lowered the weapon, and excited chatter flooded the radio.
“We have two suspects fleeing on foot out the back. I’m in pursuit.” 
Cooper recognized Hart’s voice and sprinted toward the rear of the house. On the way she passed more rooms, each of them with suspects in cuffs or on the floor. When she burst into the backyard two dogs barked and lunged for her, but their leashes kept them tethered. She pumped her legs, feeling the burn in her muscles and lungs as she listened to the heightened panic of her partner’s voice on the radio followed by gunfire. 
“Shots fired! Shots fired!” 
Cooper skidded to a stop and shifted direction back to the main street. On the way her left calf cramped, and by the time she reached the road she was half running, half limping. The voice over the radio replied in out-of-breath gasps as she saw Hart walking back down the street with one of the SWAT members marching two men in handcuffs forward. “Suspects in custody. Is the house secure?”
“House secure.”
“Casualties?”
“Roterro is on his way to the hospital. It doesn’t look good.”
Hart and the SWAT member shoved the two men forward. Both suspects were dressed in wife beaters and had shaved heads and chains around their tattooed necks. “Did you see her inside?” Hart asked, keeping a tight grip on the suspect.
“No.” Cooper brushed away a few wild strands of hair that had broken free of her ponytail. By the time they returned to the house, everyone inside was cuffed and dumped into the living room. Cooper pulled a picture out of her back pocket and shoved it in every face she passed. “I’m looking for this woman.”
One of the men on the floor lifted his bald head, flashing the chrome and gold in his teeth. “Yo, fuck you, lady. We ain’t saying shit!”
Cooper eyed him, but the stare down did little to affront the gangbanger’s gaze. She tucked the picture back in her pocket and positioned herself right in front of him. She gripped his throat, her fingers digging into his soft flesh. The man choked, shaking his head, trying to free himself. “I don’t have the time for your small-dick-compensating backtalk. If you know something, speak up.” She leaned her ear closer, but the man only gargled and gasped from the pressure on his throat. “What was that?”
“I don’t…. know… her!”
Cooper grimaced then thrust the man’s head back. He hacked and coughed while she returned to her profiling the rest of the bodies in the room. She pulled the picture back out, lifting their chins up forcefully. “Look at her! Do you know where she is?” Heads shook back and forth in response, and she felt her cheeks flush hot. “Where is she?” Spit flew from her mouth, and the words left in a scream. 
“Cooper.” A hand touched her shoulder, and Hart pulled her back. She felt herself hyperventilating and rushed out front into the open air. The lights from the squad cars flashed silently, and citizens had stepped from the safety of their homes to look at the raid in their neighborhood.
Cooper felt eyes on her, the SWAT team whispering to one another, whispering to themselves. That’s all anyone ever did around her. Whisper. She heard it on the streets, and she heard it within the precinct. The devil detective. She’d welcomed the title in her younger years, wearing it like a badge of honor. But as time passed that badge had hardened like a callus. She distanced herself from everyone: her co-workers, significant others, friends, and family. And now, with her sister in the hands of a psychopath, those whispers were all she had. 
“Hey.” Hart stepped around her, breaking her train of thought. “Are you all right?”
Cooper wiped her sleeve under her nose. “I’m fine.” She looked back to the house, forcing herself to regain composure. “We need to get all of those people to the station, get them booked, check any aliases and co-conspirators they might be connected with.”
“You think one of them took Beth?” Hart asked.
“No. But the bank account that purchased those security locks was tied to this address. It means something. We just have to figure it out.”
 



Chapter 2
 
The ride back to the station dragged. Cooper rode shotgun and rubbed the dark circles under her eyes, trying to erase the story of her sleepless night. She’d worked these hours before, but for the first time in her twenty-one-year career she felt the hands of time catching up with her. 
Hart remained quiet on the way back, and kept both hands on the steering wheel at a perfect two and ten. Her new partner had yet to loosen to her methods, though she’d been impressed by the way he’d handled things so far. She broke the silence, needing a distraction. “You did good today.”
“Thanks.” He sounded surprised, but grateful. 
Cooper flexed her wounded hand, the scrapes over her knuckles from the fight with the wall earlier still cracked and bloodied. “How’s your wife doing?”
Hart cleared his throat. “Good. The hospital switched her to day shifts because of the pregnancy, so she’s enjoyed that. Though that hasn’t helped my sleeping pattern. She gets up to pee every thirty seconds.” 
“How much longer?”
“Just a few weeks.” Hart smiled, beaming with pride over his young wife, but despite playing grown-up, the young detective looked like he was barely out of high school. 
Cooper glanced down at her stomach, not realizing she’d done it until she felt Hart looking at her. She tugged at her seatbelt, pretending she was adjusting it and quickly changed the subject. “Stay with the booking officers when we get back to the precinct. Make sure we run background and alias checks on our meth lab techs.” 
The rest of the trip was in silence, and when they arrived at the precinct Hart did as he was told and helped the returning SWAT team put their suspects through processing. Cooper cursed under her breath when she saw the news van stationed outside, and made it a point to avoid the front door on her way inside. But even when she made it inside, past the inquiry of the reporter, she still wasn’t free of a scathing. 
“Cooper!” The usual disdain in Farne’s voice had thickened into a concoction more wicked than normal. “My office. Now!” The walls rattled when he slammed the door, and every eye in the precinct shifted to Cooper. 
When she took her first step Hart fell in line beside her. “It’s all right.” She left Hart in the hallway, and braced herself for whatever shit storm the captain wanted to kick up this time. 
Farnes stood next to his landline, the girth of his stomach resting on some of the desk space. His face was red, but whether that was from anger or having to stand up for a period longer than ten seconds she wasn’t sure. “Baltimore General just called. Roterro’s dead.” He tapped his foot impatiently. “It was his first raid.” 
Though she remained rigid, Cooper felt a cold stream flood through her veins and her heart slowly sink into her stomach. The rookie’s blood-filled mouth and crimson-stained chest flashed in her mind. “Have we notified the family?”
Farnes slammed his fist on the table, the loud smack proceeded by rattling monitors and stationary. “It was your decision to put a team together to rush that house, and what did it get you? Do you have the killer in custody? Any new leads? No!” 
The captain’s vigor wasn’t misplaced, but it was fueled by the hot anger already present in his view of her. And while Cooper felt the weight of the officer’s death, she wasn’t going to let Farnes use it against her. “It’s part of the job.”
“You really are a heartless bitch, aren’t you?” Spit flew from Farnes’s mouth. He left the crutch of his desk and steadied all his weight on his own steam, shuffling across the carpet. “The chief is being notified of Roterro’s death right now. What do you think he’ll do when he finds out another officer died because of your relentless pestering?”
“You can go fuck yourself. Captain.” Cooper swallowed the temptation to punch him and left the outburst at insubordination. 
“This is all on you, Detective.” Farnes thrust his chubby finger and his accusations in her face. “The raid was based off of your evidence, your leads, despite my direct order for you to drop the case.”
“Which was before my sister was taken!” Cooper’s face and neck flushed a bright red, and the vein along her neck pulsed. “Every time we step outside it’s life or death, but I suppose that’s hard to tell since you don’t squeeze your fat ass past your desk.” Before Farnes had a chance to reply, she left and slammed the door shut on her way out, again rattling the precinct walls. 
The door to Farnes’s office whooshed open, and the captain followed her into the heart of the bullpen, the officers at their desks stopping their work and turning their attention to the scene unfolding. “You won’t be able to hide behind that badge much longer, Cooper! It can’t handle the weight of two dead officers!”
The precinct went silent, and Cooper stood frozen, surrounded by the heated stares of her peers that meant to set her ablaze. Despite her reputation, the only thing she was ever guilty of was doing her job, and though she landed on the right side of the law, it was on the wrong side of the unwritten rules of police fraternity. 
“For those of you who haven’t heard,” Farnes said, projecting his voice through the precinct, “Officer Roterro was killed today during a raid organized and planned by Detective Cooper.” 
Cooper slowly turned, facing the unadulterated hate that was hot enough to melt the metal off her badge. The same look her fellow officers cast in her direction now were the same she’d seen on murderers she’d thrown in jail. It was a hate that dwelled in the bones, a primal vengeance only used against the unholy. And Farnes wasn’t afraid to stoke the fire.
“Officer Roterro leaves behind a wife and two-year-old son.” Farnes stepped between desks, officers rising when he passed. “Another valiant officer, cut down by a bitch who doesn’t know what she’s doing.” 
Every officer stood now, and Cooper was surrounded by a sea of snarled lips, dead eyes, and flushed red cheeks. When she testified against her former partner she received death threats, and her office, car, and apartment were vandalized, but the aura in the precinct was different now. Empty threats were over. “I followed the best lead that I had.” Cooper’s voice was hoarse, and her body was so hot it felt like she would burst into flames. “Officer Roterro was a good officer—”
“Fuck you, bitch!” 
While the voice remained hidden in the sea of faces toward the back, the words were sharp and poignant like a slap in the face. A wave of nods echoed their agreement, and a few more statements were tossed her way before Hart stepped by her side, pulling them both from the line of fire and into the safety of their office.
Hart locked the door, and Cooper pressed her back flush against the wall, her face and neck shiny with sweat. “You all right?” Hart asked.
“Hell of a first week for you.” Cooper spoke the words breathlessly and cleared her throat. 
“Yeah,” Hart said, chuckling. “Nothing says sink or swim faster than getting paired with the most hated detective in Baltimore.” He twirled his wedding ring nervously. “I must have missed that portion on the detective’s exam.” 
Cooper drew in a few deep breaths and regained her composure, looking at their evidence board to date. “Where are we at with the drug dealers we brought in?” 
“Most are still in processing. We’re running background checks on all of them to check for aliases and known associates.” Hart peeked out the window, most of the officers still leering. “It shouldn’t take much longer.”
The whiteboard in their office had been cleared of everything save for the evidence they’d collected on their killer. Cooper reached for the picture of the bank account number associated with the house they’d raided. “So the killer uses the address of a meth lab to purchase a security system for an abandoned storage facility where he murders our first victim.”
Irene Marsh’s bloodied pictures rested on the outskirts of their evidence chain. Gaping holes and a mixture of muscle and bone crushed to a pulp had replaced her eyes, nose, and mouth. Her face had been beaten so harshly that they couldn’t even use dental records to identify the body. 
A knock on the door caused both of them to jump. One of the booking officers poked his head inside. “Kate Wurstshed’s sister is here.” He ignored Cooper, choosing to address Hart.
“We’ll be out in a minute,” Hart said.
Kate Wurstshed’s picture rested on the board next to Irene’s. The crime scene photo depicted the blood splatter typical of suicides, along with the pistol she used on herself. Before she left the office Cooper turned back to the board and eyed one of the photos above Kate’s suicide that was taken of the walls in her basement, one of which was covered from floor to ceiling with scribbles of red crayon.
There were still a few harsh words muttered under breaths when Cooper weaved through the precinct halls to the front of the station, but for the most part everyone had returned their focus back to work. She tapped the back of the officer at the desk check-in, and he pointed to a middle-aged woman sitting by herself with her head down near the front door. “Mrs. Knoxen?”
The woman jerked her head up in surprise, and the physical features she shared with Kate Wurstshed were unmistakable. “Yes?” Her voice was weak, and she kept both hands clutched to the strap of her purse. Her nose was a bright red, which contrasted against the natural paleness of her cheeks. 
“I’m Detective Cooper, and this is my partner, Detective Hart.” 
“Hello.” The woman remained guarded, keeping her distance. “I was told that you had some of Kate’s things?”
“We do. Will you come back with us for a moment?” Cooper smiled, but the welcome didn’t entice the woman to step forward. 
“Look, I-I don’t know how this works.” She closed her eyes, taking in a breath. “I’ve already identified the body, and—” A light sob cut her off, and she buried her face in her hands. 
Cooper placed her arm around the woman’s shoulders and guided her out of the public waiting room with Hart following close behind. Cooper led her to one of the interrogation rooms and instructed Hart to fetch a box of tissues. “Just have a seat right here.” Cooper helped her to the chair then sat on the edge of the table and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I know how hard this is for you.”
The woman jerked her shoulder away and looked up. Her cheeks had flushed red and were shiny with tears. “No, you don’t!” She caught her breath, nearly hyperventilating in the process before she continued. “I have reporters asking me questions, asking me if my sister killed that woman. If she helped the killer!” Her mouth quivered, and she buried her face back into her hands.
Cooper held back the impulse for a harsh response, egged on by the liquor from the night before, and paused before she spoke. “The killer that was responsible for Kate’s death… he now has my sister.” 
The woman momentarily ceased her crying and looked up. She shook her head, embarrassed, stumbling over her words. “I-I’m sorry. I-I didn’t know.” She wiped her eyes and shook her head. “Is she… still alive?”
Cooper rubbed a finger over the mangled flesh of her right hand, drawing attention to the bloody knuckles. “I don’t know.” Hart returned with tissues, breaking the awkward silence, and after the woman composed herself Cooper continued. “Did you know your sister was involved with anyone, Mrs. Knoxen?”
“We grew apart over the past few years,” Mrs. Knoxen answered, her voice still thick with phlegm. “Our family has a history of manic depression. Our father killed himself when she was nine.” A single tear rolled down her cheek. “I told her to get help, but I couldn’t force her into an institution unless I could prove she was a danger to herself.” More tears fell. “I should have tried harder. I should have reached out. I should have—”
“Your sister was sick,” Cooper said, reaching across the table and holding the woman’s hand. “And she was taken advantage of by someone who preyed on that sickness.”
Mrs. Knoxen nodded. “The doctor said she wouldn’t have felt anything. When she shot herself. She died instantly.” She wiped her nose. “I tried getting her help,” she repeated, muttering to herself.
“We found some letters she wrote in her house along with a picture of herself and a man she kept on her bedside table, but his face had been scratched out, and there was never a name mentioned in her writing.” 
“Letters?” Mrs. Knoxen asked. 
Cooper folded her hands, hiding the mangled knuckles of her right one with her left palm. “The man who killed that woman, Irene Marsh, made her write things down. I’m not sure what he makes them write down, but he seems to always have his victims use red crayon.” She paused, letting the woman process everything. “In your sister’s basement we found letters written on the walls, all of them matching the same red crayon consistent with our killer.”
“W-what did her letters say?” Mrs. Knoxen leaned forward, her voice soft.
“They were love letters. She saw a life, and a future with this man. She was obsessed.” Cooper’s mind drifted to the writing on the wall in her apartment, and her eye caught the shimmer of the cuts on her right knuckles under the florescent lighting. 
Mrs. Knoxen held up her hands, both of which fisted handfuls of used tissues. “Look, I really didn’t know anything about what she was doing. I just want to grab her things and do what I need to do for the funeral. The sooner I can put this behind me, the better.”
“Of course.” Cooper and Hart left together, and the two lingered in the interrogation room’s anteroom. Left alone, Mrs. Knoxen started crying again, burying her face in the used tissues, her shoulders trembling. Cooper watched her for a moment, a feeling of guilt taking over. “It’d been almost a year since I spoke with my sister.”
Hart shook his head. “It’s not your fault Beth was taken.”
“Yeah,” Cooper replied, exhaling. “Right.” 
The bulk of Kate’s personal belongings rested atop a pile of boxes in the corner of their office. They’d already combed through and tagged what they needed for evidence; what remained was little more than a wallet and a few pieces of jewelry. Cooper looked at the whiteboard that stretched across the side office wall from the front all the way to the back. She had seen more than her fair share of gruesome deaths, blood, and gore. But when she looked at those pictures, the letters, the writing, she felt her spine shake. If she didn’t act quickly, it could be Beth on that wall next.
Cooper returned Kate Wurstshed’s belongings to Mrs. Knoxen and walked her out the back to avoid the news crews. “Your sister’s house is still being searched for evidence. But if you need to retrieve anything just give me a call.” She extended her card. “I’ll escort you over.”
“Thank you, Detective.” Mrs. Knoxen clutched her sister’s belongings close to her chest. “I hope you find who did this.” 
“I will.” Cooper watched Knoxen get into the back of the taxi, and she lingered outside for a moment, listening to the heartbeat of the city around her. She closed her eyes and felt it beat in time with her own. She’d worked every back alley, broken-down house, and shady street corner in the city. Baltimore was a part of her, and she of it. She clinched her fists tighter. I will find you.

When Cooper stepped back inside Hart intercepted her before she had a chance to make it back to the office, and he was smiling. “Tell me you have something good.”
Hart held up a piece of paper. “We ran the background checks on the perps from the drug bust. Most of them are low-level affiliates, no big ties, but one of them, a Julian Weathers, had a connection to someone we know, and guess who it is?” 
Cooper snatched the paper out of his hands. The edges crinkled as she gripped it tighter after reading the name. “Zane Marks.”
“He shared a cell with Weathers during their time in county.”
“Pull Weathers’s cell phone calls. Let’s reach out to the Maryland probation office and have them arrange a chat for us and Mr. Marks.” 
 



Chapter 3
 
Cooper tapped her foot impatiently at the front desk, waiting for the receptionist to return with Marks’s parole officer. When she spied the two of them walking down the hallway she immediately understood what had taken so long. Probation Officer McKaffee was nearly as wide as the hallway itself. And when he stepped around the desk he required the use of the wall to catch his breath. 
“Can I help you two?” McKaffee asked.
“I’m Detective Cooper, and this is my partner, Detective Hart. We’re the arresting officers that brought Zane Marks in after he broke parole last week.”
McKaffee offered a wheeze and a moan as he shifted from one foot to the other. “So you’re the ones Captain Farnes was talking about.” He offered a light chuckle, which cost him another breath. “Look, Marks was cleared of any charges related to the death of Irene Marsh. He had an alibi, he had witnesses, he wasn’t anywhere near the scene of the crime.” He furrowed his brow suspiciously. “And I was told by Captain Farnes that he’d passed the case on to another detective.”
“Officer McKaffee, while Marks may have been cleared of those charges, we have evidence that he still may be involved in some capacity.” Cooper stepped closer, and the large man pressed his body flush against the wall. “I need to speak to him. Now.”
“Well, what do you want me to do about it?” McKaffee asked, looking offended.
“We went to his work,” Hart said. “He wasn’t there.”
“I want you to call him into your office.”
“He’s already checked in this week, so it might be hard to track him down.”
“Track him down?” Cooper asked, raising her eyebrows. “These convicts are on parole. You tell them to show up, or they go to jail.”
“That doesn’t help with the rehabilitation,” McKaffee spit back. “These guys all have a bad rap when they get out. You know how hard it is for them to acclimate back into society? You catch more flies with honey than you do vinegar, Detective.”
“And more than seventy percent of convicted rapists are repeat offenders once they’re back in society.” Cooper leaned over his desk, knocking a few empty cans of soda over in the process. “Get him the fuck here. Officer.” 
McKaffee panted and wheezed but agreed to the request. Once they returned to his office he reached for the phone and dialed Marks, who answered immediately. Cooper took a seat in the corner and remained silent until Marks showed up, the look on his face shifting from inconvenienced to frightened the moment he saw Cooper.
The ex-convict’s first instinct was to run, and he stepped back, but Hart blocked the door, sealing all four of them inside the cramped office, grown warm by McKaffee’s heavy breathing. Marks put his hands in the air and looked to his probation officer. “C’mon, Rick. I thought we were done with all of this.”
Cooper shoved Marks against the wall, ignoring his defenseless stance. “You just keep turning up everywhere I look, Marks. Funny how that keeps happening.”
“Look, I told you I didn’t have anything to do with what happened to that woman. I was camping. With my girlfriend, who you already spoke with and who dumped my ass after all of this, by the way.” He slithered out from behind the wall and scurried over to McKaffee. “This is harassment.”
“Julian Weathers.” Hart handed Cooper the drug dealer’s file, and she tossed it on McKaffee’s desk. “We arrested him earlier this morning for running a meth lab. He had a few friends with him, and we noticed that the two of you were cozy during your time together at county.” Cooper inched forward slowly. “I bet it was cold during all those nights, alone. I mean, you had to get warm somehow, right?”
“Christ, it wasn’t like that.” Marks flailed his arms at his sides, looking between Cooper, Hart, and McKaffee. “Look, we were in that cell for most of the day. After two years, you get to know someone.”
“And the first phone call you make when you get out of prison just so happens to be to a man who was convicted of selling drugs, and who has now graduated to manufacturing,” Cooper said. “Not making enough money working part time at the laundromat, Zane?”
“Now, hold on a second.” McKaffee looked as if he was going to stand but only leaned back in his chair, which squeaked from the sudden shift in weight. “Mr. Marks takes a drug test every week. If you need to see his samples I’d be happy to provide them to you, but enough is enough, Detective.” He pointed to the door. “If you don’t have any hard evidence, then I’m going to have to ask you to leave, or I’ll be calling your captain.”
Cooper tried to take a step forward, but she felt Hart’s hand on her shoulder, and she held back the desire to leap over the desk but leaned forward enough to make the two uncomfortable. “You better walk the line, because if I even so much as see you jaywalk, you’re back in county. You understand me?”
“It’s time to leave, Detective,” McKaffee replied, though the tremble in his voice defeated the attempt at defiance. 
Once Cooper and Hart were outside and at their car in the parking lot, Cooper smacked her fist into the hood. “That fucker is dirty.” She lowered her head, squeezing her fists together, slowing her breathing, and trying to lower her heart rate.
“Maybe he isn’t. Maybe it is coincidence,” Hart said.
“It’s not a coincidence.” Cooper climbed in the driver’s seat, while Hart rode shotgun. “Whoever killed Irene Marsh and convinced Kate Wurstshed to assist in a homicide and then kill herself marked the address for the purchase of those security locks at the storage unit on purpose.” She started the car then smacked her palm into the steering wheel in frustration. “I don’t know how or why, but it’s connected somehow.” She exhaled, leaning back into the seat and shaking her head. “You saw the photos, Hart. You saw the letters. This guy is smart.”
“I know,” Hart said. 
Dispatch blared over the squad car’s radio. “Unit thirty-three, come in.”
Hart reached for the radio. “Go ahead, Dispatch.”
“We have a woman here asking to speak with Detective Cooper. An Annabel Mitchum.”
Hart looked to Cooper, who merely shrugged. “What does she want?”
“She says she has a letter for Detective Cooper.”
Before Hart could respond Cooper floored the accelerator and flipped the sirens. She weaved through traffic lanes, blew past red lights, and screeched to a stop at the first parking spot she saw outside the precinct.
The closer Cooper moved toward the waiting area at the check-in desk, the faster she felt her heart race. She didn’t know who the woman was, but she had an idea of who the message was from. The officer at check-in pointed to an elderly woman in the corner, but just before Cooper spoke to Mrs. Mitchum, she stopped at the sight of her picture on Channel Four News. The volume had been turned up, and she listened to the news anchor give the report.
“Detective Adila Cooper of the Central Baltimore police precinct has been assigned the toughest task any officer could be given, and that’s finding the killer who took her sister. It’s been nearly seventy-two hours since Detective Cooper was given the case, and it all started with the death of Irene Marsh, a Baltimore native who was found dead in an abandoned storage facility off of Highway 86. But while the killer was never caught, a woman, thirty-seven-year-old Kate Wurstshed, who was believed to have helped the killer, committed suicide in the same abandoned storage facility at the end of a high-speed chase. Now, this isn’t the first time Detective Cooper has been in the news. Almost three years ago her partner, Danny Corpelli, was convicted on racketeering and corruption charges. After sentencing, Mr. Corpelli was found dead in his cell where he hung himself. Detective Cooper’s testimony not only implicated her former partner, but also Baltimore Police Captain Jonathan Farnes as well as his brother, the former governor of Maryland, Quentin Farnes. Those accusations were never proven in court, and both Farnes brothers walked away free men.” 
The television turned blank after Cooper reached for the power button, and it caught Mrs. Mitchum’s attention. “I remember you from that case a few years ago.” The old woman held a large purse in her lap, the skin of her hands that kept hold of the handle pruning from age. “What you did wasn’t popular, but it was the right thing.” 
“It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Mitchum.” 
The old woman smiled. “Please, call me Annabel.” She extended the weathered hand, her fingers curved and brittle from arthritis.
“Annabel, I was told you had something for me?” 
The woman nodded and shuffled through the contents of her purse, the massive bag swallowing her arms. “I was heading out for my morning coffee and I found this on my doorstep.” She removed an envelope from the purse, and the paper shook from the light tremor in her hand. “It didn’t have a return address, and at first I thought it was a mistake, but a note was attached to the outside of the letter. It said I needed to bring it to you, that it was important.”
Cooper took the envelope carefully and held it up to the light to check its contents. “Did you see anyone drop it off?”
“No, I didn’t.” 
The seal on the envelope hadn’t been broken and Cooper ran her finger underneath, breaking the adhesive. She pulled the letter out and before she even opened it Cooper saw the familiar shimmer of red through the folded paper. “Hart!” 
Nearly instantaneously, Hart appeared from the bullpen behind the front desk. She extended him the letter, and once he read it he arched his eyebrows. “This doesn’t make any sense.”
Cooper returned the letter to the old woman, kneeling to meet her at eye level. “Can you take a look at this for me?” 
“Of course.” Annabel shuffled through her purse and found her glasses, and then gently took the paper from Cooper’s hand. The old woman remained silent for a moment as she read. Then, when she was done, she lowered the letter and removed her glasses, her eyes red and glassy. 
Cooper placed her hand over the woman’s thin arm. “Annabel, do you know what this letter means?”
The old woman reached for a tissue and dabbed the corners of her eyes. “Yes. I know what this is.” She looked up at Cooper, her eyes still glistening. “It’s about me.” 
Cooper joined her in the adjacent chair, keeping one hand on the woman’s arm. “Annabel, I’m going to need your help with something. My partner and I are going to take you back to our office and ask you a few questions. Would you be willing to do that for us?”
Annabel nodded, though the continued tears suggested she’d fall apart before they arrived. But to the old woman’s credit, she managed to travel the length of the building and into Cooper’s chair without an outburst. “I’m sorry, it’s just, I haven’t even seen his name for so long.” She shook her head. “He went missing nearly thirty years ago. The police never found him.” Her voice grew thick with grief. “They didn’t have the resources of cameras and things like that back then. They told me he just left. But I never believed it.” She shook her head more candidly. “Never.”
The letter lay open on the table between them, and though it was addressed to Cooper, the intimacies were of Annabel’s life.
Dear Addy,
Once upon a time there was a woman who lived alone in her downtown apartment. She worked as a seamstress for a clothing store, and every day she would wake up, go to work for the next ten hours, then come home, alone. She repeated this same, mundane torture every day for years. She was drowning in her own self-pity, and she thought this would be the rest of her life. Forever. 
Then, one day, a young man entered the woman’s shop. He’d ripped his dress pants and needed them hemmed in less than an hour for a meeting. She set to work immediately, but unlike the other customers she served, the young man followed the woman into the back, talking with her as she sewed. Never in her life had she laughed so hard at work, giggling over the hum of the sewing machine. When she was finished her new suitor offered to take her out for dinner when she got off work. Blushing, the woman accepted. 
On her way home that night to get ready, for the first time since she was a child, she felt the rush of excitement. And that evening was one that extended into the morning, and the next day, and the day after that, then through a wedding, and another year. It was the happiest time of her life.
But one day, the woman’s husband left for work and he never came back. He left no note, offered no reason for his departure. And so the woman was cast back into a routine of mediocrity, clutching onto the moments of happiness until those memories turned to dust and ash in her hands.
Life is precious, and you never know when that fragile cord will sever. 
 
Love,
Beth 
 
P.S. Today. 4:00 p.m.
 
Cooper set the paper aside and sat on the edge of her desk, leaning close to Annabel. “The man in the story, he was your husband?”
“Yes,” Annabel answered, a smile gracing her lips at the name. “That story is how we met.” She giggled like a girl, shaking her head. “He could always make me laugh. And it didn’t matter what we were doing, everything was always an adventure.” A few more tears cascaded down her cheeks. “We loved each other so much.”
“The police officers you spoke with,” Hart said, interrupting the woman’s story. “Did they fill out a report?”
“They did. But they never found any evidence of wrongdoing. The last person that saw him alive was me, the morning before he headed off to work.” 
Cooper placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “What was your husband’s name?”
“Gary Beachum.”
Without another word Hart left the room while Cooper stayed with Annabel. If a police report was filed, then it would have been archived. With any luck, they’d be able to pull something out of the paperwork that they could connect to the killer. “Annabel, tell me about your husband.”
“He was a wonderful man. A hard worker too, but very giving. In the spring he would coach high school baseball.” The memories brought with it another flood of tears, and Cooper could do little more than hold the old woman’s hand as she was forced to relive the horrors from thirty years ago.
“Where was he from?” Cooper asked, trying to distract her.
“He was born here in Baltimore. We graduated from separate high schools. Otherwise I’m sure we would have met before we did. He would have loved to coach baseball for a living, but back then it wasn’t enough to support a family.” She smiled again. “We were planning on having children.”
“What did he do besides coach baseball?”
“He was the groundskeeper for Oriole Park at Camden Yards. He used to take me out on the field at night, and we’d have a picnic in the outfield under the stars. He always said it was as close as he was going to get to playing on the field.”
Cooper picked up the note once more and pointed to the time. “Is there anything special about this time? Something the two of you would have done together?”
Another wave of grief poured from her eyes as she nodded then finally choked out, “Today’s our wedding anniversary.”
Leaving Annabel to her grief, Cooper sprinted out of the room and found Hart in the bullpen, using one of the spare computers. “I need you to look up to see if there’s a baseball game today.”
But Hart just pointed to the screen, scrolling through the pages of digitalized reports that had been scanned into the server. “Look at these things. You can barely even make out the handwriting.” Hart shrugged, looking over the officer’s notes. “The woman was right. They never found anything. No fingerprints. Footprints. Nothing. It was like aliens abducted him. They never even found his car.”
“Hart, the game.”
He exited out of the database and pulled up a search browser. He checked the team’s website and nodded. “Yeah, it looks like they play the Braves at 4:00 p.m.”
Cooper checked the time on her phone. “It starts in less than ten minutes. Call the security at the ballpark and tell them we’re on our way and we’ll need their full cooperation.” Cooper left Hart at the desk and headed for the squad car outside.
Hart stood up at the desk, shouting over the cubicles. “Cooper, what’s going on?”
“The killer wants us to go to the game!”
 



Chapter 4
 
The dull roar from inside the stadium at Camden Yard spilled into the parking lot, where a few of the stragglers were still tailgating while others remained at the front gates, still going through security. Cooper stepped out of her squad car, accompanied by Hart and the head of ten K-9 units. 
Hart shook his head, gazing up at the massive structure and the forty thousand boisterous fans inside. “I don’t see how we’re supposed to cover all of those exits. We don’t even know what we’re looking for.”
One of the lieutenants from the K-9 unit walked over. “Where do you want us, Detective?”
Cooper scanned the parking lot. “Whatever we’re going to find will be in the stadium. The chief doesn’t want to cause a panic, so we’re going to be working in coordination with the stadium’s security team. Once we meet up with the head of security we’ll assign each of your men a section. If you find anything, we’ll need to evacuate the ball park.” 
“Christ, Detective, what are we looking for?”
“I’ll tell you when we find it.” The combination of security guards and police officers gave them a force of fifty men, which had to search nearly three hundred sections of ballpark. “We’ll start at the top and work our way down. I want eyes everywhere.” She looked to the head security guard. “You have your men watching the cameras?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Let’s get to work!” Cooper clapped her hands, and the teams dispersed. Cooper and Hart descended into the lower levels, watching the units climb the stairs. 
The noise in the stadium was deafening. The crack of bats, the taunts, boos, and cheers, all of it offered a level of electricity that brought the stadium to life. She peered through the rounded view of the binoculars, while Hart manned the radio.
“You really think he’s here?” Hart yelled over the crowd, letting a cotton candy vendor squeeze by. “This seems out of his MO. And we don’t even know what he looks like.”
Cooper kept the binoculars glued to her face. “Up until now he’s made us believe he’s killed only women. But the message he made Beth write tells us that he’s killed men too. He wants us to know that no one is off limits.” She spotted one of the K-9 units to the far right of the stadium clear its first section then lowered her binoculars. 
“How do you know the woman’s husband was killed by our guy?”
Some of the fans had already noticed the heightened security presence, and Cooper felt the anxiousness of the crowd. “He wouldn’t have sent it to us if he hadn’t.” 
Hart looked around to the thousands crammed into the stadium. “You think he has something big planned? Some kind of killing spree?”
“No.” She lifted the binoculars again and found another K-9 unit working its way through the empty rows of seats near the upper deck. “He may kill both men and women, but he only does one at a time. Whatever’s here is just meant to get our attention. He’s tired of his work going unnoticed.”
It wasn’t long before the first three innings passed and the K-9 units had worked their way to the more-crowded lower levels, where the nervous whispers and anxious glances had spread like a virus. The head of security walked over, his face red from the hot afternoon sun. “Hey, we’re getting a lot of questions from the crowd.” He looked around timidly. “I don’t know what we’re supposed to tell them.”
“Training exercise,” Cooper replied. “That’s all they need to know.” The loud crack of the bat shifted Cooper’s attention to the field, and she watched the batter sprint to first base, where the umpire called him safe and the crowd booed. She lifted the binoculars and scanned the outfield, wondering if the killer had planted something on the field for her to see, but found nothing. “Something’s not right. It’s taking too long.”
Hart shrugged as Cooper lowered the binoculars. “Maybe we missed something in the letter?”
Cooper shook her head. “This was a special place to the victims, which means it’s also a special place for the killer. He inserts himself into his victims’ lives. And if he’s the type of psychopath that I think he is, then we’re in the right place.” She turned back to the stands, locating one of the K-9 units working down a row of spectators as they stood from their seats.
“Hey, did you see that?” One of the fans next to Cooper pointed toward the Jumbotron. “It looked like a woman with a sign.”
Cooper shifted the binoculars to the screen but saw nothing but the stats of the batter at the plate. She grabbed Hart’s attention. “Keep an eye on that.” She located the man decked out in Oriole gear who’d pointed at the screen in the first place and flashed her badge in his face. “Baltimore PD.” She pulled out her phone and swiped through her pictures until she found one of Beth. “Is this the woman you saw?”
The man squinted his eyes and shielded the glare from the sun with his hands to get a better look. “I’m not sure. It was only up there for a second.”
Cooper lowered the phone and before the man could ask any more questions she rejoined Hart, whose eyes were glued to the screen in the outfield. “See anything?”
“Nothing but concession advertisements.” 
The afternoon sun had dipped lower in the sky as the game progressed. They were running out of time. Cooper radioed security, but their units had found nothing. She felt desperation gaining momentum. Something’s supposed to be here. I know it is. She kept her eyes glued to the Jumbotron screen, and just when she felt her pupils go dry from staring, a picture flashed on the screen, only for a moment. 
“Christ, did you see that?” Hart asked.
“Yeah.” Cooper reached for the radio. “All units, keep an eye on the screen in the outfield.” Cooper gripped the railing tight, nearly tipping over the edge as she leaned closer. The image appeared again, only for another second, but Cooper recognized Beth’s face. She held a sign like the Orioles fan said, but the picture flashed so quickly that she couldn’t make out what the paper read.
When the image appeared again it remained on screen for a few seconds longer, this time catching the attention of more fans in the stadium. Cooper felt hands on her back, and when she turned around a few members of the crowd had left their seats and circled around her. “Hey, what’s going on?” A man gestured to the converging K-9 units and extra security guards. “Is there something we need to know about?”
Another man added his worry behind the Orioles fan, dressed in the opposing team’s colors. “Hey, I’ve got my kids here. What the hell are you people doing?” The dissent grew along with the crowd’s voices, and Cooper felt the grip of control loosen. 
“Sir, everything is fine,” Cooper said, the crowd around her growing. “I need everyone to either return to their seats or leave the stadium. But do either in an orderly fashion.”
“Hey, look!” One of the spectators in the crowd pointed toward the Jumbotron screen, and a series of gasps erupted from the stands. 
When Cooper turned around she lunged forward into the railing, white-knuckling the steel as her heart sank to her stomach. The image of Beth on the screen was ghostly. Her skin was pale, and her cheeks and forehead were shiny with sweat. Her hair was tangled in knots, and the mascara around her eyes had run from crying. In her trembling hands she held a white piece of paper with letters and numbers written on it, but Cooper was so paralyzed by the image it was Hart who made the connection of the message’s meaning.
“It’s a seat number in the stadium.” Hart relayed the call over for the radio. “All units converge to section thirty-nine, row eighteen, seat forty-nine immediately.” He grabbed Cooper’s arm and pulled her away from the railing. “C’mon!” Cooper sprinted with Hart through the thick crowds, the K-9 units barking loudly as every officer and security guard converged on the seat’s location.
There wasn’t a seat in the stadium filled at that point; everyone was standing and pointing at Beth on the screen. The umpires had stopped the game, and the players trotted off the field. Panic gripped the masses, and everyone looked one thread away from descending into chaos. 
Cooper radioed stadium security. “I need someone over the PA system to tell everyone to remain seated and calm. The last thing we need is a stampede to the exit. We don’t know what we’re dealing with, and I don’t want to cause any unnecessary casualties.” 
“What the hell do you want us to say?”
“That we’re handling the situation.” Cooper clicked the radio off and sprinted up the steps of section thirty-nine. Arms stretched from the aisles as people tried to get her attention, accompanied with questions screamed in desperation. 
A collective gasp erupted from the crowd, and Cooper turned around to watch a gun enter the frame of the screen’s picture. Though no audio played, tears streamed down Beth’s face and she trembled. Cooper found herself walking back down the steps, but stopped, knowing that whatever was under the seat had the potential to keep the killer from pulling the trigger. 
Stadium security and the K-9 units had blocked the row, and the crowd in the area had grown aggressively panicked. “Where’s the seat?” Cooper asked, panting heavily from the long run up. 
One of the lieutenants pointed toward the middle of the row. “Seat thirty-nine. The gentleman in the white hat.”
Cooper looked to Hart before she took her first step and whispered so only he could hear. “Tell security to be prepared to evacuate. I want everyone ready now.” Hart nodded and found the head security detail then passed the word to the K-9 units. 
Cooper shuffled down the row, stepping over spilled drinks and popcorn, candy wrappers, and feet. Every person she passed shouted panicked questions, but she responded to them all the same: “Everyone remain calm.” The masses were on the edge of hysteria, and it wouldn’t take much to push them over that ledge. When she reached seat thirty-nine the man in the white hat looked nearly as pale as Beth. He held up his hands, his arms shaking as much as his voice. 
“I-I haven’t moved.” The man looked around to the officers on either side of the row. “I didn’t do anything. I swear.” The people next to him leaned away as though they could catch whatever was wrong with him, and a quiet hush fell over the crowd.
The space for Cooper to examine was limited, and she didn’t want to risk moving anyone in case it would trigger the killer into action. She awkwardly knelt and ran her fingers around the base of the seat. “Sir, where did you purchase your tickets for today’s game?”
“I-I’m a season t-ticket holder-r.” He kept his hands in the air as he spoke, and the anxiousness in his voice exacerbated the fear of the crowd. He pointed to the screen, screaming, “I don’t even know who that woman is!” 
The man’s sudden jolt of anger spilled over into the fans around him. The pent-up fear and desperation erupted from the horde’s lips, leaving Cooper powerless to control the teeming masses. 
“Why can’t we leave?”
“What aren’t you telling us?”
“What is going on?”
Each angered voice that joined the thickening madness of the crowd only clouded Cooper’s thoughts as she struggled to find answers. She spotted Hart in the chaos and circled her finger in the air, which signaled the rest of the officers to step in for crowd control. 
The ballpark visitors were forced back into their seats, and fear quickly shifted to anger. The man in the seat Beth had written on the paper stood up, pointing to the massive screen and shouting, “I don’t know her! I don’t know what’s going on!” Cooper turned back to the screen, where Beth continued to cry, the gun still pressed to her head. But the paper with the seat number had been replaced with another note. Let the bomb explode, or I kill your sister. A clock appeared below the letter. And it was counting down from thirty seconds. 
The stadium erupted into madness. Stampedes rushed to the exits, and Cooper was caught in the flood of bodies sprinting to escape. The sheer momentum knocked her to her knees, and she smacked away the limbs trying to keep her down, feeling the harsh blows of their panicked escape. The radio in her ear grew loud with chatter from both the K-9 units and the security force, all of them overwhelmed.
Cooper was shoved, spilling over into the row beneath her, and smacked into another woman as she landed on legs, feet, and popcorn. A series of hands and arms shoved her to the ground, with only a few that helped her up. Blood trickled down the side of her face, and Cooper felt a sharp pain in her right leg as she finally got her feet under her. And with seat number forty-nine now empty, Cooper now had a perfect view from the row below of the ticking clock that was strapped to a brick of plastic explosive. 
Fresh blood dripped from the gashes on her forehead and cheek. Cooper grabbed one of the arm rests and pulled herself up. She saw Hart fight against the flow of the crowd, trying to get to her, but the number of bodies was too many to overcome. 
The clock on the explosive dwindled down to thirty seconds, and Cooper hobbled forward, her ankle badly twisted, but stopped when she heard the soft moan of a child. She looked two rows down and saw a young boy, alone, curled in ball on the concrete, his face red and tears streaming down his cheeks. 
Cooper leapt over the first row, but her weak ankle collapsed on the landing, and she smacked hard against the ground, wet and dirty from the forgotten beverages and snacks left behind. When she lifted her head the clock ticked down to fifteen seconds, and she jumped over the last row, scooping the young boy in her arms. He clung tight around her neck, and Cooper limped forward, her hobbled sprint sending a jolt of pain from her right ankle to her hip with every step. In her peripherals she saw the clock tick down to ten seconds, the gun still to Beth’s head. 
The section of the stadium where the bomb was placed was nearly empty now, and the remaining spectators funneled closely into the exits, jam-packed like sardines. But the exit was too far for Cooper to make it in her condition. She sprinted down the steps, aiming for the dugout. 
The downward slope and momentum helped with her speed as Cooper leapt over the railing and onto the field. She ducked behind the dugout’s concrete structure, clutching the boy tight to her body. She pinned the two of them in the corner, using the concrete walls of the dugout to shield them. She closed her eyes and tucked the two of them into a ball as tight as she could, her pulse racing a mile a minute. 
The clock on the stadium reached zero, and the explosion rocked the lower levels, sending a mushroom of concrete, steel, and debris fifty feet into the air. The percussion of the blast was left a whine in her ears, and dust sprinkled from the dugout ceiling as the young boy screamed into her shoulder, crying for his mother.
 



***
The lights from the emergency vehicles drenched the outside of the stadium. The parking lot had been closed off, and everyone that hadn’t been able to flee before they locked the area down was gridlocked. Paramedics and EMS workers distributed water and blankets, treating anyone with wounds sustained from the blast or the stampede that preceded it. All in all, when the tally was done, the only death had been from the panicked evacuation, with no casualties or injuries from the actual blast. 
Cooper sat in the back of an ambulance, one of the paramedics flashing a light in her eye, Cooper’s cheeks covered in a fine layer of dust. She saw Hart speaking to a few of the officers still locking down the perimeter. Once finished he came over. “How are you feeling?”
“I’m fine.” Cooper pushed the paramedic away, leaving the two of them alone. “How much longer until the FBI shows up?”
“Farnes just called and said they’re already on their way.” Hart raised his eyebrows and looked back at the smoke still rising into the stadium. “You sure you’re feeling all right?”
Cooper pushed herself out from the ambulance and steadied her shaking legs. “How’s the kid?” The first step forward was limped, but after a few more she fell into stride and the pain in her right leg and ankle diminished. 
“They finally found his mom. She was at the concession stand when everyone made a run for it.” Hart looked back to the stadium. “I had security check all of the footage before the game started, but they haven’t found anything out of the ordinary.” He handed her the clipboard he’d been carrying. “And that’s everyone that had access to the stadium before the game this week in order to prepare.”
Cooper scrolled down the names, looking at the job titles, then stopped when she found the only name that mattered. “Tell the head of stadium security that we need to speak with Alfonso Rivera.”
“Who’s that?” Hart asked.
“He’s the stadium’s groundskeeper.”
“Why him?”
Sirens spewed a few quick warnings as a new line of black sedans, flashing their blue lights, passed through the secure perimeter and toward the cluster of police vehicles at the stadium’s entrance. Cooper looked back to Hart after the brief interruption and yelled over the sirens. “Because that was the position that Annabel Mitchum’s husband held before he was killed. And I’d like to speak with him before we lose jurisdiction.”
Hart watched one of the blue-jacketed FBI agents step out of the vehicle, an earpiece trailing from his ear, down the side of his neck, and underneath the collar of his shirt. “Right.” He sprinted away, and Cooper intercepted the federal agent.
“Can I help you?” Cooper asked.
“I’m Special Agent Hemsworth.” He looked past Cooper as he spoke, taking in the scene of the thousands still detained within the parking lot. “I need to speak with the person in charge.”
“Detective Cooper. Baltimore PD.” 
Even after she extended her hand, Hemsworth ignored her and immediately walked toward the stadium’s entrance. He waved his hand, directing his people to different areas, inside the stadium, in the parking lot, and throughout the ranks of the officers on scene. Only when he was done did he finally turn back to her and look her in the eye. “Detective Cooper, we’ll be leading the investigation moving forward. I’ll need the cooperation of your officers for the next few hours, and then I’ll be heading to your precinct to set up a temporary command post. Who’s your SO?”
“Agent Hemsworth, this wasn’t a terrorist attack—”
“A bomb just detonated inside a baseball stadium where forty thousand spectators were enjoying an afternoon game.” Hemsworth puffed out his chest. “I’d call that a terrorist act.”
“I have evidence that suggests this is one man, a suspected serial killer. He’s been doing this for a long time now, and—”
“Detective, I don’t care what this guy did before today. He could have been a fucking Nobel Prize winner. But with the stunt that he just pulled he’s graduated to a higher calling. And if he’s been doing this for a long time it looks to me that your department isn’t equipped to handle this suspect. Now, who is your superior officer?”
The proximity between the two was less than an inch, and Cooper felt her bones shake with anger, but just before the pressure released, Hart appeared. “Hey, I need to speak to you for a minute.” He smiled at Hemsworth and led Cooper away. “Rivera called out sick this week, but look.” He lifted the clipboard still in Cooper’s hand, pointing to Rivera’s name and signature. “Someone used his name and badge to get inside.”
“Tell security to narrow their search of the stadium’s footage to the times listed on the sign-in sheet. We might be able to get a look at his face.” 
“They’re going through them now.”
Cooper saw Agent Hemsworth start to make his way over and kept her voice low. “Listen, I’m going to check out Rivera’s residence, see if there’s anything that I can find. You head back to the precinct and back up all of our files and evidence before the FBI gets there. I’m not losing this case. Go. Hurry.”
Just as Hart left, Hemsworth tapped her on the shoulder. “Detective Cooper, I—”
“Agent Hemsworth, I’ve been called on another case across town.” Cooper retreated back through the crowds. “I’ll radio my precinct and let them know you’re on your way soon. You’ll want to speak with Captain Farnes when you arrive. I’ll leave you to your work.” She disappeared into the crowd before Hemsworth could follow and hurried to the squad car. She retrieved Alfonso Rivera’s address through the DMV database and floored the accelerator.
By the time Cooper arrived at Rivera’s address the evening sun helped diminish some of the decrepit features of the seven-story structure, but with the surrounding neighborhood drenched in poverty, Cooper knew what she was walking into. She stepped out of the cruiser and approached the property carefully. She found the landlady, who led her up the staircase to the sixth floor, where Rivera lived.
“I’m sorry about the stairs,” the landlady said, huffing and puffing as she pushed her way up the steps. “The elevator’s been broken for the past couple months. I’ve been trying to get the county to come and fix it for weeks, but they haven’t gotten back with me yet.”
“This is subsidized housing?” Cooper asked, though with the disintegrating walls around her she should have known better. 
“Yes, ma’am. Though I don’t know if you could call this place livable. It’s cheap, but it ain’t no home.” Twice the old woman had to rest to catch her breath. “I’m sorry. I just don’t move around like I used to.”
“How long has Mr. Rivera been living here?”
“Oh, about six months.” She smiled. “He came here from Puerto Rico. We get a lot of Puerto Ricans coming up here from the island. Everyone’s pretty hard-pressed for work. He sends most of his money back to his family, though I’m not sure how much he has to give away in the first place.”
Cooper glanced around the inside of the building, and nothing looked up to code. The walls were stained with time, the wood underneath her feet groaned loudly, and with no central air the stale heat in the stairwell pummeled her body until her blouse dripped with sweat. A few of the apartment doors they passed were open, and the residences were in no better condition than the stairwell. 
The noises in the staircase varied from the screams of babies to the dull roar of televisions. She heard shouts and arguments, and one of the opened doors she passed was shut in her face once the angered party noticed the badge around Cooper’s neck. 
“Here it is,” the landlady said, dangling the keys in her hand. She pounded on the door a few times, but no one answered. “He’s hardly ever home.” Sweat rolled down her forehead. “Do you want to take a look inside?”
“Please.” Cooper wiped her own trickle of sweat running down the bridge of her nose and positioned herself close to the door. Once it was unlocked she had the landlady take a step back. “I’ll need you to stay out here for a moment.” The old woman nodded and rested against the wall as Cooper pulled her pistol and stepped inside. 
The front door opened to a long, dark hallway. Cooper palmed the wall for a light switch but found nothing. The floor creaked with every step. “Baltimore Police Department. Anyone home?” Only the quiet and darkness answered as the hallway ended and Cooper entered the living room. All of the windows to the apartment were drawn, sealing the darkness inside.
If the heat from the staircase was bad, the temperature inside the apartment was unbearable. The sweltering, stuffy air only worsened, and as her eyes adjusted to the darkness she spotted a lamp in the corner of the room. Her foot slipped in something on the floor, but she quickly caught her balance. She lifted her foot, unable to see what she’d landed in. She reached for the lamp, her fingertips brushing against the warm metal of the pole, traveling up and down until she felt the hard knob and turned on the lamp.
Light flooded the floor and revealed the crimson puddle at Cooper’s feet. She followed the river of blood to the couch, where a body lay sprawled and lifeless with a hole in his chest. She rushed over and placed her finger against his neck, confirming the death, though the man’s skin was still warm. She pulled on a glove and found his wallet, confirming his identity as Alfonso Rivera. 
Cooper pivoted, her shoe smearing the blood across the floor. She stopped once she faced the wall adjacent to the couch and saw the red crayon scribbled across the wall: I hope you’re ready for another story, Detective. The words mocked her, and Cooper tightened her grip on the pistol.
“Detective?” The landlady’s voice echoed from down the hall. “Is everything okay in there?”
“Stay in the hallway.” Cooper reached for her phone and dialed Hart as she stepped past the confused and startled landlady and rushed down the stairs, trailing a bloody footprint. “Hart, Alfonso Rivera was murdered, very recently. I’m at his apartment now. I think the killer is still in the area.” The pain in her right leg returned on her hurried descent, and she winced with every step but refused to slow her pace.
“I’ll send a unit over, but it might be a while. The FBI is running the show over here now.”
Cooper burst out the door and continued her sprint into the streets. She looked left and right, the sun nearly set and the dark of night slowly consuming the neighborhood. She spied a figure in a hoodie, walking quickly, and Cooper followed, keeping Hart on the line. “Did you find anything on the stadium cameras?”
“It was a dead end. Most of the footage was corrupted, and I’m guessing we know who to thank for that.”
The hooded figure turned left onto a cross street, and Cooper paused, ducking behind the cover of a concrete wall that encased an elevated home with a dirt yard until the suspect had walked past. She craned her neck around the corner and saw the hooded figure a few houses down. “Get the unit over to Rivera’s apartment immediately. I want the crime scene locked down.” 
Before Hart responded Cooper hung up. She hobbled down the street, gaining on the hooded figure until she was directly behind him. “Freeze!” Her hands flexed tightly over the pistol’s grip. “Put your hands on your head and turn around slowly.”
The suspect complied, keeping their head lowered at first, but when it was finally raised Cooper saw the frightened face of a female teen. Cooper lowered her gun, still gasping for breath. “I’m sorry. I thought…” She looked behind her and around the rest of the streets. “I’m sorry.”
The front door of the nearest house burst open, and a man and a woman stepped out onto the porch. “What’s going on out here?” The woman wore an old T-shirt and sweatpants, her hair wrapped up in a towel and a scowl etched across her face. 
Cooper holstered the weapon and flashed her badge, keeping her hands in the air. “Everything’s fine, ma’am. It was just a misunderstanding.” She looked back to the young teen, whose cheeks had grown wet with tears. “I’m sorry.” Cooper retreated, the woman on the porch screaming after her as she disappeared.
“We’re tired of you cops coming down here and harassing us! She didn’t do anything wrong!”
Cooper looked down to her foot. The blood still lingered around the edge of her shoe but no longer left a trail when she walked. She clenched her fists, her eyes darting around the neighborhood as she wondered if the killer was still watching.
 



Chapter 5
 
When Cooper arrived at the precinct the FBI’s black sedans had already invaded the parking lot, which set the tone for the redecorating inside the building. The precinct had transformed into chaos as FBI shirts and jackets outnumbered their own. The horde of federal agents spoke with officers, reviewed documents, and seized evidence. She looked for Hart and found him outside the largest concentration of federal agents near their office. “Hey, did you get everything?”
Hart pulled her into one of the empty offices. “I tried getting here before the feds, but they sent a unit over right after you left. They’ve already bagged everything. Any luck with Rivera’s place?”
Cooper glanced down to the shoe that was still crusted with blood and shook her head. “Nothing new.” She looked past the dozens of heads in the bullpen and spotted Farnes, speaking with Agent Hemsworth. She cut through the bullpen toward Hemsworth. All of the officers made it a point to step in her path, smacking her in the shoulder as they walked past. The anger from Roterro’s death was still fresh, and she was the punching bag for their rage. 
 “Detective Cooper,” Farnes said, grumbly. “This is Special Agent Hemsworth. He’ll be taking over the investigation of your suspect.” 
“The captain told me about your sister.” Hemsworth kept his voice low, and the normal gruff procedural voice had been replaced with a softer tone. “I’m sorry.”
“Agent Hemsworth has asked for a liaison to help him with the case, and I told him that you would be up for the job.” Farnes rocked back and forth from heel to toe and raised his eyebrows. “Though I did tell him I might be concerned about your mentality considering your proximity to the case.”
During Cooper’s tenure under Farnes he’d never shown any inkling of willingness to help her, so the endorsement was shocking as it was alarming. “The killer used the groundskeeper’s identity to plant the bomb. You need to get a forensics team over to Alfonso Rivera’s apartment. I’m assuming the handwriting of the message left on the wall was done by Rivera, but it could be the killer’s. I’m sure you have access to better analytic resources than we do. You might be able to find a match if it’s not Rivera’s handwriting.”
“These notes,” Hemsworth said, remaining rigid, with his hands tucked behind his back. “It’s his way of communicating?”
“From what we’ve seen so far, yes. What he makes them write seems to differ with each person, but they’re all written in red crayon.” 
“Why?” Hemsworth asked, his face scrunched tight as if he were thinking too hard.
“I don’t know.”
“Glad I’m not the only one then,” Hemsworth said. “We’ll need access to your apartment. I understand there was writing there as well. You can inform one of our agents of any personal effects you might need, and you can retrieve them once we’ve tagged our evidence.”
“I’m fine.”
“Captain,” Hemsworth said, looking to Farnes. “I’d like to speak with the detective in private for a moment.”
“Of course. Feel free to use my office. And, Detective, when the special agent is done with you I’d like to have a word.” With all of the attention, Farnes was in a rare mood, though Cooper wasn’t sure what he expected to gain with the feds. With his mind already in retirement, it wasn’t as if he could opt for a career shift into the bureau. 
Hemsworth shut the door behind him, and the bustling ruckus of the precinct dulled behind the office walls. “Like the captain mentioned earlier I could use someone that’s already familiar with the suspect’s motives and habits to help with the investigation.” He kept his posture rigid, even behind closed doors. If Cooper had ever seen a more molded sculpture of the stereotypical federal agent, she couldn’t remember. “I took a look at your file. Ninety-five percent arrest rate, with the same conviction rate once the DA takes your suspects to trial.” He tilted his head up, casting his eyes down on her. “Impressive.”
“Anything else my file tell you?” Cooper asked, annoyed with the line of questioning.
“You lost a son.”
A rush of frozen ice burst from Cooper’s heart and flowed through every vein in her body, and she stiffened. “Those records are confidential.”
“For people not in my position, perhaps.” Hemsworth took a step forward, his figure looming over her, and left only an inch of space between them. “You never married, never attempted to have any more children, perhaps due to your absent father who you never knew, and once your mother passed, your sister became your only living blood relative. If she dies, you’re alone. And in my experience when people are forced into solitude they become irrational. Unpredictable.”
Cooper clenched her jaw. “You’ve done your homework.” She pushed off the desk and paced to the front of the office. “But there’s only so much a paper trail can tell you. Sooner or later you have to get your hands dirty.” She turned around, rubbing the still-healing knuckles on her right hand. “And I haven’t washed mine in a while.” 
Hemsworth remained quiet for a moment, choosing his words carefully. “You will assist my team. You will not direct them or lead them. That is my job. And just for the record I’m not keeping you on because of what your file told me.”
“Then why?”
With his hand on the door knob he looked back and his face retained the stoic expression that was the most seasoned in his repertoire. “Because the fact that he has your sister makes you angry. It makes it personal. This guy chose you for a reason. And I intend to use that to my advantage.” Hemsworth shut the door and sealed her inside alone.
Bait. Cooper waved it off. It didn’t matter the reasons, all that mattered was she was still involved. The door opened and shut again when Farnes stepped inside, and he lingered by the door. The two stood in silence, the scene reminiscent of duels in the old west. But with the long morning she’d already had, Cooper wasn’t in the mood for another standoff. “What do you want, Farnes?”
“The investigation of Zane Marks. Drop it.” Farnes remained at the door, his large body blocking the exit. He pointed to his phone. “I just got off the phone with his probation officer, and he told me that you went to his office and harassed both him and Marks.”
“He has an affiliation with one of the drug dealers we arrested this morning. And those drug dealers were tied to a house that had a connection to our killer.” Cooper crossed her arms over her chest. “I’d say that warrants harassing.”
“You’re out of line, Detective!” Farnes stomped forward and he looked her up and down. “People die because of you, Detective. How much more blood do you want on your hands?”
Cooper leaned forward, her eyes locked on Farnes. She kept her voice low and the threat sharp. “As much as it takes.” She slammed her shoulder into the fat of his arm on her way out the door, and slammed it shut behind her. 
The normal precinct foot traffic combined with the added bodies of the feds had turned the hallways into a constant congestion of rush hour traffic. Cooper collided with a few of them, her mind lost in its own thoughts. Why would he care about Marks? It wasn’t the first time Farnes had steered her away from traveling down that particular road. But how Marks connected to the killer she still didn’t know.
“Hey, Cooper.” Hart weaved his way through the crowd, squeezing past two federal agents. “Hey, um, your sister’s family is here.”
“Shit.” Cooper rubbed her temples. “I forgot they were flying in today.”
“Hemsworth is speaking to them now, they’re up front.”
Cooper pushed past Hart and steamrolled her way through the halls. It’d been a year since she’d seen her nieces, but not enough time had passed for her to deal with Tim. She spotted Hemsworth through a cluster of officers, speaking to Tim whose face was blocked from view. The youngest, Mary, was clutched to her father’s leg. She looked left and saw Sarah by the wall, earbuds in with her head down, holding her phone. 
The officer blocking Tim’s face finally moved, and he noticed Cooper’s presence. Color drained from his cheeks when she approached. “Hello, Adila.” His voice was grave, and he stood with his hands in his pockets. His face was covered in stubble, and he had dressed comfortably for the long flight over. 
Mary sprinted from her father’s leg and threw her little arms around Cooper’s waist, burying her face into Cooper’s stomach. Cooper kissed the top of her niece’s head and ran her fingers through Mary’s wavy locks. “It’s okay.” The young girl’s response was only a tighter squeeze, and Cooper knelt down and scooped her up in her arms.
“I was just telling your brother-in-law some of what we know,” Hemsworth said. “I’ll let the two of you talk. Tim, we’ll get together later about where you’ll be staying.”
“Right. Thank you.” Tim rubbed his eyes and cleared his throat, but couldn’t find the words to speak once they were alone. He kept his arms and legs tucked tight against his body as the busy flow of officers and agents swarmed the precinct. “Is there any place quiet we can go? I feel like I’m crammed back in that plane.”
Cooper set Mary down, and the girl returned to her father. “Yeah. Sure.” 
Tim grabbed Sarah’s attention and Cooper led them to the interrogation rooms. They ran into Hart along the way, and Cooper pawned the kids off on him. What she was going to tell Tim wasn’t something she wanted the girls to hear. 
Once inside the room, with the girls gone and the pleasantries done, the two wallowed in awkward silence. Finally, Cooper spoke. “The girls are getting big. Sarah has to be, what? Ten?”
“She’s twelve,” Tim answered, the tone in his voice still lacking any tenderness. “Cooper, what’s going on?”
“Why don’t you have a seat.” Cooper gestured to the chair, but Tim refused the offer. He remained in the corner of the room, his arms crossed like toddler. “Look, Tim—”
“I need to know if she’s still alive.” His voice trembled, and the stoic demeanor he held earlier disappeared. “We can sugarcoat it for the girls, but I need to know the truth.” He took a hard swallow, and for the first time since his arrival, he finally looked her in the eye and held his gaze.
“I think there’s still a good chance that she’s alive.” The moment the words left her mouth he broke down, collapsing into the chair and burying his face into his forearm, his shoulders trembling. Cooper folded her hands together on the table and waited until it was out of his system before she started again. “Whoever this guy is, he takes his time. The previous victim was with him for at least a week. I don’t know if he’ll keep the same timeline, or try something different, but statistically these people usually stick to what they know.”
Tim sniffled, wiping his nose. He cleared his throat a few times, his lips moving but the words hesitant to leave. “Is, um… Does he do anything? To the women he takes?”
“No,” Cooper answered, reading between the lines. “We don’t think he rapes them. But he is violent. Both victims had bruising and lacerations before they were killed.” 
“How many times has he done this?”
“I don’t know.”
“Jesus Christ.” Tim pushed himself up from the chair, pacing the room in a ghost-like daze. “I knew she shouldn’t have come here. I knew it was a fucking mistake. She just wouldn’t listen. She never listens.” His voice grew louder, and his pacing quickened. 
“I know this is a lot to take in.”
Tim smacked the back of the chair, and it hit the floor, the crash of steel and concrete ringing through the confined space. He thrust his finger at her, screaming. “You’re the fucking reason she came here. It was because of all that shit with your dad. Do you know how much time she spent on that after your mother died? She was obsessed. But then again you might have known if you just would have called.”
“I didn’t know how hard she was taking everything.” They’d both handled their mother’s death in different ways. Cooper buried herself in her work, and Beth buried herself in finding their biological father, an endeavor Cooper had given up on long ago.
“I told her you wouldn’t fucking care. I told her not to come. But she just wouldn’t listen.” Tim paced the small space, his cheeks reddening. “All you had to do was stay in touch with her. If you hadn’t been such a bitch after your mom died, then this wouldn’t have happened!” He kicked the chair, and it skidded across the floor.
Cooper leapt from her seat and had to make a conscious effort not to reach for her service pistol. “Do not put this on me, Tim! You have no fucking right. It’s not my fault.”
Tim inched closer, his face still red but his voice softer. “Then whose is it?”
Both of them stood nose to nose, the anger between them reaching a crescendo. Cooper thrust her finger in his face. “Don’t think I forgot about what you did to her, you fucking asshole. The only reason I didn’t put you behind bars was because I didn’t have the proof. But you knew what happened.” She felt spit dribble down her chin as she looked him up and down with contempt. 
Tim turned away, balling his hands into fists. “It was an accident. Beth knew it, and so did I.” 
“Make a lot of mistakes when you’re drunk, Tim? Funny how quickly you swept it under the rug when her bruises disappeared. Once a piece of shit, always a piece of shit.”
Tim whirled on her, his face beet red, screaming at the top of his lungs. “Fuck you, Adila! Fuck you!” He viciously kicked the chair again, and the steel scraped across the concrete. He slammed both hands against the wall, keeping his palms flush against the concrete. “It was a mistake I made a long time ago. She forgave me for what I did.” He turned around, his face still red but the anger in his voice gone. “You should too.”
Cooper closed the distance between them, her fists clenched close to her sides. “Never.” Resisting the urge to pull her Glock out of its holster, Cooper slammed the door shut on her way out. She lingered in the anteroom, watching Tim through the one-way glass. She flattened her back against the wall and closed her eyes. 
Underneath all of the rage and frustration and opened wounds that was her family history, the truth was Cooper knew Tim was right, and that reality stung worse than any of the threats and taunts from the public, from her peers, or from him. She should have called. She should have visited. But should haves couldn’t help her now. And deepening the divide between Tim and herself wouldn’t help the girls. Right now he was the sole custodian of her nieces, and that meant he could do whatever he wanted to keep her out of their lives. She didn’t think he’d be that vindictive, but then again he beat her sister fifteen years ago in a drunken rage, so she wasn’t going to take that chance.
Cooper stepped back into the room. Tim had picked up the chair and sat down, drumming his fingers on the desk lazily. With both tempers calmer, Cooper used the opportunity to extend an olive branch. “Where are you guys staying?”
Tim kept his arms crossed and remained in the corner. “I booked a room at the Radisson downtown. Though when I was talking to that agent he said they might move us. Something about witness protection. I don’t know how long we’re going to be able to stay. I have work, and the girls need to go back to school at some point.”
Cooper reached into her pocket and pulled out a card, extending it to Tim, which he took hesitantly. “That’s the police department’s resource office. They take care of helping with expenses for people in similar situations to this. Give them a call and tell them who you are and your relationship with me. I don’t know how much they’ll be able to help, but it’ll be something.” 
“Thanks.” Tim pocketed the card, and the two sat in silence until Hart returned with the girls. Both were in higher spirits than before they left, and even Sarah managed to unplug from her device. “Did you have fun with Hart?”
Mary nodded. “He let me play with the siren.” She giggled mischievously, and Sarah rolled her eyes. 
Without much patience left for one another, Tim gathered up the girls, and Hemsworth escorted them out the back, shielding them from the growing number of news vans and cameras that had bloomed in front of the precinct. Once Tim and the girls were seated and buckled, Hemsworth pulled Cooper aside. “I’ll have a team of agents on them the entire time. They’ll be safe. I promise.”
“Thank you.”
Hemsworth stopped at the car. “After we drop them off we’re heading to your apartment with the forensics team. We’ll meet you over there.” The caravan of black sedans flashed their lights and dispersed into downtown. 
Hart waited with Cooper outside until she couldn’t see the sedans any longer. He nudged her elbow. “Anything you want to tell me?”
“It’s just family shit.” Cooper exhaled, hoping that whatever sins she committed in the past wouldn’t affect her sister’s future. 
 



Chapter 6
 
Cooper leaned up against the living room wall in her apartment and watched the team of FBI agents turn the place upside down. Hemsworth directed his people as they turned over every last fiber and transformed her apartment into a crime scene the Baltimore PD would have reserved for a triple homicide. Forensics techs snapped pictures of the writing the killer had etched on her wall, along with the hole she punched in it earlier that morning. 
Every foreign hand and finger that combed through Cooper’s property sent an uncomfortable shiver through her body. It was an invasion of privacy that didn’t sit well, and as she watched one of the forensics snap a picture of the binder that she kept of her father she had to step away. 
With the explosion at the stadium their case had ascended from local news and thrust into the national spotlight. The media was already circling the precinct, wanting to know more about the detective and her sister who was kidnapped by the deranged serial killer that they had already dubbed “The Baltimore Scribe” due to the notes he made his victims write. Cooper would be helpless as she watched their entire family history transform into soap opera entertainment for the masses. She’d seen it happen locally to citizens in the Baltimore community. But as bad as it was going to be for her, she knew it was only going to get worse for her nieces. 
“Detective,” Hemsworth said, “you’ll need to find a place to stay until we can gather what we need from your apartment. If you don’t have anyone you can stay with the bureau can handle your accommodations.” He retained the business-like demeanor all morning and stepped aside as one of the techs entered her bedroom. 
“I’ll figure it out.” Cooper took one last look at the killer’s message on the wall then left. When she reached the bottom of the staircase, away from the prying eyes of her neighbors and the FBI, she stopped and sat on the last step. The weight of the day fell with her, and Cooper buried her face in her hands, feeling the sweat and grime that had collected. Dull thuds and chatter from the agents upstairs mingled with the noise of the reporters waiting for her outside. Both were like insects buzzing about her ear, and no matter what she tried to do she couldn’t squash them. 
Suddenly, the door opened, and with it came Hart and a flood of questions shouted from reporters. He shut the door quickly and pressed his back flush against the wood, the murmurs of the news teams still seeping through the door cracks. “Hey.”
Cooper rubbed her hands, her right one aching slightly from the day’s activities. “What are you doing here?”
Hart joined Cooper on the bottom step and pointed upstairs. “I heard about the raid on your place. I wanted to drop by and see how you’re holding up.”
Cooper leaned her head against the stairway banister posts and clutched her detective’s badge. “Why’d you join, Hart?” She cast him a sideways glance. “Why’d you want to become a detective?”
Hart twirled the gold band on his left ring finger, and the taut skin on his forehead wrinkled slightly. “I never did well in high school. I never considered myself stupid, but I wasn’t ever driven.” He shrugged. “The police academy seemed less dangerous than the military. Less chances for me to get shot at, anyway.”
“But why’d you become a detective?” Cooper pointed down to the ring, shining as though it were still in the case at the jewelry store. “Did you do it for her?”
Hart paused for a second, continuing to spin the ring around his finger. “It started that way. But after I went through the academy, something changed. I saw what we could do for the community, how we could make it better.” Hart shrugged, smiling. “Taking the detective exam seemed like a good way to catch more bad guys.”
It took Cooper a second to realize the tightness in her cheeks was from smiling. “Beth was always an idealist. Even when we were little kids. No matter what we were doing she always saw the glass as half full. No matter how bad the situation was it could always get better.” 
“What about you?” Hart asked, giving her a nudge. “What made you become the legendary devil detective?”
Cooper released her grip on the badge and pushed herself off the staircase. “For reasons that don’t matter anymore.” Cooper took a step toward the door, and the noise of the reporters outside grew louder. She hesitated, reaching for the door, not wanting to confront the storm outside. She turned around. “Did stadium security ever find anything on the rest of those tapes?”
“No,” Hart answered, standing up from the staircase. “I spoke to a few of the workers, and none of them remembered seeing anything out of the ordinary over the past few days. I did get the reports from the morgue back about Alfonso Rivera. He was stabbed twice. Two incisions, the first in the liver, and the second in the kidneys.”
Cooper cringed, feeling the ghost-like pain in both areas. “He’s becoming more violent. And the bomb was reckless, which he knows. If he’s been doing this as long as he’s claimed, we might be able to look into unsolved missing persons or murder cases. See if he left any of his messages. It could help us decode his pattern. Maybe even figure out where he’ll hit next.” 
“The unsolved cases are in the thousands, Cooper. It would take half the Baltimore police force to go through all of those files. We don’t have that kind of resources. Or time.”
Cooper lifted her head to the noise still running rampant in her apartment. “Sounds like a task for the FBI.” She smiled. “Night, Hart.” She reached for the handle, and before she opened it Hart pressed his hand against the door. 
“Hey, listen.” Hart scratched the back of his head, mumbling as he spoke. “I know we haven’t been partners for that long, and I cleared it with the wife before, so it’s completely fine, but you’re welcome to stay at our place until you can go back to your apartment.”
“I appreciate it, Hart. But I’m fine.” 
“All right. I’ll see you tomorrow?”
“See you then.” Cooper opened the door and shielded her eyes from the flash of cameras. Microphones were thrust into her face, reporters asking dozens of questions as she made her way down the stoop of her building. She shouldered her way through, staying quiet.
“Detective Cooper, do you have any leads?”
“Is it true that you and your sister had a strained relationship?”
“What’s going through your head right now?”
“Is it a conflict of interest to keep you on the case?”
The reporters followed her all the way to her car, a few even trying to chase after her when she drove off. She blew past two stop signs, and didn’t let her foot off the gas until there was nothing but the quiet of the engine and the night around her, sealing herself into the cone of silence that she’d grown accustomed to over the past few years. 
The cruiser hummed slightly as Cooper idled on the side of the road, and she caught her mind retracing her career: the cases, the suspects, the court appearances, the investigations, all of the sleepless nights; her body grew stiff just thinking about it.
Cooper cracked her neck and then caught her reflection in the side mirror. The aged face staring back at her was one she didn’t recognize. The greys in her hair had made significant inroads in taking over the brown, and the tired bags under her eyes aged her well beyond her forty-one years. The job had taken its toll. But even with her experience, and all of the solved cases under her belt, none of it had prepared her for this, and the killer she had to stop. 
 



***
Dawn arrived quicker than Cooper would have liked as she pulled the jacket over her face to block out the morning sun breaking through the front windshield of her cruiser. But when the light refused to recede, she lifted her seat to an upright position and rested her forehead on the steering wheel. With dry, tired eyes, she squinted into the empty parking lot she pulled into last night and found herself alone. With her mind still clouded from the restless sleep, the first stop was a quick coffee and breakfast. Once awake, the next destination was the precinct.
When Cooper arrived the night shift was clocking out. She spotted Agent Hemsworth across the bullpen, and before she could duck into her office, he spotted her, “Detective Cooper, I need to have a word.” 
Cooper sipped the coffee, hoping the caffeine would offer her the needed strength to deal with him. “What?” But before he answered she already knew the question of his inquiry as she saw the binder tucked under his arm.
Hemsworth pulled her out of the open hallway and into her office, sealing them both inside. He lifted the binder, waving it in front of her face. “I assume you know what this is?”
Cooper set the coffee down and then took a seat herself. “Do you?”
Hemsworth tossed the binder on the desk. “I checked the records in there, and saw that you pulled them without permission.” He stepped forward, the authoritative tone growing with every word. “That’s a felony.”
Cooper reached for the binder and opened it to the first page. A picture of a middle-aged man, complete with weight, height, and physical description, was the first thing that greeted her. She grimaced at his face, turning the page. “If you knew about the miscarriage, then you know why I have this.” 
“Yes,” Hemsworth said. “I do.” He picked up the file and cleared his throat. “Henry Miller. Aged forty-six. Caucasian. Six feet, two hundred pounds, brown hair and green eyes. Deceased.” He snapped the binder shut and drummed his fingers on the cover. “I see you got your mother’s looks.”
Anger from the comment dissolved Cooper’s fatigue, and she shot out of her chair, her fiery gaze locked on Hemsworth as she knocked the binder out of his hands. “This binder doesn’t have anything to do with the case. And neither does half the evidence I saw your people tag.”
Hemsworth’s cheeks reddened, and he puffed his chest. “You stole confidential material from a federal database to hunt down your own biological father, who you found was already dead.” He gestured around to the office. “Is that why you got into police work? So you could hunt him down?”
“If you want to charge me, then do it.” Cooper spit the words, kicking the binder away and sending some of the papers spilling out over the sides. “Or you might not have to the way the reporters have been snooping around.” She ran her hands through her hair, her nerves fraying, and let out a sigh. “Half the police force uses the DMV to look up old boyfriends or girlfriends, check up on who their kids are dating.” She turned around. “I used a federal database to locate my biological father without permission because it was no one’s business but my own. And it still is.” 
“Detective, you and your family are at the center of a federal investigation. By now someone has leaked your information to the press, and the entire country will know what’s happening by this afternoon. Knowledge of obtaining unwarranted pieces of information is not something you want added to the headlines.” While the tone had remained strict, the enthusiasm and anger Hemsworth displayed earlier faded from his voice. He rubbed his forehead in frustration and changed the subject. “We couldn’t find anything in your apartment. Nothing that wasn’t already found. You can head back whenever you need to.” He lingered for a moment, looking down at her father’s file. “Get rid of that before it bites you in the ass.” He stepped out and Hart entered, the two passing at the door, neither exchanging a word.
Hart set his coffee down and adjusted the tie on his collar. “What’d he want?” 
“My apartment’s a dead end,” Cooper answered. Hart nodded, reaching for his coffee and rubbing his eyes. Cooper noticed the dark circles and the fact that he hadn’t shaved this morning. “You all right?”
“Didn’t get a lot of sleep last night.” Hart drained half his cup and set the mug down. “The baby kept waking Alice up, which kept waking me up.”
A quick knock on their door, and the panicked face of one of the desk officers ended the brief quiet. “We’ve got another one.”
Cooper drained the rest of her coffee and followed the officer out to the front. When she stepped out into the waiting area she saw the news trucks still camped out front, but her attention was focused on the young man that paced the waiting room floor, holding a folded piece of paper that trembled along with his arms. “Can I help you?”
The young man stopped and looked at Cooper. The peach fuzz on his cheeks was a failed attempt at trying to look older, his voice cracking as he spoke. “I-I don’t know. I saw what was happening on the news, and then I got this.” He looked down to the paper. Most of the edges were crinkled. “I don’t know what it means.” 
He extended the note and Cooper reached for it, un-crinkling the paper carefully, taking in the letter written in red crayon. “How long has she been missing?”
The young man was thin, all skin and bones, with a thick mop of brown hair on his head. “I-I just saw her last night. I spoke to her an hour ago actually, and she was fine. And then when I went out to my car to head to work I saw this on my windshield.” The vein on the side of his neck pulsed quickly, and all of the color faded from his cheeks. “Did something happen to her?”
“Let’s get some information from you, and we’ll figure that out together.” Hart stepped in, taking the young man by the arm and leading him back into one of the interrogation rooms. Cooper lingered in the waiting room and reread the note: 
Dear Addy,
Do you remember how hard high school was? The pressure, the hazing, the constant worry of whether or not people liked you, and that first-time feeling of young love?
Once there was a young boy who knew that struggle all to well. He was small, weak, but intelligent. Attributes that none of his peers appreciated. He struggled through school, waiting and wishing for the day he could escape, waiting for his moment to shine, waiting for those who could help lift him up instead of bring him down. He fought through ridicule and bullying, pain and insecurities, and when he finally managed to arrive on the other side, he barely had enough left of his soul to survive. 
But on an evening six months ago, everything changed. The young boy had grown into a young man, and on his way home from the movie theater he came across a young woman. She was distraught, searching for a watch her grandmother had given her. The young man stopped to help look, and when he found the watch in a thick cluster of bushes the two became lost in conversation. 
And in that conversation the young man shed all of his fears and insecurities, and asked the woman on a date. They grabbed coffee. And then dinner. And then dessert. They shared the same interests, loved the same music and films, and suddenly the young man who struggled for so long finally felt like he could fly.
Don’t let their future stay buried. Save her, Addy. 
 
Love,
Beth
 
Cooper crumpled the paper in her hands and joined Hart in the interrogation room. When she burst inside the young man recoiled at her sudden aggressiveness. “How long were you seeing your girlfriend?”
The young man stuttered, his lips moving faster than his mouth. “U-Umm. Six months. Today.”
Cooper hunched over the table, leaning closer. “What does she do for a living?”
The man’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he swallowed. “She’s a teacher. An English teacher.”
Cooper circled the table, Hart watching her as he remained quiet in his chair, writing down the man’s responses. “What about you? What’s your profession?”
“I’m studying for my doctorate in History at the University of Maryland.” 
Cooper grabbed the young man by his shoulders, and he looked bewildered and confused. “Today, six months. You were going to celebrate with her, right?”
“Y-Yes,” he stuttered in answer.
Cooper dug her fingers into the man’s shoulders tightly, and he winced. “Is there somewhere special you were going to take her?” 
“Westminster Hall. We both have an affinity for Edgar Allen Poe. It’s one of the things we spoke about on our first date.”
Cooper released the young man and bolted out of the room. She found Hemsworth on the way to the parking lot and smacked him on the shoulder. By the time he looked up both she and Hart were at the door. “Tell your people to get to Westminster Hall! Now!”
 



Chapter 7 
 
Cooper swayed left, then right, her shoulder slamming against the car door as Hart maneuvered through traffic that parted from the wailing siren and flashing lights. She bounced her knee up and down nervously, the adrenaline coursing through her veins eradicating the fatigue of her body. “The killer’s keeping this one alive.”
Hart kept his eyes on the road, jerking the steering wheel left and right on their way to the heart of the city. “You think he’s waiting for us at Westminster with another bomb or something?”
“No. This will be different. He wants to keep us on our toes.” Cooper balled her hands into fists, glancing out the window at the passing traffic and buildings. “Why would he try and keep one of them alive?” She retraced the letters in her mind, trying to single out anything they shared in common. “Both letters had some representation of an anniversary, a date. The killer punishes the victim by making their families suffer.” That’s why he took Beth. To make me suffer. But why?

The squad car’s engine revved as Hart floored the accelerator. The FBI sedans were close behind, but they arrived at Westminster first. What few people were at the grounds immediately started taking pictures of the massive police force that overwhelmed the property, followed quickly by the news crews that had chased them from the precinct. “Hart, get some officers over here to deal with crowd control. This place is about to turn into a mad house.”
Hart radioed for backup, and Cooper followed the signs to the main office, where she was greeted by an elderly woman sitting behind a desk. “Ma’am, I need you to call all of your employees on the premises to the front office.” She flashed her badge. “I also need to take a look at any security footage you have.”
The old woman’s jaw hung loose. “We don’t have a lot of staff here during the week, especially in the morning. But I can call our groundskeeper if you’d like.” She looked past Cooper to the widow and the growing spectators and cars outside. “Is there something wrong?”
“Everything’s fine, ma’am.” Hemsworth entered and gave an assuring nod. “Detective, I need a word.” Cooper followed him around to the side of the main administration building, out of view of the reporters. “Mind telling me what we’re dealing with here?”
Cooper retrieved the note, handing it to him. “A young woman was taken, and I think she’s buried somewhere on the grounds. And I think we have a limited amount of time to pull her out of this alive.” 
Hemsworth slowly turned and examined the hundreds of headstones that lined the property until he reached the entrance of the catacombs. “Hell of a place to find someone alive.”
“Hemsworth, we can save her.” She felt the well of desperation rising in her voice, and just before he answered, the invasion of a microphone in his face disrupted his thought.
“Janet Kimmings, Channel Four News. Did the killer strike again?” The reporter shifted the microphone between Hemsworth and Cooper. “Could there be another bomb ready to blow on the premises?”
Hemsworth shoved the camera out of his face and waved his arms. “Ma’am, I’m going to need you to step back. We’re in the middle of a crime scene, and we need to secure the perimeter. Tommy!” Another agent jogged over and removed the reporter and her cameraman from their sight and back behind the police line being set up.
Cooper felt the pressure mounting. She couldn’t afford to be wrong anymore. Too much was at stake, and time was running out. Just find the girl. She’s here. I can save her. Another long exhale, and she looked back to the building, where she saw Hart speaking with the groundskeeper. The old man was rubbing the stubble along his jaw when she walked up. “We need to see where Edgar Allen Poe was buried.” 
“It’s to the east of the property, but I can tell you I was just near there and didn’t see anything.” The old groundskeeper pointed a shaky finger in the general direction, and before he could finish his slow step forward Cooper had already broken into a sprint. Her hastened pace triggered Hart and a few of the FBI agents to spring into action, and they weaved through the ancient graves of Westminster Hall. 
The headstones she passed varied in size and shape, but nearly all of them had been weathered by time, some of the lettering on the stones undecipherable. Twice Cooper stumbled over the raised stones that sealed the dead in their graves. Her feet smacked the path of paved brick and grass, pushing herself closer to Poe’s monument. 
“I found it here!” Hart said.
The monument stood five feet high and nearly as many feet wide. But underneath was nothing but solid brick and concrete. Cooper placed her hand on the warm stone, shaking her head. “This doesn’t make any sense.” She searched for any scrape marks along the ground, anything that would have signaled the stone had been moved. 
“There’s no way this guy could have buried her under here.” Hart followed Cooper around the stone twice, grabbing her arm to force her to stop. “Cooper. She’s not here.”
A warm breeze grazed Cooper’s cheek and blew scattered leaves against her pant legs. Cooper brushed the hair out of her eyes and motioned toward the rest of the compound. “We need to search the property. Anything that feels or looks out of place, I want it turned over.” She looked back to Hart. “We’ll check the catacombs below.”
Cooper and Hart followed the groundskeeper underneath the church while Hemsworth directed the FBI on the surface. When she took the first step into the darkness she heard the barks of the K-9 units unleashed onto the property, their howls echoing into the tombs below.
A few dim lights guided their path once beneath the ground, and the air grew cold and damp. The old groundskeeper shuffled forward, the hem of his trousers scraping the dirty pavement as they passed the ancient tombs. Cooper reached for her flashlight, searching each tomb she passed, checking to see if any had been moved, but every piece of stone she examined hadn’t been touched for centuries. She pointed the light ahead, and the halls twisted farther than her light reached. “How many tombs are down here?”
The groundskeeper scratched the bottom of his chin and squinted his face in concentration. “I think we have somewhere around one hundred and eighty plots here, and, hey!” The old man shouted at Cooper as she tried to lift one of the stone lids on the nearest tomb. He hobbled over, knocking her hands away. “You’re not allowed to disturb these, lady. These things are nearly as old as I am.”
“A woman is buried under one of these. Alive. And every second we waste debating on whether or not we’re disturbing the dead is one more that ticks closer to adding her to the number buried down here.” Cooper’s voice grew louder, the musty air of the dead mocking her rage. “Now open the fucking graves!”
The old man looked past Cooper to the other officers and then slowly nodded. “Fine. But I’m not going to be the one who’s held responsible for this. In this life or the next.”
Crowbars were brought down with a dozen agents, and the race to find the woman was on. Iron scraped against ancient stone, and with every tomb overturned a musk of death filled the catacombs. But with every overturned rock only bones and tattered clothes were revealed. The skeletons smiled under the glow of flashlights, silently laughing as the sands of the woman’s hourglass slowly sifted away. 
Twenty minutes had passed, and Hart jogged from the far end of the catacombs, crowbar in hand, with three agents behind him. “She’s not down here, Cooper.” He looked behind him, pointing deeper into the darkness. “We’ve checked all of them in the back. It’s nothing but corpses.”
Cooper shone the light over the FBI agents and the exposed tombs. She paced back and forth in the same six-foot space, retracing the letter the killer had forced Beth to write. What did I miss? What was I supposed to do? She slammed the flashlight on the ground, shattering the bulb inside. “She’s supposed to be here!” Her voice echoed through the long halls of the catacombs, bouncing over the ancient walls and back in her face, flushing her cheeks red. She shut her eyes, muttering the same words to herself over and over. I have to save her.

The touch of a hand on her shoulder ended the frantic mantra, and Hart lifted her chin. “Cooper, she’s not here.”
Footsteps echoed toward the catacombs’ entrance, and Hemsworth appeared, flanked by his agents. “We’ve scanned over half the property and haven’t found anything out of place.” The tone in his voice was as hard as the ancient stones that surrounded them. “Every news crew in the city is up there, and every single one of them is spinning a tale of panic!” He thrust his hands in the air, exasperated.
“Everything the killer has done so far—”
“Everything he’s done has been one step ahead of you!” Hemsworth thrust a finger in her face, and even in the dim lighting she could tell his cheeks had flushed red. “You were wrong, Detective. This guy is playing you.”
The strength and hope Cooper had clung to slowly dripped from her fingertips, and she felt the heavy weight of uncertainty fall onto her chest. She stumbled backward, feeling lightheaded and suddenly out of breath. “The note said we could save her, which meant she was, is,” she said, correcting herself, “still alive.” She pressed her hands against the side of one of the tombs, the exposed corpse casting its judgment. Color faded from the tips of her fingers the harder she pressed against the stone. “The woman is here, and she is running out of time.”
“We have nearly twenty agents and officers combing this place, and we have overturned every tomb we’ve come across,” Hemsworth said. “If she was here, then we would have found her already.”
Cooper cradled the side of her head, trying to think, trying to figure out what she missed. “Poe. That’s what was special to them. That was their connection. And that’s what he would use to tear them apart. She should have been buried there.”
“Cooper, Poe’s gravestone is cemented to brick,” Hart said, his tone firm but kind. “There’s no way he could have moved that in the time frame the girl was taken without someone noticing, or leaving behind something in the process.”
“It’s not a grave.” 
Every head turned to the old groundskeeper, and Cooper was the first to reach him. “What?”
The old man shrugged, one of the straps of his overalls falling from his shoulder. “That’s just a monument to commemorate Poe. There isn’t anything buried underneath. His original grave is marked at another spot.”
Hemsworth and Hart radioed the agents and officers in the area toward the west side of the compound. The massive shift in resources converging on a single location caused the media to stir, and out of the peripheral of her right eye Cooper saw the bright flash of cameras and heard the deafening choir of questions hurled toward her on the run.
“Keep them back!” Hemsworth shouted as he kept stride with Cooper and the others.
Cooper checked the headstones for names, looking for the original marker, as the old groundskeeper was too slow to keep up with their hurried pace. Four more agents appeared with shovels, and the medical team that was on standby pulled their gurney over.
“I found it!” Hart jumped and shouted a few rows over.
Shovels hit the dirt before Cooper arrived, and she noticed the brokenness of the freshly laid sod over the gravesite. Another officer arrived with more shovels, and Cooper added her labor to the dig. Her shoulders burned with every scoop of earth cast aside, and when the metal tip of her shovel thudded against something hard she dropped to her knees, clawing through the dirt until she felt the grainy top of a box. “Find the edges!” Dozens of hands cleared the space, finding the corners until the top of the short coffin was completely unearthed. Cooper reached for the latch on the side, but it was locked. “We need bolt cutters over here, now!” 
Hart handled the heavy tool and pried the jaws open wide enough to get a good grip on the lock. He pressed down, his face beet red and the veins along his neck pulsating as the metal on the lock whined. One more final squeeze, and it snapped in half, Hart exhaling as he collapsed backward. 
Cooper lifted the hatch, the remaining dirt flinging from the opened top. The young woman inside was curled in a fetal position and unconscious. “Medic!” Cooper reached her hand out and pressed her fingers against the woman’s neck, looking for the pulse she prayed was still there. But before she felt the beat of life, medics pulled Cooper back and out of the way. Blue-gloved hands reached into the box, carefully removing the woman from her tomb, and set her on the gurney. An oxygen mask was placed over her nose and mouth, and one of the paramedics immediately placed both hands on the woman’s chest, pumping life back into her heart.
Sitting in the dirt, both hands in the soil, Cooper watched the paramedics wheel the woman away, and as they disappeared into the back of an ambulance she felt a piece of her fall into the grave they’d dug up. If that woman died, she wasn’t sure how much more of this she could take. But she understood one thing very clearly. The killer wanted her to know that he held all the cards. He was life and death. And he held her sister’s fate in his hands. 
 



Chapter 8
 
The tall vaulted ceilings of the church of Westminster Hall echoed the loud chatter of the press corps and spectators outside. But inside all the long wooden pews were empty, save for one spot that Cooper had claimed. She leaned back, her bones as stiff as the wood underneath, and they both groaned from the motion.
The walls of the church were massive slabs of stone, laced with intricate patterns of statues, but what Cooper couldn’t take her eyes off of was the massive organ engraved into the far wall inside the church. The pipes of the instrument stretched all the way to the ceiling and numbered at least sixty across, all in different sizes and lengths. And every pipe funneled to the bottom, where they were controlled with a set of keys and foot pedals. She admired the dedication and time needed to build it, let alone play it. Her knees popped as she pushed herself from the pew and walked down the aisle. She squinted at the intricate detail of the designs painted along the pipes, the hand-carved wood that mounted the massive instrument into the church. She extended her arm and reached for one of the keys, but a voice pulled her hand back.
“Hey.” Hart met her halfway down the aisle, his face slightly pink from the morning out in the sun. “Hemsworth just got done with the press.” 
“What’d he say?” 
“He kept it vague. Pulled a lot of political moves by answering the questions without actually giving an answer.” He twirled the wedding band on his finger, a nervous habit. “The captain and the chief want you to make a brief statement.” Cooper rolled her eyes and headed for the door. Hart chased after her, cutting in front of her before she burst into the line of fire. “Hey, it’s not something you have to do now. Run it by PR first. Trust me. I’ve seen it get real ugly for officers who try and go off script, even when they’re in the right.”
“Hart, there’s a vindictive psychopath on the loose that’s killed dozens, maybe even hundreds of people over the past thirty years, and now has my sister. My precinct doesn’t trust me, and my brother-in-law wants to see me burn at the stake. I think it’s safe to say that if I fall I don’t have that far to drop.” Cooper brushed him aside and exited the sanctuary, where she was immediately swarmed by the buzzing insects that were the media. 
“Detective Cooper, any updates on the case?”
“What are the killer’s demands?”
“Is the woman that was pulled out of here alive?”
“Is this connected to the bombing at the stadium?”
The questions were spitted faster than Cooper could answer. She held up her hands, the flash of cameras intensifying the afternoon sun and nearly blinding her. “We are gaining traction on the killer, and though he hasn’t made any demands, I want to encourage every citizen to exercise extreme caution until we have brought this killer to justice. Rest assured that myself, the Baltimore Police Department, and the FBI are doing everything within our power to restore peace to our city.”
Janet Kimmings, the reporter that had continuously plagued her earlier, burst through the front line of bodies and thrust the microphone near her mouth. “Detective, if you could speak to the man who has your sister, what would you tell him?”
Cameras clicked, and the hive of reporters grew silent, all of the microphones outstretched to catch the sound bite. Cooper paused, censoring the first few words that came to mind, knowing that this would be on the six o’clock news. She turned to the nearest camera and acted as if the killer were right in front of her. “There is no place you can hide, nowhere that you can run where I will not be able to find you. I will catch you. It’s only a matter of time. I promise.” She stepped aside, another slew of questioning aimed at her as officers and Hart boxed them out so she could enter her squad car. 
Once the horde was pushed back Hart climbed inside the passenger seat. Cooper floored the accelerator and watched the crowd grow smaller in the rearview mirror. “We need to speak with the woman we pulled out of that grave.”
“She’s over at Baltimore General,” Hart said, clicking on his seatbelt. “She’s still in surgery. One of the paramedics found a stab wound on her side and a bag full of blood in her pocket.” Hart shook his head. “The bastard hooked up an IV to slowly drain her body.”
“She might be able to identify the killer. Aside from Kate Wurstshed she’s the only one that’s ever seen his face and lived to tell the tale.”
Hart raised his eyebrow. “What if it’s just another situation like Kate’s? What if this guy and girl are working with him? You said it yourself—our killer doesn’t leave anyone alive. Why would he start now?”
“Hope.” Cooper looked over to him, her voice calmer than she expected, her body still as she turned onto the highway toward the hospital. “The killer wants to dangle the hope that I can still get my sister out alive.” If the killer had meant to plant seeds of doubt in her mind, then the ruse worked. She was dealing with a mind that she’d never come across before, someone who had ascended beyond the mastery of his craft. 
The hospital parking lot was full, and the ER was busy. Hart spoke to the nurse at the reception desk, but one of the patients in the waiting room caught Cooper’s eyes. A mother slowly rocked her daughter back and forth in her arms. The young girl had a sling on her left shoulder, and her face was beet red from crying. 
“Hey, they said she just got out of surgery and is on the third floor,” Hart said, walking toward the elevator.
“Okay.” Cooper followed, but as the elevator doors closed her gaze fell back to the mother and daughter, both their faces reminding her of Beth and Mary. 
After speaking to another nurse on the recovery room floor, they were escorted to the woman’s room, where the doctor was taking a look at her chart. Her eyes were closed, and the heart monitor beeped steadily on the machine to her right. The doctor noticed their presence and nodded. “Detectives. I’m afraid she’s still sedated, but she should be awake in a few hours.”
“What can you tell us about the injury?” Cooper asked, keeping her eyes on the young woman. She walked over to her bedside and examined her hands, checking the woman’s nails for any signs of skin underneath the cuticle. 
“It was oddly precise.” The doctor pointed to the laceration near the ribs. “The needle was connected to the liver, draining the organ’s blood and rendering it impotent. Another half hour of that, and the damage would have been irreparable.”
“You’re saying that little wound would have killed her?” Hart asked.
“Not immediately, no. But the human body cannot function without the liver. And if the organ failed, and she needed a transplant, she would have only lasted a few more days before the rest of her body shut down.” He marked a few notes on his clipboard and shook his head. “It would have been incredibly painful.”
Cooper lowered the hand, finding nothing under the woman’s nails. “What can you tell us about her physical condition? Any ailments, any other signs of abuse or force you could see on the body?”
The doctor shook his head. “Nothing that stood out to me. Other than the blood loss and unconsciousness, there weren’t any other visible symptoms.”
Cooper clenched her fists and turned away from the cot, toward the window. She ground her teeth and drew in a breath. She knows something, or has something that I need. “What about her personal belongings?” Cooper turned around, her voice cutting like the edge of a blade.
“You can check with the nurse at the station. If you’ll excuse me, I have a few more patients to check up on. If you have any questions, just let one of my staff members know.” The doctor smiled, returned the woman’s chart to the end of her bed, and left.
Cooper retrieved the items in a cardboard box and combed through them while Hart was on the phone with Hemsworth and the chief, no doubt discussing her comments to the press. In the end her search efforts only yielded the woman’s wallet and keys. No note.
“So the press is having a field day with your interview.” Hart snapped the phone shut and collapsed into an empty chair next to the box of the woman’s personal items.
“Good. Maybe it’ll light a fire under everyone’s ass.” Cooper ran her fingers through her hair, feeling the oil and grime that had accumulated from two days without shower or sleep. “Look, I’m going to head home for a bit.” She motioned back over to the woman’s room. “You stay here and let me know when she wakes up.”
“Sure,” Hart said. “I can do that.”
“Thanks.” Cooper squeezed his arm on her way to the elevator, and her eyes closed along with the doors. 
The drive back to her apartment felt long. When she parked on the street she half expected to see a field of reporters outside, but the coast looked clear. She had her key in the door when she heard footsteps. Cooper reached for her pistol, spinning around to a shocked woman thrusting her hands into the air. “Whoa. I knew you didn’t like the press, but I’d say this is a step too far.”
Janet Kimmings. Cooper uncurled her fingers from the pistol’s grip. “I’ve already made my comment.”
Ignoring the statement, Janet hurried up the steps and leaned against the wall before Cooper could open the door. “How about an off-the-record comment, then?” She smiled, tucking away the recorder and making a point to show Cooper that she turned it off. “How close are you to really catching this guy?”
“Closer than we were yesterday.” 
“Look, I think we have an opportunity to help each other here.” She smiled and reached into her pocket. “That sound bite you gave earlier can either be the death of your career or the start of something bigger. And I can help spin it in your favor.” 
Cooper crossed her arms. “If you think I’m going to leak you information on the case, you’re more stupid than I thought.”
“Always about the laws with you people.” Janet pulled a small thumb drive from her jacket. “I could tell you what this is, but I’ve always held the mantra that seeing is believing.” She dangled it in front of Cooper’s face like a cat toy. “And I promise you it’s something you want to see.”
Without taking the thumb drive, Cooper looked her dead in the eye. “What do you want if it’s not information about the case?”
Janet curled her fingers around the drive then slipped it back into her pocket. “Once you find this guy, I want the exclusive with him, and you, and anyone that’s on the witness list.” 
“I can’t guarantee that,” Cooper said. “The victims choose who they speak with. Not me.”
The reporter laughed, shaking her head. “God, you really are incorruptible. You know I followed your story pretty closely a few years ago. When you testified against your partner?” She crossed her arms. “That took some balls. I bet the heat in the locker room was pretty hot after that.” 
“If you followed the story then you know how it ended.”
“Yeah,” Kimmings said, scoffing. “Farnes’s big brother, the governor of Maryland, made sure the captain and the rest of his higher-ups walked away scot-free. But that’s what happens when you stack the deck in your favor. If the DA hadn’t caved, you would have put them all behind bars.” She gave Cooper a look up and down, and her eyes rested on Cooper’s still-healing hand with the busted knuckles. “I’ll tell you this, though—I’d hate to be the bad guy that steps in your way.” She tossed the thumb drive in the air, and Cooper caught it as Kimmings walked away.
Cooper shook her head, holding the drive up as the reporter made her way down the sidewalk. “I told you I’m not—”
“You’re a good cop, Detective.” Kimmings smiled and walked backward. “I don’t see enough of you guys in my line of work. Consider that back wages for past deeds.” And with that she disappeared down a side street.
Cooper examined the small device, twirling it over in her hands before tucking it into her pocket. She trudged up the steps, pushed through the police tape around her door, and undressed on the way to the shower. The showerhead spit cold water, and the pipes whined from the effort, but after a few minutes it warmed, and she let the grime slide from her body and down the drain. 
Once the past few days had been scrubbed off, she lingered under the water, her eyes closed as she lifted her face to the rushing liquid, savoring the moments of relaxation that had been few and far between as of late. But the feeling was short-lived as guilt flooded her mind at the reprieve. She turned off the water, dried, and dressed.
Most of the furniture and items in her room had been returned to their normal positions, but everything in the living room and the kitchen was either tagged or taken. Cooper poured herself a glass of whiskey, leaving the bottle on the counter this time, and made her way to the couch, her eyes shifting to the writing on the wall, but only for a moment. 
Thumps from the upstairs tenants, followed by shouts and screams, broke the quiet of the apartment, and Cooper slid lazily onto her back on the couch, watching the dust fall from the ceiling with each angered stomp. She closed her eyes, the weight of the day sinking her deeper into the cushions.
Cooper opened her eyes, and saw her pants on the floor. She pushed herself off the couch and retrieved the thumb drive inside the pocket. She sipped the whiskey and twirled the device in her hands. She walked to her laptop on the kitchen table, but stopped at the sound of her ringtone in the living room. She set the thumb drive on the table and when she reached for her phone she saw that the number was blocked. 
Ignoring the first instinct to chuck the device against the wall, Cooper chose to just let it go to voicemail. But just as quickly as the ringing stopped, it started again. She flipped the phone open and pressed it to her ear. “Hello?” Silence lingered on the other end, and Cooper repeated herself, the irritation in her voice rising. “Who is this?”
“Have you liked my stories?”
Goose pimples spread over Cooper’s flesh, and a chill ran up her spine. The voice was soft but well spoken, with a casual tone that understated a strength that he kept in check. She took control of the adrenaline-induced trembling of her body and made sure it didn’t transfer to her voice. “They’re really not my genre.” 
“Then perhaps you’d like something with a little more gore?” 
Cooper walked to the windows, peeling back the corner of the blinds, and looked down to the sidewalk and street but saw nothing but trees and parked cars. She paced around the living room, the adrenaline solidifying to rage. “Let my sister go, and you could make a deal with the DA. If you cooperate—”
Laughter echoed back at her. “You really think they’re going to cut me a deal after the things I’ve done? No, no, no, Detective. There will be no deals. For either of us.”
“The FBI is tracking you,” Cooper said, the desperation in her voice rising. “It’s only a matter of time before—”
“The FBI is no closer to finding me than Jimmy Hoffa. And neither are you.”
Cooper waited for him to speak more, afraid to ask the only question that mattered. She swallowed. “Is she still alive?” The weakness in her voice surprised her, and the long pause that followed dissolved what remained of her strength. 
“For now.”
Cooper collapsed on the couch and closed her eyes. After a while she thought the killer had hung up, but when she listened closely she heard the faint pant of breathing. She looked to the wall, the red crayon that he’d scribbled the day Beth was taken staring back at her. “Why me?”
“Haven’t you grown tired, Detective?” the killer asked. “It’s the same wheel you run every day. And no matter how fast you go, you stay exactly where you are, never moving, never gaining any ground. It’s just motion. Aimless, purposeless motion.”
“And killing helps you fill that purpose?”
“In a way. But it doesn’t satisfy me the way it used to. I’ve become numb to it, I suppose. After all, I’ve spilled more than my fair share of blood in this city.” Cooper clenched her fist tighter with every word, and she heard the smile on his face as he continued. “That makes you so angry, doesn’t it, Detective? Perhaps even more so than the abduction of your sister. You hate how I’ve been able to walk freely down the streets after the heinous crimes I’ve committed. It drives you mad that no one has been able to catch me. And it sickens you that I’ve been sitting right under your nose, in your city, in your neighborhood. How many unsolved case files have you looked at since you realized what you were dealing with, wondering if it was me? Quite a few, I’m sure. Well, the good news is, most of them probably aren’t mine. In the early days I used to practice on the homeless. They were never missed, and it allowed me to better understand the human psyche.”
“Why the notes? Some sick fetish of yours?” Cooper looked to the large red letters mocking her in her own home.
“Do you know the story of Heracles and his twelve labors, Detective?”
The killer’s voice sounded as though he were a professor at a university, addressing a student. “It’s Greek mythology.”
“Very good, Adila. When Heracles was born to a mortal woman and fathered by Zeus, Hera, Zeus’s wife, grew wild with jealousy and on multiple occasions tried to kill the infant. But after failed attempts she waited until Heracles was a young adult and married with children of his own. Hera bewitched Heracles and drove him mad enough to kill his own wife and children. When he awoke from his madness Heracles was distraught with grief and prayed to the sun god Apollo for penance. Apollo, knowing it was Hera’s madness behind Heracles’s crimes, instructed him to perform twelve impossible labors that once completed would earn his forgiveness and immortality. And do you know how the story ends, Detective?”
A pause lingered, and Cooper’s grip tightened on the phone. “How?”
“Hercales completed all twelve of his grueling labors and secured his place in history as one of the greatest warriors to have ever walked this earth. Upon his death he was carried by Athena in her chariot to Olympus, where he lived in eternity with the gods.”
“There will be no Olympus for you, no chariots, no immortality.” Cooper spit the words through the phone’s microphone, every last syllable dripping with rage. “You’ll wither in a cell for the rest of your life. People will loathe you. Condemn you. No one will care who you are. I’ll bury you before that happens.”
The killer paused. “I have heard of your labors, Adila.” His words were slow, softer than before, as quiet as a whisper. “Beth has told me so much. The struggles of your mother as a single parent. Growing up without a father. Putting yourself through college… the miscarriage.”
“Let her go!” Cooper’s voice thundered throughout the apartment, and she noticed the screaming from her upstairs neighbors had stopped. “I swear to God I’m going to find you. I’m going to find you and gut you like the—”
“Addy?”
Cooper’s knees buckled and smacked against the floor as she collapsed. She squeezed the phone tight against her ear. “Beth? Are you all right?” Her sister cried, and Cooper clawed the floorboard, breaking one of her nails. “Beth, where are you?”
“P-Please, Addy.” Another shudder of gasping cries flooded the phone’s earpiece. “Help me.”
“Beth, I will, but you have to tell me something. Anything, are you—”
The bloodcurdling scream caused Cooper’s heart to stop. And as she listened to the sobs and cries, her muscles seized up, paralyzing herself. Once Beth’s scream had ended there was silence, and then breathing. And then he spoke. 
“Your sister has shared so many stories with me, Detective. But I fear her tale has almost ended. And once I’m done with her I can’t wait to hear more stories from you.”
The call clicked dead, and Cooper remained on the floor, the phone still glued to her ear, and she stared at the words the killer had written in red crayon on her wall. She balled her hands into fists, and her body shook with rage.
 



Chapter 9
 
Cooper cut through the precinct, knocking down anyone that stepped in her path, and didn’t stop until she made it to her office. She flung the door open hard, and its gust of wind blew down a few of the pictures on the wall. She retraced all the notes, all the evidence they’d been able to find. Murder weapons, DNA samples, fingerprints, pictures, placing them side by side. She reread every note over and over, looking for similarities, any hidden meanings, but every translation she tried was meaningless. “Fuck!” Papers exploded off her desk as she slammed her palm down in frustration. 
Hart walked in during the middle of the outburst and paused in the doorway until Cooper noticed him. “Hey, you all right?”
“Where the hell is Hemsworth?” Cooper asked, pacing back and forth in short lengths, quickly. “He was supposed to have the forensics reports from Westminster completed by now.”
Hart looked back down the hallway in both directions. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen him since this morning.”
Cooper kicked the desk, knocking the case files to the floor. She stomped toward the door, her body hunched over like a Neanderthal on the hunt. Hart’s body suddenly veered in her path and blocked the door. “Get out of my way, Hart.”
“You’re heated right now, and the last thing you need to do is walk out this door. Now, you want some advice, partner? Go back home. Sleep. I doubt you’ve gotten any of it since this whole thing started.”
The rage had boiled out the fatigue that had plagued her over the past few days. She stepped forward, her ominous tone growing the closer she inched to Hart. “My sister is missing. She’s hurt. She’s scared, and she doesn’t know if she’s going to make it out of this alive.” She felt her cheeks grow hot. “I don’t know if she’s going to make it out of this alive. Every minute of rest I get is one more taken away from her. I’m not going to stop, Hart. I told you that from the beginning. Help, or get the fuck out of my way. It doesn’t make a difference to me.”
Hart remained silent for a moment. Then, silently, he stepped aside. He walked to the desk and started picking up the case files that had fallen. Cooper paused in the doorway. She opened her mouth, but hesitated. Without a word she left, heading straight toward Farnes’s office. 
The captain was behind his desk, looking over some papers, when she burst through the door. Farnes paid little attention to the disruption, only glancing up for a moment before returning to his business. “If you’ve come to talk about your impromptu press conference from this morning, you’re wasting your breath. The chief thinks you were out of line. If you’re not able to bring this guy in, then you won’t have a choice but to resign.”
“Where’s Hemsworth?”
“I’m not his handler. Now, get out of my office.”
“You think that if I get fired that I still won’t be able to come after you?” Cooper asked, stepping closer to Farnes’s desk. “You think that will deter me from trying to bring you down?” She flattened her palms over the top of the papers he was reading, invading the bubble he enjoyed keeping around himself. “If you think I’m a pain in the ass with a badge, just wait until I don’t have any rules holding me back.”
The dismissive demeanor vanished from Farnes’s face and was replaced by the red tint of anger in his cheeks. “You’re on your last leg, bitch. Just a little while longer and I can put you down for good.” Farnes whispered the threat, his loose neck wiggling in rage before he collapsed back into his chair. “Get the fuck out of my office.”
Reluctantly, Cooper left, and on her stampede through the halls she felt the urge to pick a fight with anyone who looked at her the wrong way. She knew what all of them thought of her. She knew how much they loathed her. A bitch, traitor, turncoat, rat. That’s all they see me as. That’s all their little minds can comprehend.

“Hey!” Hart stepped in her path, grabbing her shoulder. “I just got a call from the hospital. Our girl’s finally awake.”
It was the first piece of good news she’d received since this whole thing started. The ride over to Baltimore General was a quiet one. Neither said a word or even exchanged a glance. Cooper kept her wall up. She needed it up. It was the last piece of defense she had, and once it crumbled she was exposed. 
It was Cooper who stepped into the room first, but the doctor inside quickly cut her off. “I’m sorry, but Dalia needs rest. You’ll have to come back another time.”
Cooper sidestepped the doctor, and Hart kept him from pursuing. She approached the woman’s bedside calmly, trying to hide the eagerness in her voice. “Dalia, I’m Detective Cooper with the Baltimore Police Department. I wanted to ask you a few questions.” She placed a gentle hand on Dalia’s wrist, but the woman quickly removed her hand. 
“I don’t… remember anything.” Dalia’s voice was weak and just above the volume of a whisper.
Cooper shuddered, the disappointment and frustration growing harder to hide. “You were attacked. Do you remember what you were doing before you were here in the hospital?”
Dalia scrunched up her face, her voice shaky. “Not really.” She shifted uncomfortably in the bed and winced. “I just remember walking to my car.”
Cooper bowed her head, and her knuckles popped from the tight grip on the railing. When she lifted her head, a few strands of hair broke loose from her bangs, which she brushed away hastily. “Did you hear a voice, see anything? Even the smallest detail could help.” Cooper stretched out her hand and clutched the woman’s arm, blind to the pressure she gave. “You have to remember.” She felt the panic and despair from the sleepless nights and empty whiskey bottles take control. Cooper shook the woman’s arm hard enough to rock the bed. “You have to remember!” 
Hart quickly stepped in and removed Cooper’s hands, using his size and strength to subdue her and slammed her against the wall. “Cooper, that’s enough!” She struggled at first, but with her arms pinned she was left immobile. Cooper relaxed, and Hart loosened his hold. The tile felt cool when she slid to the floor, and a numbness washed over her. The killer could do whatever he wanted, and right now she was nothing more than one of his puppets. One of his stories. 
“God, it hurts.” Dalia reached for her side and moaned. The machine monitoring her heart rate beeped wildly, each sound quicker than the one before. “It feels so sharp.”
The doctor grabbed the woman’s wrist as sweat formed on her cheek. “Where are you feeling the pain?”
Dalia took in a sharp breath and clutched her left side. “It feels like one of my ribs is broken.” The moment the doctor glided his hand up and down the point of the pain’s origin she screamed. “Jesus Christ!”
Still in a daze, Cooper looked to the woman on the cot, watching her writhe in pain. That’s what he does to everyone he touches. That’s what he’s doing to Beth. That’s what he’s doing to me. The woman screamed again, this time a shrieking cry that snapped Cooper from the apathetic haze she wandered through. She pushed herself from the floor, a thought coming to mind. “You need to get her x-rayed, run tests for poison. Look for anything that could be wrong with her. If she’s in pain it’s because the killer did something to her. You need to find out what it is.”
The doctor pushed the glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Detective, it can take weeks to run a battery of tests and get the results back. And I’ll need more information to go off of than ‘something’s wrong.’” He examined the left side of Dalia’s ribs at a closer angle. “I’m going to lift up your gown and get a better look.” Dalia’s breath grew sharp as the doctor exposed a cluster of cuts and scrapes along her ribs. 
Cooper stepped closer to get a better look. “Were those there before?”
The doctor nodded. “Yes, she had some light bruising. Most likely from when your suspect moved her into the box.” The woman let out another cry as the doctor continued to prod a gloved hand over the wounds. “I don’t see anyth— Wait.” He leaned closer, examining a cluster of scrapes, then pulled a small flashlight from his pocket, illuminating one of the cuts. 
Cooper tried to see what the doctor had found, but he clicked the light off before she could see. “What is it?”
“Ma’am, have you had any recent surgeries, been to the hospital at all?” the doctor asked.
“No.” Dalia’s tone was panicked, but still in pain. 
The doctor pulled both Cooper and Hart out of earshot from Dalia. He leaned in close, the three huddling together. “Someone made an incision between her rib cage and then stitched it up.”
“He put something inside of her.” Cooper smacked Hart on the shoulder, pulling his attention away from Dalia’s painful moans. “Get Hemsworth on the line and tell him to have a team ready. Whatever he put in there won’t be good.”
While Hart phoned the FBI and the doctor wheeled the woman into surgery, Cooper found herself wrestling with the one task that drove her mad: waiting. She bounced her knee nervously as staff members and visitors passed. The adrenaline withdrawals triggered her hands to shake, which she constantly flexed to hide the tremors.
“I found Hemsworth,” Hart said, taking a seat next to Cooper and putting his phone down. “He’s back at the station. He said he’ll have a team ready in less than an hour.”
“Good.” Despite the communication Cooper kept her wall up, though she felt herself lowering the height, one brick at a time. In silence the pair wallowed in awkward spasms and nervous habits. Cooper watched Hart twirl the wedding band around his finger again, spinning it faster and faster while she bounced her leg. Finally, taking a chance, Cooper ended the standoff. “He called me.”
With the olive branch extended Hart stopped twirling his wedding ring and ended his staring contest with the floor. “Who?”
Cooper sighed, leaning back into her chair and folding her arms across her chest as she slouched. “The killer. When I got back to my apartment. He called me.”
Hart swiveled quickly, his eyes wide. “Christ, Cooper, why didn’t you say anything? Did you tell Farnes? Or Hemsworth? Did you—”
“The number was blocked.” Cooper waved away the thoughts racing through Hart’s mind, the ones she’d already dispelled in the seconds after the call had ended. “He’s gone to too much trouble to get caught by us tracking a cell number.”
“Maybe Hemsworth has some way he can track it. He might have some resources that we don’t.”
“No,” Cooper answered. “He wanted to fuck with my head. He wants me to find him, and he wants me to have to work for it.” She shook her head. “I just don’t know why he wants me to find him.”
“You said it yourself, he’s a psychopath. They all want to get caught in the act sooner or later.”
Cold laughter echoed through Cooper’s mind at the remembrance of their conversation, along with her sister’s screams. She flinched involuntarily but tried to hide it by shifting in her seat. “This is different. He went out of his way to find me. Everything has been elaborate, over the top.” She buried her face in her hands then brushed her hair back, running her fingernails harshly over her scalp. 
“We’ll find him, Cooper.” Hart rested a gentle hand on her shoulder. “We’re going to get your sister back.”
“Yeah.” And while Cooper agreed, she felt the hollowness of her own words. She thought of all of the case files on her desk, all of the murders yet to be solved. How many kinds of people like him were out there in the world? How many times had someone like him done this and walked away a free man? “He wants to watch me burn, Hart.” The revelation developed slowly in her mind. “He knows that my last connection I have is with my sister.”
“Hey.” Hart turned her head toward his, and for the first time since she was a little girl she felt the weightlessness of helplessness. “We’ll find her.”
“Detective?” The doctor pulled the surgical mask from over his mouth, his white coat flowing behind him. “You’ll want to see this.”
Cooper and Hart followed the doctor back to the x-ray room, where Dalia was still inside the MRI scanner. The doctor pointed to a few of the images of her body. “If you look here, you can see the bones of the ribcage.” He took a pen and pointed between the upper two ribs. “And this is right around where the incision was made on the patient.”
Hart squinted to get a better look. “What is that?”
Cooper leaned forward, noticing the small sliver of an object. “The note.” She turned to the doctor. “Is it close to any organs? Can you get it out without hurting her?”
The doctor nodded. “It’s wedged inside tightly, but it’s best to retrieve it quickly before it results in any infections. We’ll get her prepped for operation immediately.”
Once the doctor left, Cooper and Hart returned to the waiting room, and if Cooper felt anxious before, then now it felt as if her head were going to explode. She paced the hall outside the operating room. Time stood still, and the more she paced, the more it slowed. 
When the door finally opened, Cooper sprinted to it before the doctor could even step into the hall. She looked down to his hands, which were empty. And bloody. “Where is it?”
The doctor looked back inside to the nurses, and Cooper tried to lean in to get a better look, but he blocked her view. “We were able to retrieve the object, but something happened.” The color drained from his face, and that’s when Cooper noticed the amount of blood on his shirt. “There was something else hidden behind the object’s mass that we missed. A wire inside the patient’s body that ran through her small intestines was connected to the object we retrieved. When it was pulled out it triggered tears inside the body that caused her to bleed internally. With her previous injuries still healing the overall blood loss was just too much. We lost her.”
Cooper remained quiet for a moment, peering into the surgical room, and watched as one of the nurses pulled the sheet over the young woman’s face. The world slowed, and she nodded and stepped back. Hart mouthed a few words, but all Cooper heard was the thump of her own heart. Even when she saved someone, even when she played by his rules, followed the law, he could still kill who he wanted. “The note.” Her words felt slurred and dull on her tongue. “Give it to me.” 
The doctor nodded, and Cooper and Hart followed him into the surgical room, where the doctor washed the blood from the small plastic case the note was placed. Cooper unfolded the paper and exposed the familiar scribbles in red crayon. 
When she read the first few lines she couldn’t stop her hands from trembling. It was Hart who stepped in to make sure she was all right. But when he asked what was wrong Cooper merely handed him the paper and walked over to Dalia’s body. She placed her hand on the woman’s arm, the body still warm though the blood that kept it alive had stopped flowing. She thought of the boyfriend she had, the one that had spoken to her that very morning. Whatever happiness the two of them had found ended with her last breath. 
“Christ.” The note dangled from Hart’s fingertips. “Cooper… I had no idea.”
The grief she’d buried over twenty years ago resurfaced, and it was just as paralyzing, just as powerful as she remembered. That same feeling of hopelessness, of doubt and evil crept back into her mind. “It still feels like it happened yesterday.” Hart extended the note back to Cooper, and she read it one more time. 
Dear Addy,
I know how hard this is for you, trying to find me. I can’t imagine what it must feel like to not know where I am, how I’m doing. I know you’re hoping that you’ll save me, but you have to be careful of that hope. You have to make sure that it doesn’t consume you, because I know you’ve had that hope taken away from you before. Like in college.
I know we haven’t talked about it in a long time, but grief never truly leaves us, no matter how deep you try and bury it. So why don’t you let yourself finally feel it? It’s easier to just face it head on and let it happen.
I still remember the dream you told me you had about him. How you chased him along the beach, his little legs carrying him as fast as they could and his red curls bouncing in the sunlight? The laughs and smiles. You were happy then. It was the only time I’d ever seen you really happy in your entire life, even after his father left you weren’t scared. 
But after the miscarriage, that piece of you died with your unborn child. But it wasn’t your fault. You were nineteen. And we both know there was a part of your soul that was glad to be relieved of the burden, it’s okay to admit that. Because you knew what it would have been like to grow up without a father, and now there wouldn’t be another child in this world that would have to go through that pain. 
You were desperate then, just like you are now. Don’t lose me like you lost your child, and all of the lives that have slipped through your hands by the murderers you couldn’t catch. Stop him, Addy. For me.
Love,
Beth
 
A tear landed over Beth’s name, and Cooper quickly wiped its successor away. She took in a sharp breath and tightened her hand, crumpling a portion of the paper. When she did she noticed writing on the back. There was an address scribbled hastily. Cooper pulled out her phone and entered the address into her GPS. 
“Where is it?” Hart asked. 
The map application narrowed the search to South Baltimore, and when the software matched the address with the name of the business, the phone slipped from her hand. “Oh my god.”
Hart scooped the phone off the floor, and he quickly dialed Hemsworth. “We know the killer’s next location.” He paused, taking a moment for the panicked thoughts to form coherent words. “He’s targeting Southside Day Care.”
 



Chapter 10
 
A heightened sense of fear gripped the Baltimore police officers and federal agents that were called to the day care. It lingered in the air like a haze, and though the boots on the ground numbered close to one hundred, Cooper wasn’t sure if that was enough. She navigated the chaotic clusters of crowds, Hart close behind, that had gathered around the day care, along with the chaos of the news crews that had stationed themselves on the street. There wasn’t a reporter in the city that wasn’t on scene. 
The moment one of them caught wind of Cooper’s scent questions were hurled in her direction, but when she stepped under the police line she managed to put some distance between herself and the press. She found Hemsworth near the day care’s entrance, speaking to a few of his agents. 
“Detectives.” Hemsworth gave a weary nod, and Cooper noticed the beads of sweat that dotted his face, accompanied by a slight twitch in the corner of his left eye. He was nervous. Everyone was. “I have a team ready to sweep the place. Is there anything in particular we should be looking for?”
“Where are the children?” Cooper asked.
“We have them stationed in a room inside with some agents guarding them. I didn’t want to bring them out in case it would trigger something.” Hemsworth shook his head. “I don’t know what this psycho has planned.”
“Then his plan is working.” The buzz of helicopter blades sounded overhead as two birds circled the day care. “I need to speak with the children inside.”
“I’ll take you in.”
Cooper’s stomach summersaulted. She had an idea of what she was looking for, and for the first time in her career she was afraid of being right. The room where the children were held was small, and all of the kids were huddled together, sitting with their legs crossed on the carpet, their eyes wide at the team of SWAT officers dressed in all black that guarded their perimeter. 
“What are we looking for, Cooper?” Hart asked. 
But she remained silent as she scanned the small bodies sitting on the carpet, the walls beyond the day care buzzing with sirens, people shouting, and the drum of the helicopter blades. 
“Cooper—”
“There.” She pointed and circled to the rear of the pack, her eyes glued to the curly top of a redheaded boy. He kept his head down and picked at the sticker on the side of his shoe. Cooper knelt, a few of the kids scooting closer at her presence. 
“What’s going on?” The girl wore pigtails and rocked back and forth on the floor with her legs crossed. “Are we going home?”
“Your parents are coming to get you soon.” Cooper nudged the girl in the pigtails. “Do you know his name?”
The little girl looked over and nodded. “That’s Ronnie.”
“Hey, Ronnie.” Cooper kept her voice an octave higher, doing her best to mask the frenzied panic wanting to take hold of her. When the boy didn’t look up she motioned for Hart to come over. “I need you to get everyone out of the room except for him.”
“You want me to move them outside?”
“No, keep them in the building.” Hart complied with the request, and with the help of the officers and teacher they moved the kids into the main play room. The teacher stopped Ronnie at the door and once it was just the three of them, Cooper motioned for the teacher to leave, and the two were left alone. Ronnie fiddled with his tiny fingers, his chin pressed to his chest as he continued to stare at his feet. She approached slowly. “Ronnie, my name is Detective Cooper.” The boy didn’t look up, and Cooper dropped to her knees so she could meet him at eye level. “Ronnie, did someone you don’t know try and talk to you today?” The boy shifted his weight from side to side. After a few seconds he finally nodded his head. Cooper gently grasped Ronnie’s shoulders and lowered her head, trying to look him in the eye. “Was this person a man or a woman?”
“A man.”
Cooper smiled. “That’s good. You’re doing a good job, Ronnie. Now, can you tell me what he told you?” The boy paused longer this time and swung his arms as he turned his torso. “It’s okay to tell me,” Cooper encouraged him. “I want to make sure that you and your friends here are safe. Do you think you could help me do that? Help me keep them safe?” Ronnie nodded then finally looked up. Freckles dotted his nose and cheeks, and the blue eyes staring back at her were as clear as an afternoon summer sky. “What did he tell you?”
“He said I needed to make sure I don’t let anyone touch my backpack.”
Cooper’s heart rate spiked and she kept hold of Ronnie’s shoulders. “What does your backpack look like?”
“It has a monster truck on it, with really big wheels.”
Cooper kissed Ronnie’s forehead. “You did great.” She led him out to the playroom with the rest of the kids and found Hart with one of the officers. “There’s something in his backpack. I need all of these kids out of here now. And call in the bomb squad.”
In ordered fashion the officers and teacher corralled the kids into the parking lot, and the growing chaos had only worsened outside. Applause erupted at the sight of the children leaving, and they were quickly engirded by a team of SWAT officers and kept away from the crowds. 
The bomb squad headed inside, and Cooper waited with Hart near the police line. She scanned the faces, looking for anyone that looked out of place. “I think he’s here,” Cooper said.
“What?”
“I think he’s here, and I think he’s watching.” Cooper walked up and down the police line, Hart mirroring her moves. The shifting crowd had reached the hundreds, and it was impossible to single out anyone suspicious. If the killer was in that madness, she wouldn’t know who he was until he revealed himself. 
A hand pulled Cooper around, and her face nearly slammed into Hemsworth’s chest. “There’s nothing in the kid’s pack.”
“What?” She watched the bomb squad exit the building. 
One of the choppers passed directly overhead, and the hum of the blades dwarfed Hemsworth’s voice. “We didn’t any traces of explosives in the pack! It’s clean!”
“I need to see it.” Cooper followed Hemsworth back inside along with one of the bomb experts that had examined the boy’s pack personally. She knelt down and rummaged through the opened back. She pushed aside pencils, crayons, papers, coloring books, and a few toys but found nothing but the bottom of the backpack. “This can’t be right. He said someone he didn’t know spoke to him.” She turned over a few of the books, looking through the pages to see if there was anything written down, any messages left behind, but came up blank. Cooper snapped the book shut and shook her head. “I need to talk to the boy again.”
With the children safely removed from the building a large portion of the spectators had disappeared, the drama worn off. However, some of the parents had arrived, and their panicked screams had replaced the murmur of the large crowd. Cooper motioned for a few of their people to regain control, then turned her attention to Hart. “Get the parents out of the crowds. Have the teacher confirm who they are along with their photo ID before they’re allowed to see their children. And I don’t want any of them leaving before I speak to them.” 
Hart nodded and jogged over to assist. Cooper pushed her way through the SWAT officers toward the kids, and looked for the bright-red beacon that was Ronnie’s hair, but at first glance he was gone. And after a second sweep with the same result she clawed into the arm of one of the officers on watch. “There’s a kid missing.”
“What?” he asked. 
Cooper shoved him hard then found the teacher. “Where’s Ronnie?” She clutched the teacher with both hands and shook her. “Did his parents come?”
“I-I-I don’t know,” the teacher said. She looked around to the police officers, and she had to shout over the sirens, the crowd, the helicopters, and traffic. “I just saw him a moment ago in the circle. He was right there!” She pointed to an empty spot on the pavement next to the little girl with pigtails. 
“I know where he went!” The little girl raised her hand, stretching it high into the air. “One of the policemen took him.”
Cooper released the teacher and sprinted to the police tape. She scanned the fleeing crowds for the carrot top but saw nothing. She penetrated the crowd, pulling her radio. “I need all officers to locate a boy, aged three, red hair, last seen wearing a blue shirt and green shorts.” She shoved the masses from her path toward the back of the horde. “Baltimore PD, make way! Baltimore PD, move!” The last few obstacles removed themselves from her path, and Cooper was alone in the middle of the street. She spun in circles, her mind processing every image that filtered through her eyes. She stopped on one of her sweeps to the left, and took a double-take at a fleeing squad car with Ronnie’s crying face visible in the back windshield.
Cooper sprinted to her squad car and jumped inside. She cranked the engine to life and reached for the radio as she flipped on her lights. Tires squealed and drifted clouds of smoke and burnt rubber into the crowds. “This is Detective Cooper. I am in pursuit of suspect heading north on Hampton Street. He is driving a Baltimore Police vehicle, and he has a child hostage. Age three, male.” She turned the wheel hard right onto the main street where the killer had fled, still clutching the radio in her hands. “I need air support to track the suspect’s movements, and I need all units to assist.”
The radio spewed affirmative responses, and Cooper watched the taillights of the killer’s cop car turn into a residential neighborhood. Oncoming traffic stopped as Cooper sped in hot pursuit into the gated community. 
The killer’s vehicle swerved violently down the narrow streets, and Cooper struggled to keep pace as she sideswiped a few of the cars parked street-side. She white knuckled the steering wheel, the car jerking from side to side. Her body tensed. Sweat beaded on her face. She floored the accelerator, her heartbeat revving in time with the engine. Lights flashed in her rearview mirror from the approaching cavalry, and the thump of helicopter blades erupted overhead, radioing their view of the scene from above. “Suspect is now heading east, and— Wait, he’s pulled into the front yard of a house, and he’s exiting the vehicle.”
The seatbelt pulled tight against Cooper’s body as she turned a sharp left where the killer had fled. She watched the killer, still dressed in full SWAT gear, pull Ronnie from the backseat with a pistol to his head then sprint inside the house. 
The front of Cooper’s squad car lifted off the ground and over the curb as it landed into the home’s front yard. With the car still running, she jumped out, her gun aimed at the open front door the killer had disappeared into. She approached wearily, methodically scanning the inside of the house. She checked both sides of the door before she entered as police cars screeched to a stop out front. 
Family pictures lined the hallway, and she squinted into the darker recesses of the house. She slowed the closer she inched to the end of the hall, and peered around the corner, her fingers curled over the pistol’s grip like a vice. Fueled on adrenaline, Cooper stepped into the living room, where she saw Ronnie in the arms of the killer, a gun to his head and being used as a human shield. “Let him go!”
But the killer only pressed the end of the pistol harder into the boy’s skull. The black cloth of the mask covered everything except his eyes. “Put your gun down, or I put a bullet through the kid’s head.” His finger was placed over the trigger. “You wouldn’t want to be the cause of another child’s death, would you?”
Cooper snarled and took a step forward, refusing to lower her weapon, but the killer only pressed the barrel harder into Ronnie’s head, and the boy screamed. Her rage boiled over at the sound. “You fucking prick!” She spit the words through gritted teeth, and her knuckles cracked from the increased pressure. “I swear to God, if you hurt him—”
“You’ll what? You’ve let four die so far, Detective. Why do you think your luck will change now? You won’t be able to save Beth.”
The man’s voice differed slightly from the one she heard on the phone call, but with the mask muffling his voice, she couldn’t be sure if the two were the same. “If you need a hostage, then take me.”
“Hostage? I don’t need a hostage for this. I don’t even need a gun. All I need is you, Detective. You’re going to get me out of this.”
Cooper tilted her head to the side. Something was wrong. The gun in the killer’s hand shook, and his voice lacked the sophistication she remembered over the phone. He sounded nervous, and her killer never portrayed weakness. “Who are you?”
“The man you’ve been looking for,” the killer said meekly. “And right now every single FBI agent has surrounded the house, waiting for the signal to move in and take me out.” He rotated the arm that held Ronnie, and the boy trembled. “Every eye is on us.”
Cooper slowly lowered her weapon. “Where is she?” She took a careful step forward. “Where’s Beth?”
The killer continued to tremble and took a step back, which landed him flush against the wall. “You still haven’t put all of the pieces of the puzzle together?” He offered a weak laugh. “It’s all right in front of you, Detective, but be careful, because if you get too close, you might miss what’s right underneath your nose.”
The gunshot shattered the window to her left, and the killer’s body dropped to the carpet along with Ronnie. Cooper rushed to him, picking the boy off the killer’s dead body. She wrapped him up in her arms as he screamed into her shoulder while the FBI burst through every entrance the house had to offer, all of them armed, and all of them pointing their guns at the killer’s dead body.
Cooper cradled Ronnie and stroked the back of his head as he cried. “It’s okay, Ronnie. Shh, it’s all right. You’re fine now. You’re safe.” 
Hemsworth appeared in the living room, and one of the paramedics removed the boy from Cooper’s arms. Once Ronnie was gone she stepped toward the killer’s dead body, but Hemsworth stopped her. “That was reckless, Detective. You should have waited for backup. The boy could have died.” 
“What the hell was that, then?” Cooper yanked her arm free, marching toward the corpse a pair of medics were transferring to a gurney. She eyed the cloth over his face, eager to unmask his identity. But before she could reach him a cluster of hands pulled her back, dragging her out of the house. 
Outside Hart came to her aid, shoving the FBI agents off her as Hemsworth followed the stretcher out the front door, the body covered in a white sheet, and intercepted Cooper before she could interfere again. “You are out of line, Detective!” Anger thundered from his voice, and his face flushed a bright red.
“I’m out of line?” Cooper asked, aghast. “Then who ordered that fucking shot!” She shoved Hemsworth in the chest, her motion barely causing the big man to flinch. “I needed him alive!”
“It was my order. I told my team if they had a clear shot to take it.” Hemsworth stood firm then thrust his finger into Cooper’s face. “The boy was never in any danger. But you can be damned sure I’ll be telling Farnes about this cowboy shit.”
With the adrenaline from the confrontation still fresh in her veins, Cooper punched him in the jaw. “You fucking bastard!” But before she could hit him again he blocked her swing, and the scuffle was broken up by Hart and a few of the agents. 
Hart lifted Cooper off the ground and flung her backward as she kicked and thrashed wildly. The news cameras had already arrived and flocked to the scuffle, but a few of the officers managed to keep them back while Hart hid Cooper from view behind one of the SWAT vehicles. “What the hell is the matter with you? Are you trying to get thrown off the force?”
“That wasn’t our guy!” Cooper slammed her fist into the side of the van. The pain from the punch reverberated from her knuckles all the way up to her shoulder.
“What are you talking about?” Hart asked, looking back toward the ambulance wheeling the body away. “He took the kid. The same kid you narrowed down with the backpack. Who else could it be but our guy?”
“Then where’s Beth?” Cooper moved closer, the madness in her voice rising. “You weren’t in there. He was nervous. Someone was feeding him words, telling him what to say.” Cooper pressed against the van’s side and slammed her head backward, denting the metal, the pain numbing the rest of her body. “The killer’s still out there, Hart. And I don’t know how much longer my sister is going to last.”
 



Chapter 11
 
Every piece of evidence from the case was plastered on the wall. Cooper had studied it for the past hour, chewing her nail down to the nub. Outside her office door the precinct was buzzing with celebration. But despite the calls from the governor, the chief of police, sheriff, and director of the FBI, Cooper couldn’t take her eyes off the evidence in front of her. What are you trying to tell me?
Cooper analyzed it from every angle. She looked at the victims’ places of birth, their health records, where they worked, played, vacationed, banked, lived, relatives, anything and everything that would connect them somehow. But the only thing they shared in common was the killer and the tragedy he inflicted on their lives. 
The door opened and Hart stepped inside, momentarily exposing her to the celebrations beyond her wall, but ended once the door was closed. “The chief’s asking to speak with you, and so is the governor.” He stepped in front of her, blocking her view of the evidence on the wall. He gripped her by the shoulders. 
Cooper shoved him aside, shifting her focus to the pictures of the dug-up grave at Westminster Hall. “They still need to check his DNA against what we found on Kate Wurstshed’s body.” She pulled the picture off the wall and took a closer look. “Until that happens all we have is a dead body in the morgue.” She sat, squinting at the photo, a thought stirring within the deep recesses of her mind. The thought traveled down every corner and crevice, but only reached a dead end. She tossed the picture away, disgusted, and rubbed her temples.
“Hey.” Only Hart’s face was viewable over the tall stack of case files that were a constant presence on their desks. His voice was soft, calm. “We’ll find her.”
The pain Cooper had kept at bay threatened to finally doom her. A tear had opened in her chest, and with every beat of her heart she felt blood splash from her body. “If that was the killer... if he really is dead... then so is Beth.” She leaned back, and the chair rolled a few inches as she slouched. “He wouldn’t have kept her alive if he knew he was going to die.”
At a loss for words Hart reached for her hand, squeezing it gently. But despite the act of empathy, Cooper’s frustration only reached a boil. “It just doesn’t make any sense!” Cooper shot up from her chair and paced around the room. She eyed the window of their office and the view of the celebrations it offered. She curled her upper lip and looked back to the wall. “Why would he be so careless? He had to have known what would happen the moment he took that kid. He had to have known we would have caught him. There were too many cards stacked against him. He boxed himself into a corner.”
Hart shrugged. “You said it yourself that these guys wanted to be caught. Maybe he just got tired of waiting for us to catch up.”
Cooper shook her head. “But this was too fast, too soon. We didn’t have anything on him. Nothing. And he knew that.” The evidence on the wall taunted her, its secrets still a mystery. “There has to be a connection. There’s something here that we’re not seeing.”
Hart picked the picture of the grave site off the floor and pinned it back to the wall. He clapped Cooper’s shoulder and walked to the door. “I’ll let you know when we hear back from the morgue.”
Alone, Cooper backed to the opposite wall across from the whiteboard. The pieces blended together to form a larger picture. What were you trying to tell me? But no matter how long she stared at that wall, she just couldn’t answer her own question.
With her eyes burning and her mind swimming in fatigue, Cooper sat down and folded her arms on the desk, resting her head on top. She felt the weight of the case fall with her, and in that small sliver of space between her and the desk the helplessness that she’d staved off for so long finally took hold of her consciousness. She was alone. Beth was the last link to her past, her family, her childhood, and her soul. Over the years the cases she’d worked had slowly taken small pieces of her along the way. It was a burden of the job.
But despite the pain she knew the cost of her sacrifices were worth the capture of all the murderers, rapists, thieves, and thugs she put behind bars. And she’d happily trade all of those arrests to find this one man. In her twenty years on the force she never wanted to kill, but this man had pushed her over the edge. 
Cooper had fired her weapon a dozen times. And out of those dozen times she’d only killed one person. Douglas Mavin. Thirty-two years old, minor drug offenses, on parole, and a father of four with three different women. A witness in the death of a gas station attendant identified Mavin as the shooter. Once they tracked him down to an old house in the projects, he took off running. 
The chase covered eleven blocks before Mavin finally ran out of breath and made his last stand behind a Dumpster. He kept screaming that he didn’t kill the gas station attendant. But the fact his weapon matched the murder weapon, he ran, and he knew of the crime told Cooper all she needed to know about his innocence. 
The shouting match continued for nearly an hour, and it wasn’t long before Mavin was surrounded, with a helicopter overhead watching his movements. Cooper closed her eyes and still felt the heat from the pavement on that summer day and the loud chatter over the radio along with the hum of the helicopter blades. 
Once Mavin realized that it was death or jail, he made his choice. The moment he stepped around the cover of the Dumpster, gun still in hand, Cooper caught her first glimpse of the desperation of a man who had reached the end of his wits. But three quick squeezes of her trigger, and that struggle ended. 
The autopsy report revealed that it was the second bullet that went straight through the heart that killed him. And it was later confirmed that he was the shooter at the gas station, but confidential medical records also revealed that Mavin had a multiple personality disorder, which he was being treated for under his parole agreement with a psychologist appointed to him by the state.
After the investigation into Mavin’s shooting and death, Cooper was eventually exonerated and reinstated to active duty. But even though she was cleared, Mavin’s eyes haunted her for years after that. In that moment, with the gun in his hand, cowering behind the filth of the Dumpster, Mavin truly believed he was innocent. Maybe it was another personality that had taken hold, or maybe he was tired of trying, but the decision to step out with the gun pointed at law enforcement ended his life, and the struggles that went with it. 
Weeks later a mother of two of Mavin’s children stopped by the precinct to see Cooper personally. “He wasn’t right in the head,” she said. “Everything he tried to do always ended up being backward. One day he was the sweetest man I’d ever known, and the next I’d have to keep the boys locked up in the closet so he wouldn’t go after them.” She teared up.
“I’m sorry for your loss.” It was all Cooper could muster, but the answer didn’t sit well with her as the lines on the woman’s face shifted to anger.
“He wouldn’t have shot you. It wasn’t in him to do that.” She slammed her fist on the table and jumped out of the chair. “And now what am I supposed to do? I’ve got kids to feed!” She gathered up her things and headed for the door, where she stopped and turned, looking Cooper dead in the eye. “A heartless bitch like you could never be a mother.” Cooper never saw her again, but those words never left, and the interaction shook the foundation of her resolve. And with her sister still missing, she felt the same feeling retake control once more.
Cooper lifted her head from the table and glanced back at the pictures and evidence on the wall. The image of Beth holding the sign on the baseball stadium’s massive screen stared back at her: Section 39. Row 18. Seat 49. 
Eighteen forty-nine. She cocked her head to the side as she recited the numbers. She jumped out of the chair and hurried over to the pictures snapped at Westminster Hall. Her search ended at one of the photos of Poe’s headstone. 
Born: 1-19-1809
Died: 10-7-1849
Cooper grabbed the photos of the other crime scenes at Alfonso Rivera’s house and the address of the day care.
Alfonso Rivera: 7648 Temper Street. Apt. 2283
Day Care: 2283 Southside Avenue. 
Cooper knocked down a section of the whiteboard and reached for a marker. She scribbled all the numbers down franticly. When she stepped back the combination of the first pair numbered twenty across, and the second numbered eleven across. She stared at them, unable to make sense of the randomness. She bit her lower lip in concentration and drew blood. 
Cooper erased the combination of the stadium numbers and Poe’s dates and replaced it with the only number they had in common: 1849. But the number by itself meant nothing to her. The contents from the box of evidence collected from the blast site at the stadium rattled back and forth as she carried it to her desk, next finding the records of the graves kept at Westminster Hall. 
The evidence analyzed from the blast didn’t reveal any of the same numbers she’d seen so far, and she shifted her focus to the binder full of grave records. She flipped ahead to Poe’s grave site, an entire page dedicated to its record, and scanned the information line by line. She stopped suddenly on the assigned plot number for the grave, which was thirty-nine. 
Cooper added the number to the eighteen forty-nine already in place. After sifting through for another ten minutes, she found no other similarities between the two and turned her attention to Alfonso Rivera’s apartment and the day care, erasing all the numbers she’d written save for what they shared in common: 2283.
Not much evidence had been collected from Rivera’s apartment, and it wasn’t long before Cooper moved onto the much larger boxes retrieved from the day care. With the number of pieces logged, Cooper chose to start with Ronnie’s backpack. She dumped its contents on the floor and combed through every piece slowly. She examined pages, crayons, anything and everything inside. But when she reached the last page of the boy’s notebook she noticed a scribble she didn’t catch before at the very bottom, written in red crayon: 7648, which matched Rivera’s street address. She stepped back, examining the numbers on the board.
39 1849
2283 7648
The numbers burned into the frontal lobe of Cooper’s brain. She could smell the smoke from the searing as she racked her brain to understand what the killer was trying to tell her. She knew they meant something. The killer had orchestrated too much for the numbers to be a coincidence. But the longer she stared, the greater her confusion took hold. 
Is it a time? No, not even in military. Maybe a code? Cooper assigned every number a letter, but no matter how she rearranged them the words didn’t make any sense. She closed her eyes, doing her best to ignore the celebrations outside the walls of her office, and focused on the case. But the noise grew louder, and her patience thinned. What is it? What are you trying to tell me? The distractions outside continued to pester her thoughts, and the thin thread holding her together snapped. “Fuck!” She slammed her fist on the desk, a sharp pain snapping in her wrist. 
Cooper massaged the left hand, muttering curses under her breath. She drifted her eyes back to the numbers on the wall. She rose, swallowing the rage, knowing her emotions only clouded her reason. She placed her finger to her lips, rubbing the chapped flesh slowly, and she focused on the killer, what she knew about him. 
The victims shared no obvious common link, accept death by his hand. The murder weapons were never the same, so he enjoyed variety. Every killer had a code, so what was his? She squinted her eyes shut hard. He’s always killed within the city. That was it. Baltimore was his fishing ground. The city is special to him. It was his territory. The numbers were a location.


Cooper pulled up a map application on her browser. She narrowed down the view of the Earth to Baltimore. She clicked on a random location, and the coordinates for that spot appeared in the top left corner of her monitor. She glanced back at the numbers on the board and entered them into the coordinate boxes. When she hit ‘enter’ the application spit back an error message. She frowned, looking back at the numbers.
39 1849
2283 7648
Cooper kept the first row of numbers the same, but on the second she reversed the order of the second two, so they read as:
39 18’ 49’’
79 48’ 22.83’’
Cooper clicked enter, and this time the application zoomed in on a small tract of wilderness west of the city. The curser blinked on the screen, and she smiled on her sprint to the door. But before she reached the handle, it swung open. Both Hemsworth and Hart stepped inside, their faces as pale as the white walls of the office, and Cooper felt her blood run cold. “What is it?”
“The man that was shot in the house,” Hart said, his voice shaking. “It was Zane Marks.”
Cooper took a step back, her knees nearly buckling. “That can’t—”
“Cooper.” Hemsworth slowly stepped forward, his figure looming over her, the shadows of light accentuating the despair on his face. “We sent a unit over to your sister’s family’s hotel once the situation with the day care was over. When our people arrived the agents on scene were dead. Your brother-in-law and your nieces are gone. We don’t know where they are.”
Cooper looked over to the coordinates on the whiteboard. “I do.”
 



Chapter 12
 
The landscape beyond the windows of the black SUVs slowly transformed from city buildings to trees and mountains the farther west they drove. Cooper sat in the rear passenger seat next to Hart. Hemsworth rode shotgun while one of his agents drove. Aside from the radio chatter the car was silent. Cooper fidgeted with the bulletproof vest they’d given her, uncomfortable with the bulky Kevlar.
“We’re approaching the location,” Hemsworth said, breaking the silence. “There aren’t any roads that lead up to the coordinates you gave us, so we’ll have to make the rest of the journey on foot.”
“You have air support standing by?” Hart asked.
“They’re close,” Hemsworth answered. “But we won’t call them in until it’s necessary. I don’t want us to give him any reason to harm the hostages.” He glanced at Cooper’s reflection in the rearview mirror.
“He already knows we’re coming.” Cooper remembered Beth’s scream over the phone. “This is what he wants.”
The caravan of vehicles pulled off the road, and the cavalry dismounted. Hemsworth rounded up the troops, running through the logistics one last time. “This guy is smart and most likely armed to the teeth. Detective Cooper will be assisting in any negotiations, and I don’t want anyone pulling the trigger unless it’s ordered by me. The first person that disobeys that will be working the tollbooth on I-95. Is that understood?” The agents answered with a resounding “yes, sir,” and Hemsworth led the unit into the woods. 
The mix of officers and agents stretched wide in a single-file line on the five-mile hike toward the coordinates. Cooper remained in the middle of the pack with Hemsworth and Hart. Aside from the occasional snap of branches or the rustle of leaves, the forest was quiet, and it was radio silence the entire way. 
The afternoon heat grew worse the farther they marched, and it wasn’t long before the heavy Kevlar had soaked Cooper with sweat. She picked at the fabric glued to her skin irritably but kept her eyes straight ahead, taking in every detail, making sure she wouldn’t miss a thing. 
Hemsworth constantly checked their location, his face glancing from the GPS device in his hand to the thick trees ahead. Cooper caught Hart watching her, and each time he quickly looked forward, pretending he wasn’t. Suddenly, Hemsworth stopped and thrust his hand up. In unison, every agent fell to their knee, their rifles aimed at the horizon. “I have a visual one hundred yards northeast. Can I receive confirmation?” 
Cooper’s heart skipped a beat as she shifted the scope of her rifle in that direction. She peered through the thick trees and it took her a minute, but soon she spotted the cabin in a small clearing. She had to make a conscious effort to stay put, waiting for Hemsworth to give the signal. Hushed whispers crackled through the radio, the surrounding units acknowledging the confirmation. Finally, Hemsworth dropped his hand, letting the agents press forward.
The pace increased, but only slightly, and more than once Cooper stopped herself from breaking out into a sprint. The crunch of twigs and rustle of leaves beat in time with every step forward. Her heart rate spiked, skipping a few beats. She struggled for air, her breaths shallow and fast. Her muscles stiffened, and she tightened her grip around the pistol as she kept low through the trees, the cabin growing larger on the horizon. 
With less than thirty yards to the house Hemsworth once again signaled the team to stop, though Cooper inched forward a few more steps, nestling near the base of a tree as she eyed the killer’s home. She saw only one window near the front door, and a porch with a chair on it. A chimney jutted from the side, smoke escaping through the top. He’s in there. He’s waiting for me.

“Cooper.” Hemsworth’s voice broke the silence, and he motioned for her to come close. She backtracked slowly, sliding into place as Hart joined them. “There’s only one way in, through the front door. We’ll send in one four-man team. It’ll be quick, and he’ll be surprised.” Before Cooper could object the high-pitched squeal of a speaker triggered a groan from the agents in the forest. 
“Hello.” The voice echoed through the loudspeaker, bouncing off the tree trunks. “I’m glad all of you could make it this afternoon. It’s turned into such a lovely day.”
Nervous chatter radioed between agents, everyone unsure of their next move, but Hemsworth regained control. “Hold position. Let’s see what kind of hand he’s playing before we show him ours.”
“But I already know your hand, Agent Hemsworth.” The killer’s voice caused Hemsworth to freeze like a statue. “I don’t have an interest in killing your men today. Tell them to stay put and have Detective Cooper join me inside.”
Without a word, Cooper turned for the cabin, but an arm yanked her backward and suddenly Hart had her pinned against the trunk of a tree. “What the hell are you doing?”
Cooper struggled against Hart’s weight and strength, unable to move. “Let me go, Hart.”
“You’re playing right into his hands!” He gave another hard shove. “You walk in there, and you’re dead—”
“I stay out here, and my sister and her family are too!” Cooper grabbed hold of Hart’s wrist and twisted it violently. He winced, and she shoved him away. She peeled off the Kevlar and tossed it to the ground. “I’m not letting my family die in there.” 
Hart and Hemsworth exchanged a look, but it was Hemsworth who spoke. “You get five minutes. We don’t hear anything from you by then, and I’m sending everyone inside. We’ll have the medical unit on standby.”
Cooper nodded and stepped out from behind the tree, both hands in the air as she approached the front of the cabin. The speaker squealed again, and she winced. “Place your pistol on the ground, Detective.” Cooper complied, slowly, and then put both hands in the air. She examined the rest of the structure on her approach, looking for any cameras, and spotted a small device at the crest of the roof. However, she saw no wires, nothing suggesting the killer had power being fed into the building. 
Sweat stung Cooper’s eyes as she reached for the bronze door handle, which was unlocked. It felt gritty and warm from the afternoon sun. Once inside she shut the door behind her. The cabin was dark, the only light from outside entering through some of the cracks of the curtains of the front window, and her eyes struggled to adjust. She remained near the front door, only taking a few steps farther inside. She noticed a table to her right, a bookcase to her left, and straight ahead the silhouette of a body. 
“I’m impressed, Detective.” 
A light flicked on, and Cooper lifted her hands to shield her face from the brightness. She blinked repeatedly, lowering her hands as her eyes adjusted to the light, slowly clarifying the killer’s features from the dark silhouette. He was tall, maybe an inch over six feet. He wore a dark-blue button-down shirt and jeans with hiking shoes. His hair was buzzed short, the color a faded black that was peppered with grey. His body was lean, the thinness of his arms accentuated by the size of his hands. The only disproportion of the killer’s body were his eyes. They were small and beady and detracted from the rest of his formidable frame. He flashed a half smile, exposing his age as his skin crinkled around his eyes, cheeks, and forehead. 
“Where’s my sister?” 
The killer took a few steps forward, and Cooper noticed the televisions and monitors set up in the corner of the room. Cameras fed the killer the images of Hemsworth and the rest of the FBI agents coiled behind trees with their weapons aimed at the cabin. “I’ll need the pistol at your ankle.” He moved within an arm’s reach of her, and she could smell the stink of his breath. “Please.”
Cooper reached down and removed the concealed weapon. She placed it in his hands, though she made it a point to avoid the skin of his palm. “If you’ve hurt them—”
“Calm yourself, Detective Cooper.” The killer walked backward, tossing the gun between his hands. “Do you really think I would have led you all the way out here to show you nothing but dead bodies?” He stopped when he neared the surveillance equipment on his desk. “I think you’ve seen enough of that for now.”
The floorboards groaned as Cooper walked, and her eyes fell to the door on the left, the only other exit besides the way she entered. “I want to see her.”
“I know,” the killer said, portraying a sympathetic tone. “You’ve come so far.” He clasped his hands together excitedly. “I knew I picked the right one when I found you. It was too good to be true. The stars aligned for us, Detective.” He smiled again, his small, beady eyes locked on her. “We’re going to make history, you and I.” His voice trailed off, softening. “You have no idea how long I’ve waited.”
Cooper recoiled, stepping away from his reach. “You keep stalling, and the FBI will bust down that door, and you won’t get to play whatever sick game you have. So I suggest you tell me where my sister is, now.”
The killer aimed Cooper’s own gun at her. “This isn’t about games, Detective. I’m disappointed you haven’t seen that yet. But you’re right.” He took a breath, straightening himself out. “We don’t have much time.” He flicked his wrist, and the gun pointed toward the door. “Ladies first.” 
The door led to a narrow staircase that descended at least twenty feet below ground. Every few feet a light illuminated their path, and Cooper found herself slowing as she neared the end of the staircase, and she felt the tip of the pistol dig into her back. “Just a little farther, Detective.” When Cooper stepped around the corner of the wall that concealed the rest of the hidden basement, she sprinted to her sister’s side.
Beth, Tim, Sarah, and Mary were strapped into four wooden chairs lined up against the basement’s back wall. Their wrists, ankles, and waists were all chained, pulled tight against their skin to minimize their mobility. Wires protruded from the top of the helmets on their head, and Cooper followed the wires to a machine in the corner, which was attached to a generator that pumped its exhaust into a fireplace. And even with the hum of the generator and the gags in their mouth, Cooper heard every moan, scream, and cry. 
“Beth, are you all right?” Cooper cradled her sister’s face, and she nodded in response. She quickly went down the line, checking the girls and saw that Mary had wet herself. Aside from the restraints, they were unharmed. When Cooper turned to face the killer he still had the pistol in hand. “Let them go, now.”
“But before you sounded like you were so fond of games.” The killer picked up a small, rectangular box and threw it to Cooper, who caught it clumsily with both hands. “And considering we only have a few minutes left together I suggest you play along.” The sadistic tone grew in comparison with his smile.
Cooper slowly turned the box over in her hands. It was flush on every side except for one that had four separate switches. She looked from the device to Beth, and she felt her body tremble. 
“So, this is what’s going to happen,” the killer said, his voice returning to the same teacher-like tone when they spoke on the phone. “Your sister and her family are attached to a high-voltage battery capable of pumping thousands of volts of electricity into their bodies and frying them to a toasty crisp. The device in your hands has four switches. Three of them are harmless, but one will trigger voltage to pass through their bodies and kill them right in front of your eyes. That happens, and I turn myself in. You save them, and we all go free. A fair deal if I do say so myself.”
The four silver switches caught lamplight in the basement, the metal gleaming, and Cooper set the box down. “You’ll kill them out of spite.”
A glimmer of rage flashed across the killer’s face, which up until now had retained a measure of control. “You should know better than that!” Spit flew from his mouth, and the pistol in his hand trembled in sync with his rage. “Look at everything I’ve done for you, Detective.” He glanced around and gestured to the cabin. “You’ve dedicated your life to catching killers, and I promise you that I’m the best you’ll ever see. I’m your final labor.” He took a breath, forcing himself to regain control of his emotions. “Time is running out, Detective, and stalling will only seal your sister’s fate. The moment I hear the FBI bust down that door, I shoot your family regardless if you’ve tried to save them.” He glanced down to the device on the floor and raised his left eyebrow. “Don’t lose them like you lost your child.”
With everything the killer had done, all he was able to accomplish, Cooper knew she didn’t have a choice but to play along. It was the only way to save them. “The entire cabin is surrounded. Even if they survive, the moment you step outside you’ll have thirty federal agents on your tail. You won’t have a chance.”
The killer checked the time on his watch. “I like my odds.” He looked down to the box in her hands. “But do you?”
The metal box grew slick from the sweat running off her palms. She turned to Beth, whose cheeks were drenched in tears. Cooper moved her thumb to the switch on the far left. She felt the blood drain from her limbs and her entire body become weightless as the nerves collected in the pit of her stomach. She pressed her thumb against the switch with the lightest pressure. Her body trembled, and she drew in a sharp breath and flicked her thumb up. 
All four of them shuddered in their chairs, hyperventilating. Sarah cried and thrashed violently against the restraints. Beth kept her eyes on the girls, while Tim kept his shut, his body drenched in sweat. But despite the outcry, they were alive.
“Two more to go!” The killer followed the harsh words with even more sadistic laughter as the tips of Cooper’s fingers flashed white on the tight grip of the box.
A drip of sweat rolled from her nose and onto one of the chrome switches as she moved her hand to the far right, opting for the switch on the opposite end of her first choice. The pounding beat in her chest thumped harder and harder the longer she hesitated. She eased her thumb against the rounded bulb of the switch, and her heart rate spiked. She shut her eyes, felt her legs go weak, then flipped the switch. 
A synchronized moan escaped Beth and the family, but when Cooper opened her eyes they were alive. She dropped the box from her hands and collapsed to all fours. She drew in deep, long breaths and felt the tears welling up in her eyes, the stress and anxiety reaching a fever pitch. 
“Such a simple task, Detective,” the killer said. “And yet it has worked you over like a small child screaming for its mother.” He shook his head, the gun still aimed at her. “One more to go.”
Cooper eyed the box with disdain, the switches glaring back in mocking fashion, only the two middle switches still flipped down. She reached for the device with a shaking hand, and it scraped along the dirt floor as she pulled it toward her. She clutched it delicately, and pushed herself back to her feet. She stumbled, lightheaded, but managed to walk to Beth’s side. Keeping the box in her left hand, she held her sister’s hand with her right. 
Laughter burst from the killer’s lips, unable to hold back his smile. “Dammit, Detective, you are a beautiful sight to behold!” He licked his lips, pacing back and forth in the small basement, making a point to keep the pistol aimed at her. “Even at the very end, with nothing on your side but chance, you’re willing to die with your family.” The large smile made his skin grow tight and pink. “You’re everything I’d hoped you be, Detective.” The manic excitement in his voice slowly calmed, and his eyes fell to the box. “Only one more left.”
Beth squeezed Cooper’s hand tight, and she looked down at her sister. She mirrored the tears that ran down Beth’s face, and her voice grew thick with grief. “I love you. So much.” Beth nodded in response. With her eyes still locked on Beth, Cooper slowly brought her thumb to the switch on the right. Her sweaty skin was slick against the metal. “We’re going to be okay.” Her body stiffened, and the moment she flicked the last switch, she squeezed Beth’s hand as tight as she could. 
A simultaneous shudder ran through all of them, but the only thing Cooper felt was the vice-like grip from Beth’s hand. Cooper glanced down to Tim and the girls, all three of them still alive, and then collapsed to the floor. One hand holding Beth’s, and the other still clutching the box.
The killer clapped, the pistol now holstered at his side. The applause was slow at first but gained momentum and rang in chorus with the killer’s laughter. “Well done, Detective. Well done.” He walked over and removed the box from Cooper’s hand, which she let go without any resistance. 
The killer lifted the box into the air, smiling, still chuckling to himself. “It’s always amazing to me what the unknown can do to a person. The chaotic consequences of chance can make or break an individual. And do you know what the best thing about the future is, Detective?” He placed his thumb on the last switch. “It can always change.”
“No!” Cooper outstretched her free hand, still keeping hold of Beth, but the moment the killer flipped the switch another cry belted from the gagged mouths of her family. Yet this one was no different than the others.
“Hahaha!” The killer tossed the device from his hand, and it crashed to the ground with a thud. He paced around the room, drunk off his own musings. “You should have seen your face, Detective!” He bent over laughing, his arms clutching his stomach and tears streaming from his face. After a few more hard chuckles he slowly regained control and reeled in the hysterics. He glanced up to the basement’s ceiling. “I suppose they’ll be coming through any minute now.” He looked back down to Cooper. “Our time is up.”
Every ounce of the strength and energy had been drained from Cooper’s muscles, and the first attempt at pushing herself off the floor ended with a quick stumble back to the ground. “You’re not getting out of this alive.” She was forced to crawl, her legs no longer working. “You hear me? You’re a dead man!”
The killer pushed aside a desk, which revealed a small tunnel. He unholstered the pistol and pointed the gun at her head. “I made you a deal, Detective. I told you that if your family remained unharmed, then I would walk free.” 
“I’ll follow you.” Cooper struggled to her feet. “I’ll hunt you down like the animal you are.” Her face reddened, and spit flew from her mouth. “I’m not letting you go.”
The killer lowered his pistol from Cooper’s face and shook his head. “Then I’m afraid our deal is null and void, Detective. Though, out of a show of mutual respect, I’ll give her a fighting chance.” Seamlessly, he shifted his aim at Beth and squeezed the trigger. The bang of the gunshot deafened the world, and when Cooper looked over to her sister a red stain grew over the cloth on her stomach. “Until our final chapter, Detective!”
“Beth!” Cooper placed both hands over the wound, keeping pressure. “Stay with me!” Her hands were slick and wet with blood as she watched the light in her sister’s eyes slowly diminish. “Stay with me!” The girls screamed and Tim cried, their gags muffling their grief. When Cooper looked back to where the killer had stood, he had already vanished into the tunnel. 
The crack of wood upstairs signaled that the FBI had stormed the front door, and she heard the quick shouts of the agents. “Down here!” Cooper screamed, her voice hoarse, and she kept pressure on Beth’s wound. Her sister’s eyes were nearly closed now, and the pool of blood had grown larger. “Christ, no. No, no, no.” She lifted one blood-soaked hand to Beth’s cheek, staining her sister’s skin red. “Don’t leave me, Beth. Please. Don’t.”
The FBI flooded into the basement, followed quickly by the medical team. One of the agents peeled Cooper off Beth’s body, and she watched the medics swarm her while some of the other agents removed the chains that tethered the girls and Tim to the chairs. Arms continued to pull Cooper upstairs, and the last images she remembered seeing were of Beth’s bloodied body on the stretcher, with one of the medics pumping her chest.
 



Chapter 13
 
The florescent light in the hospital caused the blood on Cooper’s hands to shimmer an ugly red. She flexed her fingers as Beth’s dried blood crusted and flaked onto the white tile. Beth was still in surgery, and the girls and Tim were still being examined by the doctors. She sat alone in the waiting room. 
Outside the glass walls Cooper saw Hart and Hemsworth exchange a few words. Hemsworth noticed her watching. Hart ended the conversation and headed her way. When he stepped inside, Cooper returned to watching her hands and wiggled her fingers. The scent of her sister’s blood was still fresh in her nose.
“Hey, we haven’t had any word from the doctors in surgery yet,” Hart said, keeping his distance. “But Tim and the girls look like they’re okay. Physically at least.”
“Where is he?” Cooper kept her eyes on her hands, taking in the different shades where the blood had pooled thicker and lighter coats over her skin.
“They followed the tunnel, and it dumped out near a river. There was a dock, and we think he took a boat downriver.” Hart inched closer. “Forensics is still sweeping the cabin for any evidence. They found a few leads that are promising.” He took a seat next to Cooper. “How are you holding up?”
“We have to find him, Hart.” She glanced straight ahead and curled her hands into fists, feeling the cracked grime and blood in the grooves of her skin. “He’s only going to kill more. My family won’t be safe until he’s caught. He chose me because we’re connected somehow. And I need to find out why.”
“Cooper,” Hart said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “I don’t think the FBI or the chief is going to let you stay on after this.”
Cooper’s rage was cut short by the swoosh of the waiting room door, and she leapt to her feet at the sight of the doctor. The first two steps were quick, but the moment she saw the look in the doctor’s eye, his body language, she knew the answer before it left his lips.
“I’m sorry, Detective,” he said. “We did all we could to save her. She just lost too much blood on the way here. She’s gone.”
The walls, the chairs, the lights, all of it slowly faded away until the hospital was consumed with darkness. A cold chill ran up Cooper’s spine, and the empty space was silent, save for her own vengeful thoughts. If he wants a story, then I’ll give him an ending he won’t forget.

 
 



Death Notes: Obituary



Chapter 1 – Baltimore 30 years ago
 
The basement was small and dirty. A fine layer of dust signaled the room had not been touched in years. A single lightbulb hung from the ceiling. It cast a dome of light in the darkness, stretching across the concrete floor to the walls where boxes were stacked in clusters by the dozen. Most of the cardboard tops were closed, but the few that were open revealed the spines of books piled messily inside.
A thick musk of old paper and wood lingered in the air, which was only intensified by the stifling heat, and Gary Beachum felt himself growing sick. He wiggled uncomfortably in the chair. Thick cords of rope were wrapped around his stomach and chest, pinning him tightly to his seat. The flesh of his ankles and wrists grew puffy around the edges of the zip ties. He breathed through his nose, the duct tape taut across his mouth, and he struggled to keep from hyperventilating.
A man, tall, skinny, dressed in slacks and a button-up with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, stood on the far side of the basement near a desk. He was hunched over, his head down, staring at something. Gary spit his pleas that filtered through the tape in unintelligible mumbles.
The kidnapper slowly craned his neck around. In the shadows of the hanging light, only his chin and mouth were visible. He placed a long, slender finger to his lips and smiled. “Shhhh.”
Gary shuddered, and his pulse quickened. He didn’t know that man, had never seen him before today. He felt the sweat on his skin stick to his shirt, and he jerked his arms and legs against the ropes that tied him down. He rocked back and forth, the chair legs lifting off the floor, the wood groaning under his pressure. Finally, he smacked to the floor, and he felt his left shoulder numb upon impact.
“Enough!” The kidnapper’s voice was violent and explosive like the sound of thunder. He spun around, snapping shut the book in his hands. He stepped forward, his shadow growing longer and thinner the closer he moved. He stopped only inches from where Gary had fallen, then knelt, placing a gentle hand on Gary’s face. “My apologies.” He looked to the book in his other hand. “It’s just that I’ve always loved this story.”
The book’s cover was thrust in Gary’s face, but the picture and title remained hidden from the dim lighting.
“Have you read it?” the kidnapper asked, a hint of childlike curiosity in his voice. “It was my favorite as a kid. Arrow to the Sun.” He smiled, gently tracing his fingertips over the pictures on the paper. “It’s about a boy brought to earth by a powerful being, an outcast who changed his destiny and grew into his own power. I always wanted to be that boy.” He opened the first page of the book. “See here? Beautiful illustrations. And an important lesson at the end. Do you like it?”
A drop of sweat rolled down the valley between Gary’s nose and eye, blurring his vision and stinging his eye. He couldn’t focus on the book. He couldn’t focus on the man’s questions. The only constant running through his mind was getting back to Anna. 
The kidnapper returned to the desk, tossing the book aside, and hunched over. He trembled, his knuckles blanching white against the desk’s edge. When he turned around, the rage subsided. He stepped directly under the light, giving Gary a good look at his face.
A youthful gaze examined him. The kidnapper couldn’t have been older than twenty. Most of his features were normal, except for his eyes. They were small, beady things, sunk deep into his skull, almost as if they were afraid of the light.
The kidnapper glanced back at the table, some of the books still open on the desk. He picked a few of them up and clutched them to his chest. “I read all the time. Stories are so much better than regular life, aren’t they?”
Gary shivered, turning his face away. The kidnapper grew angry again and grabbed his face, digging bony fingers into his cheek and jaw. Despite the slenderness of his hands, the man’s fingers were strong. “You think you’ve done better than me? Is that it?” He squeezed harder. “And what have you done with your life, Gary? Working at some stupid baseball stadium? Maintaining the structures so the masses can have their mind-numbing entertainment?”
The smack of palm and cheek rang through the dank basement air. Each repeated slap left a burning mark etched on Gary’s cheek, and it was all he could do not to whimper and cry. The kidnapper fisted a cluster of his hair, then yanked his head back with a vicious pull.
The veins along Gary’s neck pulsed, and the muscles strained to keep the neck from snapping. “Well, you’re in my story now. And now it’s my turn to write the ending.” He shoved Gary’s head forward again and returned to the stacks of books on his desk. “This will be better than the ones I’ve tried to write before. It’ll be different. It’ll be real.” Items thumped and scraped along with the flurry of the kidnapper’s hands.
Gary shifted his gaze toward the stairs while the kidnapper’s back was turned. A gut-wrenching knot twisted in his stomach as he slowly realized that this nightmare wasn’t going to end, that he would not wake. He shut his eyes, and the fear that had befuddled his mind leaked out in tears that streamed down his cheeks. He felt the sting of the salt in the few cuts along his cheek from the kidnapper’s assaults and accepted the fact that he was going to die.
The kidnapper spun around, revealing the cleared desk space and the blank paper that rested on top. The bipolar hospitality returned with a smile and a gentle hand against the cheek he had previously struck. “I’m sorry, Gary. I didn’t mean it. Truth is, I’m a little nervous.” He chuckled slightly and pulled another chair that he set right in front of Gary. He crossed his legs and cupped his hands together. “I know you have questions. I know you’re wondering why I brought you here.” He pulled a blade from his side, and it gleamed in the light. He examined the knife in his hand, revealing the serrated edge meant for cutting.
The steel was cold against Gary’s throat, and he looked away, his eyes squinted shut, waiting for the kidnapper to draw blood. But nothing happened. He slowly opened his eyes once more and stared into those small, lifeless eyes.
The kidnapper cocked his head to the side, his face stoic. “I’m going to take the tape off of your mouth. You can scream, but no one will hear you. I’ve soundproofed this place.” He glanced around, smiling to himself. “It’s just us down here.” The stoic expression returned when his eyes locked back onto Gary’s. “But if you act out, I will cut you. Understand?”
Gary nodded carefully, making it a point to avoid the scrape of the blade on his jugular. The kidnapper pinched the corner of the tape over his mouth and peeled, slowly. Every inch of the tape that was removed burned his skin, and when it was finally done, he drew in a sharp breath.
“There,” the kidnapper said. “That wasn’t so bad, now, was it?” He balled up the tape and chucked it into a trash can.
Gary moved his lips, running his tongue over the chapped and sensitive skin around his mouth. “W-what do you want?”
The kidnapper smiled, the intimate nature of his proximity unsettling. “Stories, Gary. I want to learn more about you. I want to hear about your life.” He leaned closer, like a child looking to a parent at bedtime. “Will you tell me?”
“I d-don’t have anything t-to tell.”
The kidnapper jumped out of his chair, waving the blade through the air, and circled Gary like a shark that smelled blood. “See? Now, I know you’re lying.” He gripped Gary by the hair and yanked his head back, and again the cold steel was placed against his throat. “Or if you prefer, I could go and speak to Annabel?”
The icy waters of fear submerged Gary’s senses, and every fiber of his being went numb. Then slowly, with every thought of his wife that flashed in his mind, he warmed. The hot flush of anger melted the cold fear in his veins, and he trembled with rage. “You don’t touch her!”
The kidnapper smiled. He released Gary and shoved his head forward, circling slowly now. “If I wanted her, then she would be in this chair and not you.” He tilted his head to the side, those beady eyes piercing, watching. “We’ll start with how the two of you met. And then maybe I’ll decide if you’re worth the effort.” He took his seat. “You don’t tell me, and I promise you she dies.”
Gary’s tear soaked cheeks glistened under the light. The words came slowly, as if he were remembering a dream. “I met Anna at her work.” He paused and closed his eyes. “She’s a seamstress. And she had some of the most beautiful hands I’d ever seen.” The intimacy of sharing his memories made him sick, but the thought of her gave him strength, and he felt his resolve harden. “I needed a pair of pants hemmed. It took her twice as long as it usually did to finish them because I gabbed her ear off the entire time. Once she finally finished, I asked her out for drinks after work, and she said yes.” He squeezed his hand and felt his wedding ring. His palm had grown sweaty, and his fingers slid across the metal quickly. “My entire life I’ve searched for something, a part of me that was missing. I tried so many different things to fill it, hoping to feel whole, but nothing ever worked. So I grew used to it. I grew numb. I continued to walk through life with lowered expectations. But that moment, seeing her…” He smiled, his eyes red and glassy. “I knew I would never have to feel that way again.”
The kidnapper nodded, smiling, his beady eyes fixated on Gary, entranced. “That was beautiful.” He released a soft sigh. “She sounds like a wonderful woman. The two of you must have shared some precious memories.” He squeezed his hand, his knuckles popping from the pressure. “I never had that.” He glanced up to the ceiling, frowning. “Even my own mother hated me. She tried to take this place away from me.” A smile curved on his lips, and the angle of the lighting darkened his eyes. “But I won that contest.”
Gary eyed the staircase to his left. It was less than ten feet away. “Please. Just let me go. I won’t go to the cops.” His voice caught in his throat, which grew thick with phlegm. “Let me go back to Anna.” He watched the kidnapper’s features soften. “I love her. More than anything in the world. You said you’ve never had that before, so you know what it would be like for her if I died. You know how much she would suffer.” He leaned forward as far as the restraints would allow. “Let me live. For her.”
In the silence that followed, Gary’s heart beat wildly. Each heavy thump pounded like a bass drum. Time inched forward at a crawl, and when the kidnapper finally stood and turned his back, walking slowly to the desk, Gary believed his last chances had been squandered. He lowered his head in defeat and waited for the end.
“You’re right.”
Gary lifted his head. “What?”
“You and Anna should have a happy ending.” The kidnapper turned and sheathed his knife and crossed his arms. “But in order for that to happen, I need to know more. And I want it recorded.” He raised an eyebrow. “As a show of good faith from you.”
A faint glimmer of hope pierced the darkness of Gary’s soul. He huddled around it eagerly, protecting it from the harsh unknown that still remained. “Y-yeah.” He spoke eagerly. “Whatever you need me to do.”
The kidnapper shoved Gary’s chair to the table with the blank pieces of paper. He opened a drawer and rummaged through its contents wildly. “I know it’s here somewhere—aha!” He slammed the drawer shut, clutched his prize in his fist, and took a seat on the desk. “When I was a little boy, my family barely had any money. There were times when I went days without eating. Days!” He raised both eyebrows in exclamation. “Luxuries weren’t anything we could afford, so my mother would try and make up games for me to play. I would close my eyes and pretend that I was in another place, somewhere far away where there were toys and candy.”
Gary remained quiet as the kidnapper paused, his eyes closed, reliving the memory in his head.
“But my imagination never satisfied me. Not really.” The kidnapper opened his eyes. “I just wanted more.” He leaned closer. “So one day, I was at the park with my mother. There were a bunch of kids there, most of them from wealthier families. And I saw that one of the kids had a coloring book with all of these crayons.” He laughed. “I’d never seen so many colors. And the boy wasn’t using all of them, so I took one when he wasn’t looking. But my mother saw me.” He clenched his fist tighter, staring at his hand. “That was a beating I never forgot. Or forgave.” He slammed his open palm onto the paper with a force that rattled the desk and the floor below it. When he removed his hand, it revealed a red crayon. “All of those smacks from the belt, just for taking one crayon that the boy wouldn’t have even missed.”
The kidnapper untied Gary’s right hand, and the pressure around his wrist faded. He flexed his free hand, his skin tingling as blood flow returned to his appendage. He gripped the crayon and pressed it into the paper but stopped and looked behind him at the kidnapper. “What do you want me to write?”
“A love note,” the kidnapper said. “To Anna. If you never saw her again, what would you tell her? What would you miss the most?”
“Okay.” Gary closed his eyes as he fought the nervous spasms running through his body. But fear blocked his thoughts. Every memory that came to the forefront of his mind flitted away as quickly as it appeared.
“C’mon.” The kidnapper shook the chair violently. “Where’s a place that is special to the two of you? Why is it special? What brought you there? What keeps you going back? What connects the two of you to that place?” He leaned intimately close. “I want to know her, like you know her.”
Gary tilted his head away from the kidnapper’s hot breath on his neck. He shut his eyes. Camden Yards. With a reluctant hand, Gary scribbled the first few words down. As he gained momentum, the words flowed more easily. He purged himself of memories, the picnics, the birthdays, their first kiss, the proposal, all of the moments he was forced to share with the sick mind of a man he’d never met before today. He reached the bottom of the page and set the crayon down. “I’m done.”
Without a word the kidnapper rewrapped the rope around Gary’s freed wrist, once again cutting off the circulation, then snatched the paper off the desk, smiling to himself. His eyes scanned the pages frantically. He rubbed his chin, pacing back and forth. “Yes, yes, this is good.”
The churning pit of knives in Gary’s stomach was in full force. He just wanted to go home. He just wanted to see Anna again. He felt himself hyperventilating, his heart thumping against his chest. “Let me go.” He watched the kidnapper stop under the light bulb with his back turned. “That was our deal, right? I tell you about me and Anna, and then you let me go.” The longer the kidnapper remained frozen under the light, the more Gary’s fear grew. “Let me go.” Fear slowly morphed into anger, and he clenched his purple, blood-drained fists. “Let me go!”
The kidnapper slowly turned. The shadows along his face shifted from the waning light. “You don’t appreciate what you have, Gary.” The kidnapper drawled his words slowly. “Everything that has fallen into your lap.” He gestured to the letter in his hand. “These memories aren’t yours anymore. They’re mine now. And this is the beginning of my story.” His cheeks reddened, and he moved close enough for Gary to smell the stink of his breath. “You’re special. You’re my first.” He removed the blade from its sheath and pressed it to Gary’s throat. “But you will not be my last.”
Without knowing how much time he had left, Gary closed his eyes and was greeted with Anna’s smiling face. He felt the warmth of her skin. He watched the shyness of her smile. His mind was suddenly overwhelmed with the moments they had shared together, and then he felt a stab of regret at all of the moments he would miss. Tears burst from his eyes. “Will you keep your promise?” With what courage that remained to him, he opened his eyes, finding the killer’s gaze. “Will you let Anna live?”
“But don’t you see? With your death, her soul is broken and a life with a broken soul is already dead.” It could have been the shadows or a trick of the light, but when the killer finished his thought, it looked as though the lines of his smile crawled all the way to his ears. “And what is a more painfully beautiful story than that of a broken heart?”
The serrated metal tore into the puffy white flesh of Gary’s neck. The first scream gargled in blood, and he tasted the warm, metallic crimson on his tongue. Pain flooded his mind, and he felt warmth spill onto his chest and legs. His mind grew heavy, and the warmth soon faded, quickly replaced by an icy cold. Lacking the simple strength to keep his eyelids open, his last vision on this earth was that of the kidnapper with the blade in his hand, dripping blood, smiling from ear to ear.
 



Chapter 2 – Baltimore – Present Day
The headstones that surrounded the crowd were just as solemn and stoic as the sea of bodies dressed in black. Sniffles and quiet sobs dotted the priest’s eulogy as heads bowed. But one face remained lifted, and Detective Adila Cooper squinted from the glare of the sunlight off the casket.
Scabs had formed over Cooper’s knuckles, the wounds nearly healed, but with the tight grip with which she held onto her detective’s badge, they looked ready to burst and bleed once more. She stood off to the side, away from the rest of the family per Tim’s wishes, which had been the only instructions he’d given her after Beth’s passing. The fact that her will stated she be buried in Baltimore didn’t help things either. Despite Tim’s rant with the lawyer, there wasn’t anything he could do. However, when Beth had made the arrangements, she probably didn’t think she would die so young. No one did. 
Cooper’s eyes drifted from the casket to her nieces. Mary, the youngest, cried into her father’s leg, while Sarah had her head bowed but her eyes open.
It should be me in that box. Beth was the one with a family. She still had people that cared about her, loved her, needed her. Cooper looked to Hart, who stood by her side, the only other officer in attendance besides herself. It’d been a while since she’d had anyone to lean on, and over the past few weeks, the rookie had proved himself.
“And the dead in Christ will rise first,” the pastor said, crossing himself. “Then we who are alive, who are left, will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air and so we will always be with him.” He bowed his head and tossed dirt onto the casket.
Tim led the girls to the casket, and each of them placed a rose on top, though Mary had to give hers to Tim because she couldn’t reach over far enough on the casket to get the rose to stick. The seats emptied, and the line started for each person to throw in a handful of dirt. But while the sea of black hurried into line, Cooper remained frozen.
Hart nudged her arm, keeping his voice low. “Hey, you all right?”
But Cooper was transfixed on the casket and the lifeless body inside. She would never hear Beth’s voice again, never have the opportunity to right all of the past mistakes. Their mother had died nearly a year ago, and their father had left before she was old enough to remember him. With Beth in the ground, she knew Tim wouldn’t allow her to see the girls anymore. She was alone.
“Cooper,” Hart said, nudging her arm again.
“We should head back to the precinct.” Cooper watched the dirt sprinkle onto the curved top of the casket and roll down the sides. “We need to find out what Hemsworth knows.”
“The case is the last thing you should be thinking about,” Hart replied. “You need time to mourn. Let Hemsworth and the FBI take it for now. You have a lot on your plate.”
The casket was lowered into the ground, and Cooper felt her heart sink with it. “I can’t eat. I can’t sleep. I can’t feel anything except the warm slime of blood on my hands. I need to wash it off. I have to get rid of it.” The casket dipped from view, and Cooper turned, heading toward the car.
Hart followed, sticking close to her side as they weaved through the silent, fleeing masses. “Look, I don’t know what you’re going through. I can’t even imagine how you feel, but I do know that there isn’t any way Hemsworth is going to keep you on the investigation. Not now.” He grabbed her by the arm, stopping both of them. “The man who killed your sister is still out there, and the last thing you need right now is to struggle between justice and vengeance.”
Cooper yanked her arm free. “Trust me. It won’t be a struggle.” But before she turned around, she felt another hand grab her shoulder from behind.
“You shouldn’t be here.” Tim tightened his grip like a vise. He gritted his teeth, clenching his jaw. His face was beet red from sun and rage.
Cooper shoved him in the chest, pulling herself free and fighting the desire to reach for her pistol. “She’s my sister—” But before she could finish, Hart stepped between them and pushed her back. She struggled against his size and strength, screaming at Tim. “You’re a fucking coward!” With a quick shove and a side step, she darted around Hart and sprinted back toward Tim.
“You’re never going to get anywhere near my girls. You understand me? Nowhere!”
A crowd had gathered around their argument. Shocked faces and disgusted looks were cast in both directions at the abhorrent scene. Drunk on a cocktail of grief and rage, Cooper swung her right fist, connecting with Tim’s jaw.
Gasps and shouts erupted from the circle of spectators, and it was Hart who pulled her back, while two other men grabbed hold of Tim. “You fucking cunt!” Blood dripped from the corner of his mouth, and his lip puffed out, already swelling. The two men eventually let him go, and Tim stormed back to the car, where Mary and Sarah gawked from the backseat window.
Cooper wiggled free from Hart’s grip and pushed her way through the stunned crowd. She locked eyes with the girls as the black sedan drove off, leaving a trail of exhaust in its wake. As the adrenaline from the moment subsided, the ache in her right hand surfaced from the punch she had landed on Tim’s cheek. When she looked down, the scabs had broken, and her knuckles were covered in blood.
“C’mon,” Hart said. “We need to get back to the precinct.”
“Yeah,” Cooper replied, though her words were like the whisper of a ghost long forgotten by the world. Her sister was dead. Her mother was dead. And now the last pair of her remaining bloodline would be kept from her.
Cooper rested her head against the window while Hart drove, and she devoted her time to watching the buildings and pedestrians. The glass was warm from the afternoon sun, and her skull rattled from the vibrations of the road. “We drifted apart. Beth and I.”
Hart glanced sideways but kept his main focus on the road. “What happened?”
“I used to think it was after our mother died last year.” Cooper frowned. “But the truth was it happened long before then.” She lifted her head from the window and reclined in her seat. “I’ve watched people die before. I’ve seen the light in their eyes go out more times than I care to count. It’s something you expect in our line of work. It’s something that you have to prepare to handle.” She nodded. “And I’ve done that. I’ve handled it. I’ve never let it affect me before. But this…” She rubbed her forehead, unsure of where her thoughts were taking her and slightly afraid of what she’d find when she arrived.
Hart shook his head. “I can’t imagine what you went through. To see your family like that, it’s just—” He tightened his grip on the wheel. “All I know is if it happened to me, I wouldn’t be able to keep it together. If I saw my brother, or my wife, like you did?” He scoffed. “It’d only be a matter of time before I ended up behind bars myself.” He slowed at the signal of a red light, and as they came to a stop, he looked over. “But you’re better than that. You’re smarter than that. You know that the only way to catch this guy is to stay on the right side of the law.”
Cooper picked at the badge hanging from her neck. “I don’t know what the right side is anymore.”
A car honked behind them, and Hart returned his attention to the intersection, where the light was green. The rest of the trip to the precinct was in silence. When they arrived, the media circus was still in full flow, and they waded through a sea of cameras and microphones on their way inside. Cooper kept her head down, while Hart held up his hands, blocking the reporters from continuing their harassment. “We have no comment on the investigation at this time. And we ask that you respect the privacy of both Detective Cooper and her family during this difficult time. FBI Special Agent Hemsworth will be making a statement later today regarding the investigation. Thank you.”
Once they were behind closed doors, the roar of questions lessened to a dull moan. Cooper kept the tunnel vision all the way to Hemsworth’s makeshift command center near Captain Farnes’s office. If there were any sympathetic gestures offered by her peers, she didn’t see them. They’d never accepted her before, and her sister’s death wasn’t going to change their minds. Without knocking, Cooper burst into Hemsworth’s office, interrupting the agent in mid-presentation.
“Detective Cooper,” Hemsworth said, every head in the room turning at the announcement. “I didn’t realize you were on duty today. I was told you had your sister’s funeral.”
Cooper glanced at the projection on the wall. It was a map of Baltimore that had six or seven different locations highlighted. “What is this?” She recognized the sections of the city, most of them in the impoverished and low-income areas. One spot in particular was close to her old neighborhood. “Are these—” But when Cooper turned around, both Hemsworth and Hart were at the door, keeping it open.
“Can I speak with you for a moment, Detective?” Hemsworth asked. “Privately?”
The rest of the room remained seated and shifted in their chairs uncomfortably, none of them looking her in the face. When Cooper walked out the door and into the hallway, Farnes was there, and before either Hemsworth or the captain had a chance to speak, Cooper jumped on the offensive. “You’re not taking me off this case.”
Hemsworth held up his hand defensively. “Detective Cooper, you need to be with your family right now. There is paid leave for this type of event, and it’s something that you need to take advantage of.” But while Hemsworth glowered concern, Farnes remained stoic. “I’ve spoken with both Captain Farnes and Police Chief Alcorn, and everyone is in agreement that it’s best if you take the time off work.”
“I was there, Hemsworth.” Cooper kept her voice at a harsh whisper. “Everyone here knows this was a personal vendetta the killer has against me. He targeted me, and there’s no reason for him not to do it again. I’m not going to sit on the sidelines while that psychopath is out there getting away with cold-blooded murder.”
“This is still a federal case,” Hemsworth replied, his tone hardening. “And the FBI has jurisdiction.”
“Then I’ll do this without a badge,” Cooper replied, her face reddening. “I will not sit here with my thumb up my ass while that fucking bastard is still breathing!”
“Then you’ll be arrested,” Farnes said, his voice as calm as the serene look on his face. “Your grief doesn’t give you the authority to work outside the laws of the land.”
Cooper knew how much Farnes had been looking forward to this. He’d been against her from the beginning, in every single case she worked. Ever since the IA with her partner that would have linked him to the same corruption along with his brother, the former governor. Now the ball was in his court. Now he held her fate in his hands, and he was more than willing to end her career just when she’d lost everything else. She only had one card to play now. 
“The killer wants me.” She turned to Hemsworth. “You need me.” Cooper watched Hemsworth weigh the options as Farnes spit off every reason she’d already thought of to keep her off the case. She can’t be trusted. She has too much personal emotion invested. She’s a liability. She’s grieving. It’s against protocol.
“Enough.” Hemsworth cut through Farnes’s excuses, and the fat on the captain’s neck turned red from embarrassment. “I’d like to speak with the detective alone for a moment, Captain.”
The loose skin on Farnes’s body wiggled in defiance, but he finally submitted. “I’ll be in my office when you’re done.” He slammed the door shut forcefully, leaving Hemsworth and Cooper in the hallway.
“Detective, I know what you want.” Hemsworth’s voice took on a more fatherly touch. “It’s the same thing I want. It’s what everyone wants. But you have to know by now that I can’t use you. It goes against every protocol I have.”
“I don’t give a shit about your protocol. I don’t give a shit about how you think I feel, and I certainly don’t give a shit about what happens to me after all of this.” Cooper stepped forward, inching as close as she could to Hemsworth without actually touching him. “You have no idea of what I want!”
Cooper panted heavily, and her face had flushed red. To Hemsworth she must have looked like a wild animal, but to her surprise, the veteran agent didn’t raise his voice or make any threats. He simply took a breath and stepped backward. “If you interfere with this investigation, it won’t be Captain Farnes you have to worry about. It will be the full force and authority of the United States government.” He reached for the door handle to return to his meeting but paused before he entered. “Don’t make this difficult on yourself, Detective. Mourn your sister. Let yourself feel it. This isn’t just another homicide case. This is your life.” He shut the door and left Cooper alone in the hallway.
Feel it? She’d always felt it. Every bloodied body she came across, every tear-soaked mother, father, sister, friend, brother, lover, husband, wife that she had to interview, she felt their pain. There was no compartment in her brain where she stored those files, no secret box for them to be hidden in and forgotten. She processed everything, and she let that pain and fear and hurt and anger sharpen her skills. But by the time she found this killer, she wasn’t sure what would be left for her to feel. 
Cooper returned to the office, and Hart was already inside. He was at the suspect wall, peeling the pictures off. “What the hell are you doing?”
“We’re both off the case, Cooper.” Hart stacked the pictures in a box along with the tagged evidence. “You heard Hemsworth. They’re taking it from here on out.”
Cooper yanked the box from Hart’s grip and clutched it protectively. “You fucking knew about this? And you’re letting it happen?”
Hart threw up his hands, exasperated. “Cooper, I told you they weren’t going to let you continue this! For Christ’s sake, you just buried your sister!” Frustration took hold, and he paced the office in circles. “I know you think the last thing you need is to step away from this, but it’s the truth! You’re going to end up killing yourself or someone else!” He took a breath, shaking his head and taking a step back. “I’m sorry, I—”
“Fuck you.” The words spit from Cooper’s mouth before she had a chance to stop them. “What if this was your wife? Your pregnant wife. You don’t think I’d have your back on that? You don’t think I’d do whatever I could to help? Or have all the rumors about the devil detective finally eaten through that thick skull of yours?”
“You don’t get to say that, Cooper!” Hart shouted, thrusting his finger in her face. “I’ve never held that against you, I’ve never brought what happened between you and your old partner up without you talking about it first, not once.” He loosened his tie, muttering under his breath. “I’ve already told you I don’t know what this is like, but you’re right. If it was my wife and my unborn child that were killed, I’d lose my fucking mind. But you know what else I know?” He inched closer, his face aged beyond his young years. “I know you’d do everything you could to stop me. Because you know what happens when you get to the end of the road you want to go down. And partners don’t let that happen.”
“We were never partners, Hart.” Cooper shook her head. “You were just the rookie I had to babysit until your training wheels came off.” The guilt and rage that funneled through her veins at the sight of Hart’s reaction would have normally triggered her to apologize, but she didn’t. Deep down she knew that both Hemsworth and Hart were right. She was too close. She was too wrapped up with vengeance instead of justice. But her sister was in the ground. And she didn’t give a shit anymore. “So why don’t you crawl back to the captain and tell him whatever the fuck you need to in order to save your own skin.”
“Fuck you, Cooper.” Hart flipped her off then slammed the door shut on his way out.
The rush of wind that accompanied Hart’s exit stung her cheeks. Most of the strength and rage evaporated in the quiet of the office, and she set the box of evidence down and collapsed in her chair. The constant pounding in her head that had plagued her all morning returned in full force, crippling any train of thought she tried to string together. She reached for the bottom drawer of her desk and sifted through the old candy bar wrappers and chip bags until she felt the rounded neck of the whiskey bottle she kept hidden inside. She unscrewed the top and tilted the bottle up and let the liquor slow the roaring train speeding through the tunnels of her memories, trying to force her to confront her childhood and a past she desperately wanted to forget.
Eventually the liquor did its job, and Cooper felt the stoic calm numb her nerves and relax her muscles. If she was going to do this, then she’d have to act quickly. She screwed the cap onto the bottle then tossed it into the box of evidence, along with anything else she’d collected working on the case. She scooped the box into her arms and headed down the hall. She passed a television on her way out, and the anchor’s voice caught her attention.
“The manhunt for the Baltimore Scribe continues. His latest victim? Beth Hamilton. She was a Baltimore native who moved out to California ten years ago, and a mother of two. She was also the sister of Baltimore Police Detective Adila Cooper, who was in the news a few years ago after she exposed her partner, who was involved in a money-laundering scandal. Detective Cooper testified against her partner, as well as current Central Precinct Captain Jonathan Farnes and his brother, Quentin Farnes, who was governor of Maryland at the time. Those charges of conspiracy against the Farnes brothers were eventually dropped by Maryland’s DA, but the fact that it was Quentin Farnes who appointed the DA led many to question the validity of his innocence. Channel Four News reporter Janet Kimmings has more.”
“Thanks, Mary,” Kimmings said.
The thumb drive. The reporter had given it to her, mentioning that it had something to do with Farnes. And if it had dirt on the captain, it could give her the leverage she needed to keep her on the case to find the killer.
 



Chapter 3
Cooper skidded into the parking space, ignoring the painted lines and letting her car straddle them. She hurried up the steps to her apartment building, juggling the box of evidence and her keys. She fiddled with the lock and shoved the door open, bounding up the staircase. When she reached her apartment floor, she nearly lost hold of the box. “Sarah?”
Her niece was at her apartment door, the landlord by her side. Sarah kept her head down while the landlord stepped forward. “You know this child, Ms. Cooper?” he asked, pointing back to her niece.
Without a word Cooper sprinted to Sarah and scooped her off the floor. Heavy sobs soaked her shoulder, and when she looked back over to the landlord, he had already left. Panic gripped Cooper’s heart like an icy glove. “What’s wrong? Did something happen to your dad? Where’s your sister?” 
“No, nothing happened.” Sarah sniffled. “I just wanted to see you again. I don’t want to go home. I don’t want to go home without Mom.” She cried and buried her face in Cooper’s shoulder once more.
“It’s okay.” Cooper gently patted the back of Sarah’s head and rocked her back and forth. “C’mon, let’s get you inside.”
Sarah found a seat on the couch, and Cooper dropped the box of evidence on the kitchen table. Cooper opened the fridge but quickly closed it once she remembered that there was nothing but spoiled takeout inside. “Does your dad know you’re here?” She grabbed a cup and filled it with tap water. “Sarah?” But when she stepped out into the living room, her niece had her mouth open, gawking at the wall where the killer had written his message.
Sarah lifted her finger, her eyes rereading the words Cooper had stared at for hours. “W-what is that?”
Cooper set the glass down and blocked the image from Sarah’s view. “Nothing.” She clutched her niece’s face in both hands, trying to smile.
“The man that killed my mother wrote that, didn’t he?” Tears rolled down Sarah’s cheeks as she tried to look past Cooper. “Why did he do that? Why did he kill her?!” She broke down, the hysterics of the moment overtaking whatever reason the twelve-year-old possessed as she hyperventilated into Cooper’s shoulder.
“It’s okay, Sarah.” Cooper searched for the answers that she’d struggled to find, trying to offer comfort, but even now she couldn’t make sense of any of it. “I don’t know why he killed your mom. I don’t know why he took you and your sister and your dad.”
“Is it my fault?” Sarah asked through a series of choking sobs. “Is it my fault she’s gone? Did I do something to make her leave because of the fight we had last week?”
The frustration from the funeral, the anger Cooper felt toward the killer, the betrayal from the police department, all of it faded from her mind. “I want you to listen to me very carefully.” Strength returned to her hands as gripped Sarah’s shoulders. “What happened to your mom had nothing to do with you, okay? Absolutely nothing. So you get that out of your head right now, young lady. Understand?”
Still crying, Sarah nodded. She wiped the tears from her eyes and hugged Cooper tightly, the hysterics slowly fading. After a few minutes, Cooper led Sarah into the bedroom, where she passed out. Cooper called Tim. The conversation was short, neither party willing to apologize, and he said he’d be there soon.
While Cooper waited for Tim to arrive, she stood in the doorway to her bedroom and watched her niece sleep. She’d never seen anything look so peaceful as the slow rise and fall of Sarah’s chest. It’d been a long time since anyone had received any rest on that bed.
The knock at the door signaled Tim’s arrival, and he burst inside the moment it opened. “Where is she?” he asked, jogging into the living room.
But Cooper intercepted him before he maneuvered into the kitchen, shushing him, and pointed to the bedroom. He walked slowly, and she watched his entire body deflate in relief at the sight of his daughter. He leaned against the door frame for support and kept his voice low. “When I couldn’t find her at the hotel, I thought…” He shook his head, his back still to Cooper, then he finally turned around. “I can’t go through that again.” The color had drained from his face, and he collapsed into a kitchen chair.
Cooper hesitated but eventually joined him at the table. “She thought this was her fault.” Tim whipped his head around quickly, but Cooper raised her hand. “I told her it wasn’t. But she’s going to need to talk to somebody about what happened, Mary as well. Even you.”
“I’m fine.” Tim waved it off and rubbed his forehead.
“No, you’re not.” The detective instinct kicked in out of habit, and she leaned forward. “What you three went through was traumatic. You need to work through it, and it’s going to take time. And in these cases, it usually takes the adult longer than the child.” She gestured to Sarah. “Though with her hitting puberty soon, I don’t know if that’ll be the case.”
“They grow up too fast.” Tim traced a doodle on the table with his finger, glancing between the make-believe drawing and his daughter. “She had a boy ask her out a few weeks ago, and she asked me if it was okay.” He knocked on the table’s surface a few times with his fist, shaking his head. “I can’t do this without Beth.” And with just the mention of her name, tears cascaded down his cheeks, though nothing but muffled sniffles and quick breaths escaped his lips.
Cooper watched him, and a part of her felt sick for being glad at seeing him in so much pain. She’d never forgiven him for beating on Beth ten years ago in a drunken rage, though he’d tried time and time again to explain that it had never happened before, and it hadn’t happened since. Despite how much she hated him, he still had control over her nieces’ lives, and if she couldn’t learn to digest him now, it was never going to happen. “If you ever need help.” She paused. “I’m just a phone call away.”
Tim wiped the tears from his face. “I know the girls would like to see more of you.”
Cooper glanced at Sarah on the bed, lying there so quiet. Cooper couldn’t help but think of Beth when she had been that age. Mother and daughter slept the same way. “I’d like to see more of them too.” 
Tim scooped the still-sleeping Sarah off the bed and carried her down to the car. She woke for half a second, and Cooper kissed her on the cheek and gave Mary a hug, who had remained with the FBI agents escorting them to the hospital. The FBI still had them under witness protection and would take them back to San Francisco, where they would have a unit with them until the killer was caught. For that much, she was glad Hemsworth was involved.
Tim lingered at the car door a moment before he stepped inside. Cooper watched him search for words he didn’t know how to speak, but after a prolonged silence, he only offered a slight nod, and then they parted ways. The agents in the SUV followed suit, and the small caravan of vehicles departed.
Cooper watched their taillights fade and suddenly remembered seeing the same image the last night she had seen Beth before she was taken. That had been less than a week ago, yet it felt years longer. So much had changed, and there was still so far to go. She trudged back up the stairs to her apartment and went to the kitchen to retrieve the thumb drive. Her eyes lingered on the sight of the empty bed but then quickly found her laptop. She fingered the drive nervously, unsure of what it contained and whether it would help her catch the killer. The reporter who’d given it to her the week before had seemed convinced that it was important, and judging by the way she’d kept it to herself, whatever was on the drive was toxic.
With the computer finally booted up, Cooper inserted the drive and opened the folder. Inside was a video file, and when she double-clicked the image, it expanded into a full-screen view. She maneuvered the mouse over the play button and clicked.
The camera movement was jerky as the videographer crept through bushes. The picture quality was grainy, and the only sound was the crunch of branches, rustling of leaves, and the cameraman’s breathing. Suddenly the jerky motion ended, and the bushes parted to reveal the side of a building.
Cooper squinted, trying to decipher the location, but she couldn’t pinpoint it. The worn siding of the building suggested somewhere in the abandoned manufacturing district, but with nothing else to work on besides the fading paint and rusted awnings, she couldn’t be sure.
The image came in and out of focus as a man entered the frame. The operator zoomed closer, and Cooper’s jaw dropped as she saw the unmistakable features of Zane Marks. He wore a jacket with the collar flipped up and his face was bearded, but it was him. He paced back and forth in short, quick bursts, the cameraman following his movements with the same jerky motion.
After a short while, another man appeared, this one with his back to the camera, blocking Marks from view. He was a heavyset man, nearly twice as wide as Marks, and moved cumbersomely. Cooper turned up the volume, hoping to hear a piece of their conversation, but the mic on the camera phone was too far away, and their words passed in silence.
Then the big man finally turned around, and Cooper saw Probation Officer McKaffee’s red, sweaty face. She gripped the sides of the screen hard, as though she could strangle the piece of shit through the computer.
The video continued for another minute, both Marks and McKaffee just standing there, waiting for something. Cooper checked the time left on the screen and saw less than thirty seconds remained. She bounced her leg impatiently, the video telling her nothing other than Marks and McKaffee were meeting. There had to be something more, something else that—
Captain Farnes stepped into frame and gestured to the nearest door. The three of them stepped inside the building, Farnes looking behind him before he entered to make sure the coast was clear. The camera lingered on the door for a bit longer, and then the video finally ended.
Cooper reclined into the couch cushions, trying to wrap her head around what she had just seen. She rose and paced the living room floor. Twice she sat back down and rewatched the footage, hoping to catch something she may have missed before, but she found nothing.
But the longer she stared at the problem, the more Cooper realized what it meant. The first lead she had on the killer was an address linked to a bank account she believed the killer had used. But when she raided the house all she found was a Meth lab. And the drug dealers inside had affiliations with Zane Marks. 
When Cooper was first investigating Zane Marks before they started chasing the killer, Farnes had been adamant about Cooper dropping the case, saying that it was Kate Wurstshed who was behind all of it and that her suicide was the perfect bow on an otherwise imperfect case. If Farnes had a connection to Marks and Marks had a connection to the drug lab, and the drug lab had a connection to the killer, that meant both Marks and Farnes were connected to the killer.
Cooper looked to the message still on her wall. She balled her hands into fists and punched the floor. “Son of a bitch!” If Farnes was connected to the killer, if he was trying to cover something up, if he had helped keep away evidence that she could have used to find the killer faster, then Beth could have made it out alive. And that meant her death was just as much his fault as it was the killer’s.
Rage and allegations, regret and grief, vengeance and justice, all of it swirled in the stormy seas of Cooper’s mind. She felt the balance of right and wrong tilt back and forth. She eyed the laptop still on the couch, and then her eyes drifted to the whiskey in the kitchen. She took a step toward the liquor but stopped, closing her eyes and clenching her jaw. Sweat collected on her face, and like lightning, she reached for the laptop, snapped it shut, and yanked the thumb drive from its port. She pocketed the drive and tossed the laptop onto her bed. She pulled her dresser drawers out, flinging clothes, and then reached for a revolver that lay beneath her shirts along with a box of ammunition. The serial number along the pistol had been scratched off, and she rested both the gun and the ammo on top of the piles of clothes. She opened the closet door and grabbed a duffle bag and started shoving clothes inside, along with a short hunting knife, duct tape, rope, handcuffs, and the revolver and ammunition. She left the laptop and phone, knowing the department could trace both. She flung the duffle bag strap over her shoulder and took a final look at the living room and bid it good riddance.
On her way down the hallway, she passed the counter, where her badge and service pistol rested. She quickly picked up the pistol and holstered the weapon, but she reached for her badge slowly. She held it delicately in her palm, running her thumb over the smooth indentations of the shield that she’d dedicated her life to uphold. She thought of all the times she could have crossed the line, all the moments in which it would have just been easier to let something slip, let something pass by, but she hadn’t. Even if it meant ridicule, even if it meant people would hate her for it. The law was the law, and she enforced it without prejudice. She returned the badge to the counter and walked out the door. She couldn’t play by those rules any longer.
 



Chapter 4
Cooper kept the seat leaned back in her car parked on the side of the street a few houses down from Captain Farnes’s residence. It’d been dark for a few hours, and she kept checking the clock on the radio impatiently. The duffle bag she’d brought rested in the passenger seat, and when she wasn’t checking the road or the clock, her eyes drifted to it and the revolver that rested inside. She fought the urge to remove it and use its anonymity, but that path would severely limit her options. And right now, she needed at least a few.
Another hour passed, and Cooper felt her joints grow stiff the longer she remained idle. A pair of headlights down the road caused her heart to jump, and she leaned forward in her seat slightly, keeping low behind the cover of the steering wheel and dashboard. She drew in a breath, and there it remained until the car pulled into Farnes’s driveway.
Cooper looked around, making sure no one was watching, and then snatched the duffle bag. She sprinted toward the house, her service pistol in her hand. Light footsteps padded the ground and stopped behind the six-foot hedge that ran along the captain’s driveway.
The car door shut, and Cooper watched the backside of Farnes waddle up to the carport. She waited until his keys were in the door then sprinted up the drive. By the time Farnes’s ears registered her footsteps, she already had the end of the pistol in his back and her hand over his mouth. 
“Is your wife home?” Farnes trembled, remaining quiet for a moment before he nodded. She eyed Farnes’s car and looked around to make sure no one had spied them. “C’mon.” She made sure to keep her hand over his mouth, and the pistol in his back helped guide him to the vehicle. “Open the door.”
Farnes did as he was told and opened the rear driver’s side door. Once opened, she removed the pistol from his back and placed it under his chin. “Get in the car. Scream and I kill you here and now. Got it?” Another quick nod accompanied a muffled grunt, and Cooper slowly released her hand, and Farnes climbed into the driver’s seat without a word while she sat directly behind him, crouching low and keeping the pistol aimed at his head.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing, Cooper?” Farnes’s face was slick with sweat. “You’ll lose your badge for this.”
“I’ll lose more than that if you don’t back out of this driveway and make your way toward the industrial district.” She rubbed her finger along the smooth curve of the pistol’s trigger and fought the impulse to just do it here. But there were things Farnes knew that she needed to understand. And a corpse made for poor interrogation. “I’m sure there’s a place there you’re familiar with. Why don’t you take us there?”
“This is outrageous! I don’t—”
“You don’t have any bargaining chips, Farnes.” Cooper pressed the end of the pistol to the side of his head and sandwiched him against the window. “Drive. Now.”
Without a word, Farnes started the engine and backed out of the driveway, and just before they drove down the street, Cooper saw his wife step out into the carport, a look of confusion on her face. The drive took half an hour, and Cooper kept a bead on the back of Farnes’s head the whole way. She watched every single muscle twitch and made sure his hands remained on the wheel.
“What do you think this is going to accomplish, Cooper?” Farnes asked, finally entering the industrial district. “You’re going to kill me because you’re upset about your sister’s death? Not exactly good police work.”
The car came to a stop, and Cooper reached for her duffle bag and the computer Farnes had left in the back seat. “Out of the car. Now.” Farnes shut off the engine and stepped out, Cooper mirroring his movements. She extended him the computer and motioned to the nearest building. “Walk.” Farnes turned slowly, keeping both hands on the laptop, and marched as instructed.
The door to the old building whined when Farnes pulled it open, and Cooper shut it and sealed them inside. The floor was dirty, covered in a thick layer of time that consisted of dirt, dust, and animal droppings. The smell was pungent and the place dark save for the moonlight coming through the windows. Farnes turned around, the laptop in his hands, most of his body cast in shadow. “Well, Detective? What now? Plan on shooting me, or am I supposed to bludgeon myself with the laptop?”
A table rested to their left, and Cooper motioned with her pistol. “Set it down.” Farnes hesitated and walked over grudgingly slowly. “Turn it on.” Cooper reached into her pocket, retrieved the thumb drive, and plugged it in. She hit play, and the video blew up on the screen, providing another source of light in the dim factory.
At first Farnes scrunched his face in confusion, but when Marks came into view along with McKaffee, his expression told Cooper everything she needed to know.
“That proves nothing,” Farnes said. “There isn’t a shred of evidence on there that suggests anything wrong was done.” He shrugged, waving it off. “And the video quality is poor. No one will believe that’s me.”
“I don’t give a shit what other people believe or not.” Cooper took an aggressive step forward with the gun pointed at Farnes’s head. “What are you running, Farnes? You’ve wanted me to ignore Marks ever since I brought him in for questioning during the Irene Marsh case. And then he turned up again as an associate to the drug dealers whose house I raided after my sister was taken!” 
“Jesus Christ. Just listen to yourself, Cooper!” Farnes’s face reddened. “You sound like a lunatic!”
Cooper pressed the end of the pistol against Farnes’s cheek. “It sounds like I’m getting close to something. So this is what’s going to happen: You’re going to tell me what you’re doing hanging out with McKaffee and Marks, or I kill you here and now.”
Farnes eyed the steel digging into his skin. “You don’t have the guts.”
“No?” Cooper pressed harder, and Farnes winced. She felt his trembling reverberate through the pistol and into her hand. Then, with her eyes closed, she lowered the gun. “You’re right. I won’t.” Relief spread across Farnes’s face, but just as quickly as she had lowered the gun, she smacked the steel against his right cheek, cutting a gash in his skin and sending him to the floor.
“Fuck!” Farnes wallowed on the dirty concrete, pressing his palm against the blood gushing from the cut on his face.
Cooper kicked him in the stomach, and he rolled to his back, wheezing and panting. “I don’t need a gun to kill you, Farnes.” She reached down and yanked his collar, lifting his head off the ground. “I’ve been with the department for twenty-one years, fifteen of which have been as a homicide detective. Do you know how many ways I’ve seen people killed? You’d be surprised at what blunt-force trauma can do.” She shoved him down hard, and Farnes’s skull smacked against the concrete, knocking him unconscious.
Cooper checked his pulse and made sure he was still breathing. Both were fine. She holstered the gun and dragged him to a metal post in the center of the factory floor. She retrieved the rope and duct tape from her duffle bag and secured Farnes to the post and taped his wrists together then his ankles.
Impatiently waiting for Farnes to wake, Cooper slapped him across the face. He moaned and lolled his head back and forth, his chin digging into the fat of his chest. His first instinct when he awoke was to run, but the tight restraints kept him still. He looked up to Cooper, the blood on his face dry, though the gash still shimmered in the moonlight pouring in from the windows. 
“You’re a dead woman, Cooper. You think my brother will stand for this? You won’t be able to talk your way out of this one!”
Cooper curled her fist and punched Farnes in the gash where the pistol had cut him. Her knuckles glided across the slick blood and sweat. “What are you and your brother hiding?”
Farnes spat a wad of blood on the concrete and cursed some more. Cooper hit him again, this time on his left cheek, knocking his head into the steel pillar behind it. With every strike that transformed Farnes’s face into a misshapen, bloody mess, Cooper’s knuckles were drenched in crimson. Swimming in the pool of vengeance, she pulled her pistol from its holster, and Farnes looked up through half-swollen eyes. “Wait,” he said, his words slurring through dribbles of blood and spit. “I didn’t have anything to do with what happened to your sister. I swear.”
“Then how did Marks get the SWAT uniform to use at the daycare?” Cooper aimed the pistol at his head, and he trembled. “Tell me!”
Farnes cried, the bellowing sobs escaping through hacking coughs as he choked on his own blood. “We get paid to look the other way on the manufacturing and distribution of the drugs in the city. Marks was a middleman for us. He made sure we knew where the drop locations were so the officers wouldn’t go near them.”
“Then why did Marks help the killer?” Unsatisfied, Cooper thrust the pistol into the gash on Farnes’s cheek, and the captain wailed, screaming at the top of his lungs. When she relieved him of the pressure, he panted heavily, moaning and wiggling his body in a defiant tantrum.
“I don’t know,” Farnes answered. “I swear to god I don’t know. Marks never mentioned anything about the killer. I was just as surprised as you were when I found out. The only reason I didn’t want you looking into Marks anymore was because of the drugs. I wanted you to work the killer’s case with Hemsworth, to keep you distracted. That’s it.” He swallowed, tears still cutting through the blood on his face. “I swear I didn’t have anything to do with what happened to your sister. I might be corrupt, but I’m no killer. Neither are you.”
It was the first time in her life that Cooper believed the man. “You’re right. You’re not a killer. You don’t have it in you.” She kept the pistol aimed at his head. “But I just might.”
Farnes started bawling once more, this round more pathetic than the last. “Please. I didn’t help kill your sister. I never even met her.”
Cooper’s mind raced down every possibility of what her life would be like if she pulled the trigger. She could taste the satisfaction of killing him even though she knew he was telling the truth. Farnes didn’t have any more reason to lie to her; he’d already confessed enough to land him in jail.
Just when she felt her finger apply the lightest pressure on the trigger, a phone rang. Cooper jerked left and right, trying to pinpoint its origin. When it rang a second time, she realized that it was coming from inside Farnes’s jacket. She ignored it, but after it went to voicemail, it rang again and again and again. Finally Cooper reached inside Farnes’s jacket and pulled the phone out herself. The number was blocked, and when it ended once more, the phone rang again. A shiver crawled up Cooper’s back as she answered.
“Hello, Detective.”
Cooper’s blood ran cold, her stomach performing backflips at the sound of the killer’s voice. “Where are you?”
“I know you’ve been working out some of your aggression on the poor captain there, but I think he’s had enough, wouldn’t you say? And besides, he’s telling the truth. He didn’t put Zane Marks up to kidnapping that boy. It was me. You’d be surprised at what people will do when they don’t want to die.” 
“You’re a dead man.”
“A fair response from you considering what you’ve lost, but you’ve done such a fine job so far, Detective. It would be a shame to veer off the path now.”
Cooper squeezed the phone so hard her knuckles cracked. “The only path I’m walking down is the one that leads me straight to you, and when I get to the end, you’re going to wish there was true justice in this world, because by the time I’m through with you, they won’t be able to identify your body!”
“Sticks and stones, Detective.” The killer spoke calmly. “I don’t think you realize how long I’ve been waiting for this, how deep my planning has dwelled. Do you remember the story of Heracles and the twelve labors I told you about?”
Cooper looked to Farnes’s bloody face, the pistol still gripped in her hand. “I remember.”
“All of those tasks I put you through, I felt a bit like Apollo. But then again, I am more than just a man.”
“But you haven’t always been that way,” Cooper said, trying to get under his skin.
The killer remained quiet for a while, and Cooper believed she’d managed to shake him, but the moment was short lived when he finally replied. “You’re right, Detective. It’s been a very long road to what I’ve become. I’m not sure if I would have the stamina to do it all over again if truth be told. It’s so tiresome making sure everything goes according to plan, and the larger the scope of your ambitions the more chances there are for things to go wrong. But I’ve made it this far… No reason to think I won’t see the end.”
“You won’t.” The stone-like foundation from which Cooper spoke the words didn’t feel like her own. But she hadn’t been herself, not for a long time now, even before Beth died, or her mother. Her job had transformed her into something beyond the woman who’d first donned the badge more than twenty years ago.
“Well, that’s up to you, Detective. Now, I know I haven’t quite given you the same number of labors that Heracles received, but I promise you this last one will be more sporting than the others, and far more interesting to you personally.”
“Fuck you.” Cooper spit the words through the phone. “No more labors. No more phone calls. No more notes. I’m going to find you, and when I do, I’m going to kill you.”
“Well, it’s going to be hard when you’re on the run, Detective.” A silence followed as Cooper processed the words. “Caught your attention, have I?” She heard the smile through the phone, and it was like she was staring into those dark, beady eyes face to face. “I know you think you don’t have anything left to lose, but that’s where you’re wrong.”
“I swear to god if you hurt my ni—”
“Calm yourself, Detective. You should know by now that I have no interest in hurting children. In fact, that’s the only pattern I’ve kept over the past thirty years. I’m only interested in adults, which means your nieces are off-limits. And you care nothing for that brother-in-law of yours, so he’s out of the picture. No, what I mean to take from you now is far more personal.”
Cooper took a few steps backward and into the moonlight that spilled through the windows. The captain’s blood shimmered on her hands, and the hue of the moon gave her a ghostly complexion. “What have you done?”
“It’s not what I’ve done but what people will think you’ve done.”
A gunshot rang out, and glass from one of the windows shattered on the far side of the factory. Cooper ducked, aiming her pistol toward the gunshot, and fired out of instinct. The shell casing clinked across the floor and rolled around her feet. She squinted into the darkness but saw nothing except the shadows of machinery.
“It’s no use trying to shoot back. I’m well out of range.”
Cooper checked herself for any wounds but found herself unscathed. “You’re getting sloppy.”
“No. I’m not.”
Farnes gurgled and gasped, coughing blood, and a crimson stain spread across his protruding stomach. Cooper rushed to Farnes’s side, applying pressure to the wound, dropping the pistol and phone. She felt the warm gush of liquid squish between her fingers as she tried to staunch the bleeding. Farnes spasmed, choking on his own blood and spit. His cheeks and face flushed a purplish red, and his eyes turned bloodshot. With his last bits of life his eyes grew wide, and then his head slowly tilted to the right, where it rested on the fat of his chest and shoulder, his body motionless.
“No.” Cooper lifted two fingers and pressed them against his neck. No pulse. She pumped his chest, feeling the crack of ribs as she tried to breathe life back into the bastard. “You fucking prick, no!” She pumped harder, but Farnes’s body only jiggled with each shove. “Shit!” She landed backward on her hands and ass, her fingers trailing curving paths of blood. Cooper eyed the phone she’d dropped and slowly reached for it, her fingertips transferring more blood to the device. She pressed it to her ear, hearing nothing but the killer’s light breathing. “Why?”
“I wanted to strip you of that final piece of armor that protected you from becoming someone like me.” He chuckled. “All those enemies you made at the police station, all of those people who hated you for turning on your partner, for breaking the bond of brotherhood that’s held so sacred in the police fraternity. They’ll hunt you down and kill you for this. No matter what the evidence says. They’ve been looking for a reason to kill you, just as you’ve been looking for a reason to kill me.”
Cooper looked at Farnes, his hands tied, his face beaten. She looked at the blood on her hands and the shell casing on the ground. There was enough evidence in here to force a trial, and if that were the case, then she’d never have the chance to stop the psychopath.
“The bullet that killed Farnes is one of the same kind you use in your service pistol. I know you understand by now that if this did go to trial, there wouldn’t be enough hard evidence to convict you, but you combine testimony from other officers, the recent tragedy you suffered with the death of your sister, and the unstable nature your peers have seen in you over the past few days, and it would be enough to put doubt into any jury’s mind.” 
The wail of police sirens in the distance caught Cooper off guard, and she whipped around to the window, the blood on her hand creating a red print on the wall next to it. 
“Your DNA is all over the scene, your car is at the captain’s house, and you have the motive to kill.”
“You called the police?”
“Of course. There’s been a murder.” He laughed, the same laugh she remembered from right after she’d flipped those switches on the box in his cabin basement. “But to be fair, their response time has been padded, as I called them ten minutes ago.”
Cooper bolted into action, holstering her pistol and flinging the duffle bag strap over her shoulder. She kicked the shell casing around her feet and kept the phone glued to her ear as she sprinted to the rear of the factory, the blues and reds of the police lights flashing through the windows. “What do you want?”
“The same thing you do: justice. I’m well aware of your investigation into Farnes and his brother, the former governor. Everyone knows they’re dirty, but no one has ever been able to prove it. That’s what I want from you, Detective. I want you to bring down our state’s most dangerous man.”
Cooper lowered her shoulder and smacked the back door open, spilling out into the gravel yard in the rear of the factory. The sirens grew louder, and above the wailing din she heard the bark of dogs. She hastened her sprint and weaved throughout the old, abandoned buildings. 
“I could have done that with a badge.” She felt her legs cramp, and she was forced to slow her pace to a half sprint, half limp.
“But that’s why I took it away from you, Detective. You’ve hidden yourself behind that shield your entire life, using the law as a means of balance. And now that’s gone, and there is only one way for you to stop me now.”
Cooper ducked behind an old semi truck in one of the abandoned lots. The sweat from the run had slicked her hands and rewetted the dry blood on her palms, causing the phone to slip through her fingers. She felt the panic rising. The fear of the run stuck in her heart, she found that her hand went to the badge that no longer dangled around her neck.
“I’ll be in touch, Detective.”
The call ended, and Cooper dropped the phone in the dirt. The howl of dogs filled the night air along with the shouts of officers. She pushed herself up from the ground and continued the sprint through the factory complex, heading east as fast as she could. There was no way she’d be able to outrun them, not with the dogs tracking her.
Flashlight beams penetrated the alleyways and pavements Cooper sprinted across, doing her best to stay one step ahead of the officers in pursuit. “There she is!”
One of the beams caught her foot, and Cooper felt the rush of adrenaline pulse through her body as the growls grew ominously louder. She fought the urge to turn around and continued her beeline sprint east, knowing her destination was close.
More flashlights were added to the chase, and she felt sweat and blood drip from her hands. She balled them into fists, feeling the grime squish between her fingers. She cut a hard right, veering around the corner of another factory, and when she did she saw the river.
But the brief moment of hope was cut short by the sharp tear at her calf, and she smacked the pavement. The beast snarled savagely, and the pain from the bite traveled all the way up the left side of her body. She kicked the dog’s face with her right foot, and he released her, snapping viciously at the leg meant to harm him.
Blood dripped from the K-9’s fangs, and Cooper reached for the pistol at her side, the lights from the officers growing closer and the dog circling her, flinging saliva from its mouth with every snap of its jaws. She fired just to the dog’s left before it lunged once more, and the noise was enough to push the beast backward, but the gunshot triggered the officers to pull their weapons, thinking she was firing at them. Cooper hobbled toward the river, screams and barks echoing between the thunder of gunfire.
Bullets ricocheted off the pavement. Cooper’s calf felt like there was a knife stabbing her, but she pushed through the pain, forcing her gait into an open sprint. The water drew nearer, and the end of the concrete path was close.
“Stop! Freeze!” the officers shouted, but Cooper was too close. She planted her foot on the edge of the concrete, the river’s water ten feet below. More gunfire sounded, and nearly instantly she felt the splash of the rushing waters.
Cooper kicked and flailed her arms under water, disoriented in the icy river. She gasped for air upon breaching the water’s surface and saw that the current had already carried her downstream from the officers and dogs. The brief surge in adrenaline numbed the pain in her calf, but when she started kicking, attempting to swim to the other side of the river, the pain returned.
The sirens and gunshots had ended by the time she reached the other side of the riverbank, and Cooper half crawled, half stumbled out of the water, dragging the duffle bag whose strap was clung tight to her chest, and collapsed on land. She puked the bellyful of river water that she’d swallowed during her swim and flopped to her back.
The thump of helicopter blades in the air triggered the needed clarity to push herself from the riverbank mud and stumble up toward the row of houses that lined the river. She placed her hand over her heart, once again trying to clutch the badge that was no longer there. She wasn’t a cop anymore. She was a fugitive, wanted for murder. And the only way to enact her vengeance was to bring justice to a man that had been untouchable in this state for the past twenty years.
 



Chapter 5
A trail of muddy footprints stretched from the bank of the river all the way to the rundown neighborhood that ran along the east bank until they finally disappeared in the grass between two one-story homes. Cooper limped forward, keeping low under the windows as she passed. She needed to change, and quickly. Her wet clothes weren’t the most inconspicuous look for staying below the radar.
Clothes hung out to dry on a line flapped gently in the breeze, and Cooper checked the tags, looking for anything close to her size, then yanked items off the clothesline. She peeled off her clothes as she moved, dropping articles one after another as she maneuvered deeper into the neighborhood. She checked the sky, looking for the chopper’s spotlight. 
Nothing put officers in a frenzy like the loss of one of their own. They would hunt her down with the scent of blood in their nostrils. The moment she found herself in someone’s crosshairs, she was dead. There wouldn’t be any hesitation in pulling the trigger. Not for her.
With her hair still sopping wet, she twisted it up in a bun, doing what she could to keep it from soaking the dry clothes she had stolen. Every few hundred feet she was forced to stop, the pain in her calf reaching a crescendo. The makeshift tourniquet she’d wrapped around the bite marks had stopped the bleeding, but it did little to ease the pain. Every flex of her foot was excruciating. Hospitals and doctors’ offices were off the table, but there was one person she could turn to—at least, she thought she could trust him. The wail of police sirens in the night combined with the pain in her leg overrode her skepticism, and she walked north, reciting Hart’s address in her mind.
 
 



***
Cooper had collapsed into a thicket of bushes just outside Hart’s home, which she had watched for the past hour. She thought the police would come directly to him, but so far there hadn’t been a single drive-by. If he hadn’t been told, then there was still a chance to tell him her side of the story, what had really happened. But would he even believe me? With her leg still bleeding and nowhere else to run, she didn’t have a choice.
Cooper crept toward the side door, past the two cars in the driveway, and knocked gently. She adjusted the duffle bag strap on her shoulder and made sure to tuck the revolver under her shirt and into her waistband. It was the only weapon she had left; her service pistol was somewhere at the bottom of the river, and while she hoped she wouldn’t need a gun, she wasn’t going to take any chances.
The door rattled from her pounding, and after a few seconds, the light above her flicked on and Hart peered through the crack in the door. “Cooper?” He opened it wider, and she saw he was dressed in a thin shirt and shorts with slippers on. “What the hell are you doing here?”
“I don’t have a lot of time, but you should know that the moment I walk through this door I can’t guarantee they won’t hold you as an accomplice.”
Hart raised his eyebrows, his eyes scanning her until they stopped on her wounded calf. He kept the door open and stepped aside. “Then you should get in before one of my neighbors sees you.”
The side door led to the kitchen, and Cooper sat on the first chair she could reach at the table. Hart locked the door behind him and flicked on one of the lights, retrieving a glass that he filled from the tap. Cooper downed half the glass in one gulp, the water wetting her chapped lips and parched tongue.
“What happened?” Hart asked, taking a seat next to her at the table.
“Farnes is dead.” Cooper took another swig and drained the rest of the glass. “I found evidence linking him, Marks, and McKaffee together, and I thought that since Marks had been used by the killer, Farnes was involved somehow. But he wasn’t.”
“Christ, Cooper. You didn’t—”
“No. But it was made to look like I did.” Cooper pushed the glass away toward the center of the table. “I almost did it.” She dove into the memories of rage and anger that had filled her senses only a few hours ago. The white-hot flash of vengeance that had coursed through her veins like lightning. “I kidnapped him, tied him up, beat his face to a pulp.” She curled her fingers into fists. “The bastard deserved to die.” And I should have been the one to do it.
“Cooper.” Hart took hold of her hand, snapping her back to the moment. “You said the captain was involved with something, but it wasn’t the killer.”
Cooper pulled her hand away, nodding. “You know the drug house we raided that was linked to the killer’s bank account we traced? Farnes and some other officers have been involved in making sure those meth labs stay off police radar.”
“They’re turning a blind eye?” Hart asked.
Cooper reached for her calf, wincing. “And getting paid for it. Farnes and a few others make sure no one comes snooping around, and the drug dealers get to spread their product to a growing customer base.”
Hart reached down and examined Cooper’s calf. “We need to get that stitched up. My wife’s bag should be—”
“Jason?” A light flicked on, and Hart’s wife, her belly bursting with child, stepped barefoot into the kitchen. Her eyes immediately fell to the scene of her husband cradling Cooper’s leg, and the unintentional intimacy caused Cooper to pull her leg away.
“Katie,” Hart said, standing up, rushing to his wife’s side. “You should go back to bed.”
But she peered around Hart’s body, her eyes falling on Cooper. “You must be Adila.” She offered a smile, and the restless pregnant nights crinkled the lines next to her eyes. She had a fragile face and a pixie haircut. By any standards, she was beautiful—and young, barely out of college by the look of her. She took the seat Hart had occupied and examined the leg. “You’ll definitely need some stitches.”
“Katie, you don’t—”
“Whatever happened, I don’t need to know,” she said, turning around to Hart. “My nursing bag is in the bathroom. Go and grab it for me.” Without a word Hart nodded and disappeared, leaving the two of them in the kitchen.
Cooper caught herself staring at Katie’s stomach, and she looked away. “Sorry. I know I hated it when people stared.”
Katie smiled, rubbing her belly. “It’s all right. I didn’t know you had any. Hart never mentioned it.”
Cooper blushed, suddenly realizing she hadn’t spoken about her pregnancy to anyone in years. “I don’t. I’m sorry.” She kept her head down. “I don’t know why I mentioned it.”
“Oh,” Katie said, biting her lower lip. “I didn’t realize… I’m sorry for your loss.”
Cooper wasn’t sure if it was the word or the way she said it, but something about it struck a nerve, the same nerve the killer had plucked when he brought up the miscarriage. It was all just more of her past flooding back to punish her for a life she was never meant to live. But instead of burying it, she forced herself to hold it. “Thank you.” She smiled, looking back to Katie’s bump. “How far along are you?”
“Almost ten months,” Katie said, exhausted. “I can’t wait for this lady to join us.”
“It’s a girl?”
Katie pressed her finger to her lips. “Jason doesn’t know. I wanted to keep it a surprise.” The glow of pregnancy radiated from her face. Cooper saw why Hart had married her. The girl had an innocence, a peaceful presence that made Cooper feel at ease. “Look, whatever this is, whatever kind of trouble you’re in, Jason will help. He doesn’t tell me much about his workday, but he’s said nothing but good things about you. He thinks you’re a great detective.”
Was a great detective. But Cooper kept that thought to herself. “Thank you.”
Hart returned from the bathroom with the two bags and placed them on the table for Katie to pull what she needed. With a limited supply, it was all Katie could do to clean and dress the wound, but Cooper was glad to have at least that. 
Once done, Katie packed up her supplies and pushed herself up from the chair. “You’ll need to go to a doctor to get that stitched up properly. And you’ll also need a round of tetanus and rabies shots if it was from a dog.”
“Thank you.” Cooper smiled, and Katie kissed Hart on the cheek and disappeared back down the hallway. Once it was just the two of them again, Hart kept his distance, leaning up against the kitchen counter, while Cooper rolled down her pant leg. “You never told me you married a saint.”
Hart offered a half smile. “I never thought she’d say yes.” He looked back down the empty hallway where she’d gone. “I never thought I’d be a dad.” He sounded frightened when he spoke and tucked his arms tight around his chest.
Cooper remembered feeling the same way when she was pregnant. And once the father had disappeared, she felt the same fear that her mother had felt. Alone, broke, and a baby on the way. She didn’t want her child to grow up like her, never knowing her father, never having that presence in her life. Her. “It was a girl.”
Hart perked up. “What?”
Cooper picked the dirt from under her nails, keeping her head down, feeling lightheaded from the events of the night. “The miscarriage I had. The one the killer talked about in the note used for the daycare. It was a girl.” Hart remained quiet, and Cooper could tell she’d made him uncomfortable. “I’m sorry.” She rubbed her eyes, hoping he couldn’t see the tears rolling down her face. She wiped her nose, changing the subject. “Look, Hart, I shouldn’t have come here. You’ve got too much happening in your life. I’m toxic. You’re not.”
“Cooper, I—”
“No, you’ve done enough.” Cooper pushed herself to her feet. “I’ll figure it out—” And that’s when she saw the twist of his wedding ring, the same nervous tic he pulled whenever something was wrong. His face grew pale when they made eye contact.
“I’m sorry, Cooper,” Hart said. “With the baby on the way,” he stuttered, “I needed the money.”
Motion outside the front window caught Cooper’s attention, and she noticed a squad car on the street. Shock, pain, anger, and despair filled her all at the same time. She instinctively reached for the revolver in her waistband, and both she and Hart drew their weapons at the same time.
“Put the gun down, Cooper.” Hart’s hand was steady, the wiry muscles along his forearm taut. “It’s over.”
Cooper glanced between Hart and the converging units surrounding the house. She didn’t have much time. “How much did they give you?” She crept backward toward the door, and Hart followed, never letting the distance between them grow farther than what it already was.
“Farnes just wanted me to keep an eye on you. That was it.” Sweat beaded on Hart’s forehead, and though his hand was steady, his voice trembled. “You just should have let the FBI do what they needed to get done. That’s all you had to do, Cooper. It didn’t have to be like this.”
Two more cars stopped in front of the house, and Cooper’s eyes caught the flash of car keys on the counter to her right. “It still doesn’t. Think about your kid, Hart. Think about your wife.”
“What the fuck did you think I was doing in the first place?” Hart snarled, and the steadiness in his hand wavered as his finger trembled over the trigger. “I needed to make sure my family had enough money so we wouldn’t get sucked into poverty. Nice neighborhood, nice schools, safety, it all costs money, Cooper. There’s no such thing as a free lunch.” Tears formed in his eyes, and one rolled down his left cheek. “Just put the gun down, Cooper. Please.” He clenched his teeth. “Don’t make me do this.”
“Jason!”
It was for only a second, but Katie’s shriek was enough to break Hart’s concentration, and Cooper reached for the keys and barreled out the side door, her focus on the police officers gathering at the end of the driveway.
The muzzles of their pistols flashed in the night, and the bullets puffed clouds of concrete into the side of the house from the missed shots as Cooper sprinted to Hart’s car, returning fire. The revolver had a harsher kick than the Glock she was used to shooting, but she wasn’t concerned with the aim. The authorities already thought she had killed one officer, and she didn’t want to give them any more reason to kill her than they already had.
Bullets vibrated through the frame of Hart’s sedan as she started the engine, the officers retreating to their vehicles. She shifted into reverse, and the headlights revealed Hart in front of her, gun in hand. Time froze for a moment, but when Cooper finally slammed the accelerator, tearing out of the drive, she watched Hart lower the weapon.
The engine revved loudly, tires spinning smoke into the night air as Cooper raced down the sleeping residential street. The speedometer wavered between thirty and fifty miles per hour as she took sharp turns, doing everything she could to outrun her pursuers. For a moment she’d thought she’d outrun them since she heard no sirens, but she quickly realized why they hadn’t shown they were police. The news of Farnes’s death had already made it to his brother. And the officers chasing her down didn’t have any intention of taking her to jail.
Tires screeched across pavement as Cooper turned a hard left, bending around a corner then flooring the gas pedal once she straightened out. The headlights of both cars flashed in her rearview mirror as she flew over a speed bump, the car jerking heavily from side to side. She kept her escape route sporadic, shifting down side roads, and never took her foot off the gas. The late hour kept the streets empty, and those she did pass quickly moved aside when they saw her approach.
The sedan jolted forward from the sudden crash of metal on metal, and Cooper’s body jerked forward with it. When she checked the rearview mirror, she saw one of the squad cars riding her bumper. Another vicious jolt pushed her forward, and Cooper felt the wheel slip from her hands, and she careened left then right, trying to straighten the vehicle out. But in her attempts to correct her course, she lost speed, and the second car appeared on her right. The driver’s window was down, and he pulled a gun. He fired three shots, the passenger-side window shattered, and Cooper ducked, swerving hard left into the other lanes, which were thankfully empty of traffic.
Cooper’s head was down for only a second, but when she brought it up, a road railing blocked her path. She jerked the wheel right and smashed into the squad car whose driver had fired the shots. Metal ground against metal, and she felt every bump and tear vibrate through the car’s frame as she struggled to keep steady.
Her eyes fell to the speedometer, and her speed had slowed again, though her foot was still glued to the pedal on the floor. The squad car behind her rammed her again, and all semblance of order was lost as the three bounced along the highway like bumper cars.
A structure on the left caught Cooper’s eye, and in a split-second decision, she swerved hard left into the parking garage. The lowered gate splintered into pieces as she drove through and swerved the car hard right, making sure it blocked the rest of the entrance.
Cooper climbed over to the passenger-side door and shoved it open just as the two pairs of headlights from the squad cars pulled up behind her. She was already sprinting toward the exit when she heard the squeal of brakes and tires, followed by the quick slam of car doors.
Gunfire exploded, and she heard the rhythmic tink of bullets collide with the parked cars inside the garage. Cooper ducked, pulling her revolver as she darted behind an SUV for cover. She jumped out from behind the front bumper and fired into the goons, forcing both of them to seek cover as well.
Cooper glanced over to the exit stairwell and weaved behind the backs of cars, keeping her head low, moving toward the glowing signs. The gunfire echoed louder in the confined concrete space, and it wasn’t long before the loud pops morphed into a high-pitched whine, and all she felt was the thumping of her heart as she made one final sprint toward the exit. She emptied the chambers of her weapon and made her move, her pursuers giving chase as she sprinted out the stairwell door and into an alley.
Every step forward sent a stabbing pain through her calf, and she felt the wrapping Katie had given her spill blood that ran down to her heel. But she didn’t stop or slow. She had to keep moving. She had to stay alive.
 



Chapter 6
It was three blocks before Cooper managed to lose them, ducking into a cluster of abandoned townhomes that had been bordered up, and forced the goons to give up their pursuit out of frustration.
With her calf still bleeding, Cooper collapsed to her back, resting against the cool concrete. She pulled up her left pant leg to examine the dressing. She wiped away the blood as best she could, using the torn-off sleeve of her shirt, then wrapped the exposed wound tightly. When she stood, she lost her balance and slammed into the wall. 
Fatigue had curled its icy grip around her mind and body. She needed rest. Limping, Cooper backtracked through the old buildings, being mindful of remaining quiet. If the police found her now, she wouldn’t be able to elude them again.
The night air was still warm when Cooper stepped outside, and the alley she entered was bare of people. Steam rose through grates in the ground, and trash spilled from a full dumpster and littered the pavement. Both ends of the alley were clear, but Cooper chose to head south toward the slums. The hordes of homeless and junkies wouldn’t pose as great a threat as the police.
Cooper stuck to the dark alleyways and sidewalks on her journey, doing her best to hide the limp and blood beneath the cover of the night. Only the occasional car passed in the early morning hours, the thump of bass rattling the sheet metal of the trunk, slowing to take a look at her. But she kept her head down, blending herself into the surroundings, and no trouble came. With the ill-fitting clothes, the half-dazed walk, most people assumed she was just another junkie looking for a fix.
The shell of an apartment building that had never been finished was as good a place as any to spend the night. She passed dozens of lumps in sleeping bags, their human contents snoring and shifting in the night from either withdrawals or bad trips. She drifted silently through the concrete halls, the floors dirtied with the grime of both nature and man.
Exhausted, Cooper chose a spot in the far corner of the building, picking a room that had a door and four walls to guard her back. She barricaded the door with an old workbench bare of any tools and collapsed in the darkest corner. She curled into a ball and felt the weight of the day seal her eyes shut. But whatever rest she hoped to receive was interrupted with nightmares. The killer’s victims visited her in the night, casting their judgment over her as blood spilled from their gaping wounds. They flung accusations of fault and death, and with every word, a drop of blood splattered on her body until she was drenched in the fluids of the dead.
Beth appeared as well, her face a ghostly white, the gunshot wound at her stomach a bright red, pulling Cooper’s gaze toward the crimson. She spoke of their mother, their father, and her children, who she would never see grow up. But the worst of the night came at the very end. 
A cold mist flooded over her, and goose bumps rose over her flesh as she puffed icy clouds of air. She looked down to her stomach, which had suddenly swollen with child. When she grazed the bare skin of her womb, a knifelike pain stabbed her in the stomach, and she screamed, the blood-curdling howl so loud her throat bled.
Blood poured from the open gash in her womb, and she watched the lifeless body of her unborn infant drift away in a river of crimson. When she lifted her head, a dark figure loomed above, and he held a knife in his hand. The cold thawed from the hot rage that seared through her body. “You did this!” She spit the accusations like curses, each one more wicked than the last. But the dark figure remained still, hovering over her like a storm cloud. Slowly, the figure’s features filled in, the first being his small, beady eyes.
The icy grip of panic and fear returned, and when Cooper tried to scream, a gag suddenly appeared over her mouth, and her wrists and ankles were bound to the legs and arms of a chair. The killer held the silver box with four switches, and she was suddenly in his basement. All but one had been flipped, and when he pressed his finger to the last switch, he laughed, the ominous timbre filling her mind like chants from the dead. He flicked the last switch up, and a shock sprung her from the nightmare and back into the dark, musty room of the broken-down building.
Drenched from head to toe in sweat, Cooper propped herself up and leaned against the wall. She wiped her eyes clear of the stinging perspiration burning her pupils. Her calf throbbed in pain, and she regained control of her breathing, letting her heart rate slow. It wasn’t real. It was just a dream.
The door suddenly burst inward, and the bench Cooper had moved to barricade it slammed to the floor as two bums wrestled one another, oblivious to Cooper’s presence. A crowd of homeless gathered to watch the fight, and Cooper quickly shuffled out, evading the harsh stench of body odor that followed the building’s inhabitants like a cloud.
The fog of morning loomed overhead as Cooper stepped outside and squinted into the early light. The sun was still emerging from the river, which meant it couldn’t have been past eight a.m. Cooper lingered by the building’s exit and watched the start of the morning traffic on the interstate down the hill. For the first time in her career, she didn’t know which path to walk. She was a wanted criminal, and the last person she could turn to had betrayed her for his own cause.
With a high level of uncertainty down every road she could see, she started small, stepping out of the building and onto the stoop. All she needed was a starting point, momentum to build on. McKaffee. The probation officer was the only surviving member from the video. If the killer wanted Cooper to bring down the governor, then McKaffee could be the key to unlock that door.
Cooper pushed herself off the steps as a homeless woman exited one of the doors on the far end of the building. The woman lit a cigarette then turned the corner. Cooper hobbled after her, struggling to catch up. “Hey, wait.” Even the short distance had caused her trouble, and she hunched over, catching her breath, as the woman stared at her with lifeless eyes. “Is there a soup kitchen around here somewhere?” It’d been almost a day since she’d eaten anything, and she already felt the effects of dehydration from both the wound and the physical exertion.
The woman remained silent, and Cooper reached into her pocket, pulling out her wallet and removing some cash, which was still soggy from her swim in the river. She would have used the money herself, but by now her face was plastered on every news station in the city, and with the FBI’s involvement, they’d be watching traffic cams. A low-level place like a soup kitchen wouldn’t have any surveillance equipment for her to worry about. “I just need to get something to eat.”
The woman extended a weathered hand and carefully removed the bills, then crumpled them in her fist and shoved them into her pocket. She pointed down the street. “There’s a place off of Seventh that serves till nine. It’s not more than a few blocks away.”
“Thank you.” Cooper limped in the direction of the woman’s hand and flipped the collar of her shirt up and kept her head down.
“Did you have to use that or something?”
Cooper stopped, turning around. “Use what?”
The woman took a few steps forward, squinting with half a smile that revealed several missing teeth, and gestured to the revolver tucked in Cooper’s waistband, which was hidden behind her shirt. “Most of the people that stay in that place have never even fired a gun, let alone have the money to buy one. And you don’t fit the mold of our normal visitors.” The woman shifted her head from side to side. “Typically the only two things people have when they come here are money and trouble.” She tapped her pocket where she’d hidden the bills. “And you’re strapped for cash.”
Whatever angle the old woman was working Cooper couldn’t be sure, but the last thing she needed was for that old hag to point the cops in her direction. She reached for the pistol and curled her fingers around the handle that protruded from her waistband. “Are we going to have a problem here?”
“Shit, honey.” The hag coughed as a wheezing laugh escaped her lips. “I don’t give a fuck what you did, just as long as you don’t use that thing on me.” She held up her hands and backed away. “The cops don’t ever come around this part of town anyway, not unless it’s to peddle some of their own shit.”
Cooper waited until the woman was completely gone before she started back on the path toward the soup kitchen, and even then she found herself turning to ensure no one had followed. When she spotted the horde of hungry bodies, she joined the rest of the homeless waiting for a hot meal.
The line moved quickly, and the chatter between the serving line and its patrons was friendlier than she expected. She found a spot in the corner, close to an exit, in case the unforeseeable occurred and she was recognized. But she managed to finish the powdered eggs, home fries, and grits without incident and chugged the small carton of orange juice in one long gulp. She wiped her mouth on her sleeve and returned the tray to the collection pile. Now all that was left was to find McKaffee.
“Hey.”
The voice came from the door, and when Cooper turned, she saw that it was the same woman from earlier, grinning a toothless smile. Cooper followed the old woman outside and around the building to an alleyway. “What do you want?” Silent, she dug her hands into her pockets and pulled out a balled-up piece of paper. At first Cooper thought the old woman was returning the money, but the paper was white, not green. “What is this?”
“A guy gave me a hundred bucks to come and give it to you.”
Even before Cooper unfurled the crumpled paper, she knew what it was. A shiver traveled from her hand to her spine when she opened it and saw the scribbled red crayon. Cooper sprinted out of the alleyway and looked down the street both ways, searching for the pair of beady eyes that had followed her.
“Whoever he was sure had an interest in you,” the woman said, shouting from the alleyway. “He wanted to know how you were, if there was anyone with you or not. You must have done one hell of a number on him to make him come all the way out here.”
Cooper crushed the paper in her hands and turned on the woman in the alley, gripping her by the collar and shoving her against the wall. “Where is he?” But the old hag only shrieked a blood-curdling cry, and Cooper backed off, hobbling away as a few of the workers from the kitchen spilled into the alley.
Cooper managed to move quickly for six blocks before the pain in her calf slowed her pace. She dipped behind a collapsing brick wall on the side of the road outside of an old recreation center and caught her breath. She checked the dressing and saw that her calf had started bleeding again. She quickly rewrapped the wound, flipping the bloodied side of the bandage out in hopes of keeping the wound semi-clean, and checked the road behind her to see if anyone had followed. 
Once the coast was clear, she uncrumpled the piece of paper and flattened it against her palm. The killer had given her an address, one she had been familiar with earlier in her police career. It was where she’d shot Douglas Mavin, the only suspect she’d ever killed in the line of duty.
 



***
The neighborhood hadn’t improved in the ten years since she’d last visited. Crime rates had only worsened, and the gangs in the area had completely taken control. The crime was so bad that the residents didn’t even bother to call the police anymore. It was only after a dead body turned up that the authorities were contacted.
The address the killer had given her was to an old strip mall that was in front of the back alley in which she and Mavin had faced off. The stores had long been abandoned, and all that remained was dirt and items unwanted by looters.
Glass and debris crunched under the weight of Cooper’s boots as she stepped into the remains of an electronics store. She waded deeper, pulling the revolver from her waistband and keeping her eyes peeled for anything that would tell her where the killer was hiding.
The high-pitched din of a cell phone spiked her heart rate, and she nearly shot the phone as she turned. She found the old flip phone amid a pile of discarded boxes. The small boxed screen was lit up, and the number across the interface simply read “unknown.” It was a prepaid model judging by the look of it. She flipped the cell open and pressed it to her ear, keeping the revolver aimed in front of her with one eye on the pistol’s sight and the other scanning her periphery. “Where are you?”
“I’m everywhere, Detective. I’ve planted myself in your mind, and I have festered and grown into something that’s taken hold of everything you hold dear in your life.”
Cooper remained quiet, trying to determine from the background noise whether the killer was in the building. She knew he had to be close. He would have had to keep a visual on the phone to know when to call. “There isn’t anything that’s left in my life that you can take.”
The killer laughed. “Detective, I was pulling your strings long before you even knew about me. Every time you’ve come up against me, you’ve lost. You haven’t been able to save anyone that I wanted to kill. That’s not going to end anytime soon.”
The deeper Cooper moved into the building, the more she began to realize the killer wasn’t there. She weaved between empty aisles, and it wasn’t long before she was at the entrance to the inner hallway that connected the rest of the stores in the strip mall. The hinges of the doors squeaked as Cooper exited the electronics store.
“You’ve never listened, Detective.” The killer’s words cut sharp like the tip of a knife, enunciating every syllable, digging deep into Cooper’s eardrums. “That’s always been a problem of yours. It’s plagued you both in your professional and personal life.” The killer drew in a deep breath then exhaled loudly into the phone. “But I must say it’s one of the reasons I was drawn to you.”
The air inside the hall of the old strip mall was stale and musty. Yellowed and faded papers covered the floor. Most of the windows to the storefronts were shattered, their shelves bare and empty like the electronics store. Naked mannequins flashed their bodies, some disfigured with graffiti, which also decorated the walls and benches inside. “I stopped caring about whatever sick reason you chose me the moment Beth died. I don’t give a shit what you want. All that matters now is putting a bullet through your head.”
The killer laughed. “Abandoned all of law and order, Detective? That’s good. Very good. You’ve reached an understanding of the world only a few others before you have grasped. My earlier offer still stands. Expose the governor, and we both get the ending we want.”
“I don’t give a shit about what you want!” Cooper white-knuckled the phone, the thin thread of patience severed. “I’m not going to do your dirty work. It’s only a matter of time before—”
“You won’t find me, Detective, unless I want to be found.” He scoffed. “Even with the resources of the FBI and the Baltimore Police, you couldn’t find me until I gave you the clues you needed. And it’s going to stay that way until you give me what I want. And you and I both know you’ll do it. Chaos and vengeance are your scales of justice now, and I’ve finally given you the strength to do what you’ve always wanted. Kill.”
“There’s only one life I care about taking.”
“I know. And that’s why I wanted to bring you back here to where you first got blood on your hands.” The killer paused. “Beth and I spoke quite a bit during our time together. She told me about the phone call the two of you had after you shot and killed Douglas Mavin.” He clucked his tongue. “You never know how heavy a life can weigh on you until you’ve taken one yourself. Believe me, I can sympathize. The first time is always nerve racking. It takes courage to kill something that’s still breathing, that has a conscious mind, that thinks and speaks like you do.” A sense of wonderment filled the killer’s voice. “There’s no other sensation like it in the world.”
Cooper stopped in the middle of the hallway, the revolver in her hand lowered to her side. The sun cooked the inside of the strip mall like an oven, and she smelled the rotten stench of death nearby. It was a smell that never left you once you experienced it, the decaying flesh of a human being. “Where are they?”
“Ah, so you’re getting closer.” The killer chuckled. “You had to have been wondering what other motives behind this visit could have been.” He sighed. “I knew you’d be resistant to appeasing my demands, so I thought I’d offer you a little incentive. Head to the gaming store at the end of the hall.”
Cooper’s gait shifted from walk to jog, and she kicked up old papers stuck to the floor. She saw the store sign, and the sight broke her into a sprint. He couldn’t have gotten the girls. That was impossible. But still the heightened fear in the back of her mind only exacerbated her haste as she skidded to a stop in front of the closed game store. The bottom of the door was stained red, and the handle was smeared with blood.
“Afraid of what you’ll find, Detective?” the killer asked, a smile hidden by the anonymity of the phone.
Cooper gripped the bloodied door handle, the crimson smear still wet from the heat of the building. She felt the slippery, metallic slime on her fingertips as she pulled the door open and the stench of death blasted her face. She dropped the phone, nearly vomiting the breakfast from the soup kitchen. She covered her mouth and nose with the collar of her shirt, her free hand clutching her leg as she hunched over, gagging.
The back of the game room was dark, but the sunlight that spilled in from the hallway illuminated a lifeless hand that stretched from the shadows. Cooper stepped toward it, keeping the door open so what light it offered could brighten her path. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, the lump attached to the hand took shape, and she saw the outline of a man. A hole in his chest had sprouted a dried well of blood that had pooled next to his ribs. His eyes remained open, staring into the dark ceiling above.
Cooper knelt and pressed her finger against his neck, checking for a pulse, the body still warm. In the darkness, she could barely make out the features on the man’s face, but after examination, she saw that it wasn’t anyone she knew. She stood, and as she gazed further into the darkness, she realized dozens of bodies lined the floor, a sea of corpses. She went to each body in turn, praying that the next face she saw wouldn’t be one of the girls, or even Tim, knowing the loss of both parents would cripple her nieces to the point of mental collapse. But after checking every body, every pulse, every face, she returned to the front of the store, guilt ridden with relief that the victims weren’t anyone she knew.
Cooper hunched over and finally puked her breakfast, feeling the acidic burn of the vomit and the foul taste on her tongue. She stumbled backward, weak, wiping her mouth, and smacked into a counter that she clutched to steady herself. She eyed the phone she’d dropped on the ground. She picked it up and pressed the device to her ear. “Why?”
“To send a message.” The killer’s voice dropped an octave. “Despite what vengeful hate you feel toward me, there is over twenty years of law enforcement programmed into you, and it’s not something that goes away willingly. I killed those men and women to show you what I can still do, what I’m truly capable of. Every single one of those people died within the past twenty-four hours. I can go anywhere, Detective. Do anything I want. And unless you do what I tell you so you can come and stop me, I’m going to continue killing people. Eventually I just may get to someone else you care about.”
The call ended and Cooper released her grip on the phone, which landed in the pile of vomit near the door. She gazed at the lives taken because of her. A wake of death followed her everywhere now. And the only way to make it stop was to play the killer’s game.
 
 



Chapter 7
Night provided the needed cover as Cooper hid in the bushes outside the offices of the Maryland Department of Corrections. She was forced to keep her distance, at least one hundred yards from the main entrance, to retain her anonymity from the dozens of officers that made their way in and out of the complex.
Despite the number of convicted criminals that the building was charged with tracking day in and day out, the security of the facility was minimal. It was just a place for the probation officers to come and push those papers across their desks. But out of all the officers she watched come and go, there was only one that caught her eye.
It was pushing ten o’clock when Officer McKaffee waddled out the sliding glass doors and into the parking lot. She was surprised he’d stayed so late, though from her interactions with him, she judged that it was more likely that he’d fallen asleep at his desk than actually working.
Luckily, McKaffee had parked near the back of the parking lot, and just when he arrived at his car, Cooper made sure the coast was clear and then sprinted from cover. She jammed the end of her revolver into the fat of McKaffee’s back and covered his mouth before he screamed. “Get in the car and drive or I’ll gut you like the pig you are here and now.”
McKaffee broke out into a lake of sweat almost immediately. He nodded and reached for the door handle. While he lowered himself into the driver’s seat, Cooper sat in the back, keeping the gun aimed at his head.
“You’ve got some balls showing your face here, Cooper.” McKaffee eyed her in the rearview mirror, the perspiration on his face growing thicker. “You come to kill me like you did Farnes?”
Only two people in the world knew that was a lie, so she used the fear to her advantage. She pressed the end of the barrel’s revolver into the back of McKaffee’s head, and he shuddered. “I know about the drug ring. Farnes told me everything.”
“Look, I don’t ever touch the drugs.” He pleaded with her through the mirror. “I never hurt anyone.” The big man trembled, the fat folds on his neck quivering. “Christ, Cooper, it’s nothing to kill me over.”
“You do what I say, and you might make it out of this alive. Now drive.”
McKaffee started the engine and pulled out of the parking lot. The whites of his eyes were bright when he looked into the rearview mirror, staring down the end of Cooper’s pistol. “Where the hell am I going?”
No matter how Cooper weighed the options, there was only one way that she was going to meet the killer face to face, and that was by making sure the dark deeds of the governor were brought to light. “I know Quentin Farnes has people laundering the money from the drug deals and that he receives a cut for keeping a stranglehold on law enforcement.” She stayed below the line of the window, making sure no one could spot her from the outside.
McKaffee finally pulled out of the parking lot and drove down the empty highway. The headlights illuminated the road refractors on the pavement, and the car’s speed connected them in a blurry line of reflected light. He scoffed. “Everyone knows he’s dirty. The reason no one’s been able to prove it is because he has his hands in everyone’s pockets. Or at least the pockets of everyone that could really do anything about it.”
“You’re going to take me to every money-laundering location of his in Baltimore, and we’re going to steal his cash.”
McKaffee turned around in his seat, his eyes wide, pupils dilated with fear. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”
“No. I’m just trying to get his attention.”
McKaffee took a long breath and released it slowly, muttering to himself that he was going to be okay. But when he stopped at a red light, the large man looked as if he was going to pass out from stress. “He’ll kill me, Cooper. He’ll fucking kill me just like you.”
“If you don’t take me to those laundering spots, I’ll kill you.” She cracked the steel of the pistol against the back of his skull, and he winced. “You do this with me and you still might have a chance at getting a lawyer or witness protection.” She leaned in close, whispering in his ear, her hot breath tickling his skin. “Or I can end your pathetic existence right here and now.” She leaned back, lining up McKaffee’s skull in her sight. “The choice is yours.”
“You’re fucking crazy, you know that?” The light turned green and McKaffee accelerated, staying quiet for a moment before he spoke. “He has four locations, at least four that I know about. But either way, they traffic a lot of cash through them. He keeps a mix of both officers and contract guys to watch them at all times. And the people that count the money are armed as well.”
“Good thing I know a probation officer who can help me out with a few weapon and ammunition problems I have.”
“They have fucking video recorders, Cooper!” McKaffee whipped around, trying to frighten her into submission. “Even if you make it out of there, he’ll fucking see you! He’ll know who you are! This isn’t something you’ll be able to sweep under the rug.”
Cooper adjusted her grip on the revolver. “I’m counting on it.”
 



***
McKaffee parked his sedan down the street from the convenience store that acted as a front for the governor’s dirty money. Cooper made him circle the area once so she could get a good look at the exits and any men they had positioned outside, but from what she could tell there was only the cashier, the sentry guarding the door to the money laundering room, and the three men believed to be inside that room.
Cooper checked the stash of weapons she’d forced McKaffee to bring. She sifted through the Tasers and flash bombs, prepared to take the guards by surprise. Shots would be fired. And if it came to it, she wouldn’t hesitate to pull the trigger. But if she could help it, all she wanted was the money, not their lives.
“You know this is fucking crazy, right?” McKaffee asked, the fear in his voice just as apparent as the trembling of his body as she duct taped his hands to the steering wheel. “The moment you walk through that door, you’re not coming back.”
Cooper tore off the last bit of the roll with her teeth and then removed the keys from the ignition, stuffing them into her back pocket. She flicked the chamber of her revolver open, checking the rounds inside, then snapped it shut. “I’ve led more raids on drug houses, arms dealers, and murderers than any other active detective on the Baltimore PD.” She tucked the revolver into her waistband and adjusted the flash grenades and Taser on her belt. “The last thing I’m worried about is what a few off-duty and retired cops are capable of handling when they have no idea I’m coming.”
“Did you really do it?” McKaffee asked, raising his eyebrows, his voice quiet like a child’s. “Did you really kill Farnes?” He looked her up and down. “I didn’t think I’d ever see the day when the Devil Detective crossed that line.”
“Well, that’s the thing about the devil, McKaffee.” Cooper placed one last piece of duct tape over his mouth to keep him from screaming for help while she was inside. “He’s never what you expect him to be.”
Cooper approached the store carefully, her mind mapping the place out from McKaffee’s description. She saw the clerk that worked the counter and kept a shotgun close to the cash register and out of sight, along with the armed guard in the back.
Behind that door were three workers, all of whom were armed with a handgun and a silent alarm in case of an intruder like herself. Once the alarm was sounded, the other locations were notified, which meant she’d have to act fast to get to the next spot. The closest was three miles down the road. She figured she’d be able to hit at least one more before the cavalry arrived. Then, when all was said and done, all she had to do was call up Quentin Farnes and arrange a meet and greet, knowing he wouldn’t turn her down.
Cooper paused before entering the store. She gritted her teeth and pulled the Taser from her belt, drew in a breath, and felt the steady rush of adrenaline flood her veins. The first step inside didn’t trigger either the clerk or the guard. But on the second step, she watched the clerk’s eyes fall to the Taser, and his right arm jerked for the shotgun.
Years of firearms training and practice kicked in, and the adrenaline rush only sharpened Cooper’s senses as she squeezed the Taser’s trigger and the metal prongs latched into the clerk’s skin, sending tens of thousands of volts through his body as he hit the floor.
With the clerk neutralized, Cooper ejected the cartridge and aimed toward the guard, his hand around the grip of his 9mm pistol. A half second too slow, Cooper was forced to jump left into one of the aisles for cover. Gunshots erupted and chip bags and candy wrappers exploded, raining snacks and chocolate over Cooper’s head as she crawled to the back of the aisle.
“You dumb bitch!” The guard stopped shooting, and Cooper heard him on the other end of the aisle. “Don’t you know whose place this is?”
Cooper peered around the aisle’s corner and caught a glimpse of the guard’s right leg, but the distance between her and the target was too long for an accurate shot. She picked up a can of beans and threw it over the aisle that separated her from the guard. The goon turned at the sound of the can landing, and in the same instant Cooper sprinted down the opposite side.
When she turned the corner, Cooper discharged the second Taser cartridge. She quickly darted behind the counter to check on the clerk, who was unconscious. Cooper bound his wrists, ankles, and mouth with duct tape and did the same to the guard, pulling both their bodies behind the counter. She picked up the shotgun and crunched over the exploded chip bags and candy wrappers. She aimed the twelve gauge at the door and fired, blasting the lock to pieces along with a chunk of the door frame.
The moment she squeezed the trigger, the workers inside opened fire, turning the door and wall into Swiss cheese and forcing her back into the cover of the aisles. When they were done, Cooper slowly crept back to the door, shotgun still in hand.
“You should leave, now!” The voice was faint, though Cooper wasn’t sure if that was because of the loss of hearing from the gunfire or if the back room was larger than she’d anticipated. “This is Quentin Farnes’s money.”
Cooper slowly reached for the door handle, keeping the shotgun aimed inside. She paused and listened for a second longer, then kicked the door in, the remaining pieces of the frame splintering apart. She processed the scene inside in less than a second. In one sweeping motion, she located all three shooters before they managed to squeeze off a single round.
Bullets ricocheted off the floor and walls, and Cooper dove behind a filing cabinet in the corner. She waited until she heard the click of firing pins to jump from the safety of cover, aiming for the worker on the far left, and fired close enough to scare him without killing him. After that, the other two quickly laid down their weapons, shoving their hands into the air as they kicked their pistols toward her across the concrete. “Look, we don’t want any trouble, all right?”
Cooper kept the shotgun aimed between the three of them, each man more accountant than body guard. Cash covered the tables, and what had fallen to the floor was more than she could ever hope to accumulate from her annual salary as a detective in her lifetime. Giant bins were overflowing with stacks of more money than she’d ever seen. “Bag it up. All of it.”
The second man, balding with thick coke-bottle glasses, lowered his hands. “You won’t be able to escape with all of this.”
Cooper squeezed the trigger and fired the shotgun into one of the bins, which sent the bills flying into the air, cash raining on all of them. “That should make it easier.”
The goons exchanged a look and reluctantly complied with her request, dumping all of the cash into sacks that they piled into an old laundry cart. Once they were done, Cooper tied the three of them up and checked the time, knowing the cops wouldn’t be far behind.
“Wait,” one of the goons said. “I know you. You’re that cop that shot Johnny Farnes! What the fuck are you doing here?” Cooper ignored him, and he just shook his head. “Damn, you are some special kind of stupid, aren’t you, bitch?”
Cooper punched him in the nose and felt the crunch of cartilage and splash of blood as the goon’s head was flung backward. He landed on his side, wailing in pain. “I could say the same for you.” She grabbed another one by the collar and pulled him close. “When your boss comes, tell him that if he doesn’t want more of his money gone, then he should change his business model.” She removed McKaffee’s cell phone from her pocket and tossed it into his lap. “Tell him I’ll be in touch.”
Cooper shoved the cartful of money past the guard and clerk still bound behind the counter and grabbed two bottles of lighter fluid off the shelf on her way outside. She shoved the money bin into the alleyway and emptied one of the bottles over it. She struck a match and tossed it onto the pile. Flames took light instantly and danced high into the sky. Her eyes glowed and reflected the fire as she felt the intensity of the heat.
Sirens wailed in the distance, and Cooper returned to McKaffee’s sedan. She started the engine for him but kept his hands taped to the steering wheel. When she ripped the tape off his mouth, he screamed and floored the accelerator. He stared at the flames climbing higher into the sky when they passed the alley. “Are you fucking insane?! I thought you were going to use the cash as a bargaining chip! Do you know what you’ve done?”
Cooper glanced back at the glow of the fire that lit up the night. “Yeah. I’m getting his attention.”
 



***
Cooper remained hidden in the shadows outside the bar. McKaffee was parked two blocks down, tucked away out of sight. The neon signs of refulgent pinks and blues glowed in the windows, and what patrons had lingered after last call were thrust from the establishment earlier than they would have liked and stumbled drunkenly into the streets.
The early closing hour was no doubt due to Cooper’s escapades at the convenience store, and if the news had reached here, then the remaining locations would have been notified as well. With the shotgun still in hand, Cooper shouldered the twelve gauge and pulled one of the flash grenades from her belt. She cautiously approached the rear of the building, keeping quiet and listening to the arguments inside.
Windows lined the top of the wall just below the roof, and when she reached the paint of glass that rested right above the back door, she aimed the shotgun and squeezed the trigger. Shouts echoed from inside, and Cooper pulled the pin on the grenade and chucked it through the broken window. The loud pop rumbled through the walls, and Cooper blasted another slug into the door’s lock as she burst inside.
Four men rolled on the floor, squinting and cradling their heads, all of them defenseless, their weapons cast aside on the dirtied bar floor. Cooper kicked the rifles away into the corner and picked up the smaller handguns, tucking them into her belt. She flipped her shotgun around and used the butt to crack the foreheads of the first two men, still dazed on the ground, which knocked them unconscious.
The third man stumbled to his feet before Cooper could strike and unsheathed a knife. He slashed wildly, cutting the air between the two of them as Cooper jerked backward. The Taser didn’t have any charges left in it, but she gripped the shotgun like a baseball bat and cracked it against the goon’s hand. He screamed. The knife clanked to the floor. He charged Cooper, barreling head first, but Cooper swung the shotgun like a golf club and knocked the guard square on the chin.
The crack from the contact between metal and bone thundered and left the guard motionless on the floor. The fourth man flung one of the tables over and crawled behind it. He removed a pistol from his ankle holster and fired wildly in nearly every direction, still blind from the flash grenade.
Bullets splintered the wood floors and barstools, shattered beer and whiskey glasses. Cooper reciprocated the gunman’s move and flipped one of the tables over for cover, reloading the shotgun. A lull in the gunfire offered Cooper retaliation and one squeeze of the trigger sent metal balls through the flimsy wooden table with ease. The gunman scrambled from cover, leaving the pistol, and stumbled blindly into another table, where he collapsed on his stomach. Cooper sprinted from behind him and smacked the butt of her rifle against the back of his skull, his face bouncing off the table as his body went limp.
Smoke wafted from the tip of the shotgun’s barrel, and Cooper wiped away the drop of sweat clinging to the tip of her nose. She reached for the duct tape on her belt and saw that it was nearly gone. With all four assailants on the floor knocked out cold, she limped toward the back room, the burn in her calf suddenly returning.
When Cooper examined her pant leg, she saw blood had soaked through both the bandage and the cloth of her pants. She grimaced and pushed her way into the back of the bar, where the rest of Quentin Farnes’s money was, and piled everything into the biggest bins she could find.
After scraping the last few bills into the pile, Cooper carried them out into the alleyway, past the still-unconscious bodies on the floor. With the rest of the lighter fluid she’d stolen from the store, she soaked the cash and tossed another match that set the entire bin aflame. Stacks of twenties, fifties, and hundreds popped and crinkled in the fire. The colors of the flames shifted, turning the green bills a charcoal black. Cooper tossed the empty lighter fluid bottle in with the rest of the burning cash and started her way back to the car.
A gunshot thundered in the alleyway and Cooper watched the ricochet of the bullet spark against the brick of the building to her right. The rest was instinct. She reached for her revolver, positioning her grip on the handle as she turned, her motions fluid and natural despite the fatigue and injuries. Training took over, and Cooper squeezed the trigger. The bullet entered the man’s chest, and he collapsed to the pavement.
Through the crackling of the fire, Cooper heard the man’s last dying moans. She lowered her gun and found herself drawn to his pain. He wallowed in a puddle of runoff water, blood mixing with the fluid on his back and some dripping from the corner of his mouth. “You’re dead, Cooper. You know that? Fucking dead.”
At first she didn’t recognize him. The chaos of her entrance had not allowed her mind the time to process anyone’s face. But in the light of the fire from the burning cash, she saw him perfectly clearly. “You picked the wrong side, Hall.” Unsure of why, she felt her arm aim the pistol at his head, her finger pressing against the curve of the trigger. “Does Diaz know about this?”
Detective Hall coughed up blood, choking and laughing to himself. “Yeah. He knows. He keeps telling me it’ll get me killed. I guess the fucking asshole was right.” He narrowed his eyes, squinting up at her, the last bits of life drifting away. “Unlike you, he didn’t give me up to anyone. He was my partner and he stayed my partner. No matter what. They have a special place in hell for people like you.” He spat a wad of blood at her feet, and the last bit of strength in his neck disappeared as his head smacked against the pavement.
The whisper in the back of Cooper’s mind had grown to a roar. She was an outlaw. Wanted for murder. Her family was gone, her partner had betrayed her, and she was alone. She didn’t have to abide by the laws anymore. She was free. She could offer her own brand of justice.
“You don’t even have the balls to do it, do you?” Hall spit up more blood. “I’m already dead, Cooper. Go on. Finish the j—”
Smoke drifted from the tip of the revolver, and the bang of the gunshot lingered in Cooper’s ears. The bullet sliced right through his head, freezing the features of his face to the last breath of life he drew. Cooper tucked the revolver into her waistband and left Hall’s corpse to rot until morning or until the cops arrived.
Ash from the burning bills drifted from the sky and fell softly on Cooper’s shoulders, slowly covering her in a haze of grey. There were no longer any blurred lines. She saw everything clearly and understood what it would take, what she would have to become. The scales of justice had been torn down, and in their place she would erect the guillotine.
 



Chapter 8
The motel room was old. The carpet reeked of a musty smell that permeated the walls, the towels in the bathroom, and the sheets on the bed. Stains from god knows what covered the floor like the misshapen spots of a cow, and the wallpaper bubbled over the walls. It was a dump. But a dump that didn’t ask any questions and didn’t mind accepting cash without verification of identity.
Beneath a cluster of empty water bottles and discarded chip bags that Cooper had purchased with what was left of McKaffee’s cash was a map of the city with five locations circled in black marker. Four of them had been crossed out. Six bullets were stacked on the table, and the chamber of the empty revolver spun, the mechanical click of the device revving in speed with every flick of her thumb, then slowly losing momentum before another flick sent it spinning. But the rhythmic cadence of the revolver chamber waned in and out between the sounds of the television in the hotel room as the news stations reported Cooper’s antics from the night before.
“Bound, gagged, and beaten, employees at a local convenience store in south Baltimore say a woman, who was later identified as former Baltimore Police Detective Adila Cooper, went on a rampage through the store but didn’t take any money.” The news anchor turned to another camera, a second picture plastered on the screen of the bar she’d attacked. “And it seems that one rampage wasn’t enough. It wasn’t but minutes later that Mrs. Cooper traveled a few more blocks in the area and set her sights on a small bar, where one man was found dead in the alleyway with several more injured. This raises Mrs. Cooper’s criminal status to a double homicide after the shooting of Baltimore Police Captain Jonathan Farnes, a thirty-year veteran with the force and brother of the former governor of Maryland. If you have any—”
Cooper clicked off the television and set the revolver down on the small round table next to the red-and-beige striped chair. They didn’t mention the money. She wasn’t an accountant, but the amount of cash she had torched last night had to have been upwards of a few million. Quentin Farnes must have had a crew come in and clean it up before the actual police arrived. But considering how far Quentin’s reach stretched, it could have been cleaned up when Baltimore PD arrived. “What do you think?”
McKaffee was handcuffed to one of the iron pipes in the bathroom, of which she kept the door open to keep an eye on him at all times. His mouth was still duct taped, and he mumbled wordless nonsense, his face reddening from the effort.
Cooper snapped the revolver shut a final time and set it down next to the ammunition. She closed her eyes, feeling the weight of the sleeplessness in her eyelids, hearing the sound of the revolver’s gunshot. Bang. Bang. Bang. Over and over again in her mind. She’d taken a man’s life outside of the law. But there’s still one more to take.
By now Quentin Farnes was scouring the city, calling in every dirty cop and former official to track her down. Cooper sat on the edge of the bed, close to the nightstand, where a yellowed phone from the eighties rested next to a lamp from the same era. She lifted the receiver and dialed McKaffee’s phone, which she’d given to one of the workers at the convenience store. 
The phone rang three times before a brusque voice answered. “Hello?”
“Put your boss on the phone.” The noise of the cell phone being passed between hands traveled in Cooper’s ear, followed by a steady, heavy breathing.
“You have my attention.” The voice was aged, but the sharp tongue of the seasoned politician had yet to lose its gravitas. “You’ll soon learn that it’s not something you want.”
“I’m impressed you managed to clean up the money sites so quickly,” Cooper said, leaning forward and resting her forearms on her legs. “Or did you have your hands in the pockets of the local media outlets too?”
“What do you want, Detective?”
Cooper pushed herself off the bed, traveling as far as the coiled cord would allow her then retracing her steps back to the nightstand. “To meet. Face to face.”
“Why?” Genuine curiosity filled his tone, and he drawled the words out. “I didn’t have anything to do with the death of that sister of yours.”
“My sister’s death showed me how little the law cares for justice. You slipped through my fingers three years ago after Danny’s trial, but I’m not going to let that happen again.” She recited the prepared response just like she’d rehearsed. Though after the amount of his cash she’d torched, she was guessing she could have given any reason and he’d still believe her.
“You know there isn’t anything you can gain from all of this. The moment I see you, I’ll kill you. And it’s not like you can call the police.” He chuckled to himself. “You’ve backed yourself into a corner, Detective. How do you expect to escape all of this alive? Or do you not care about that worthless life of yours anymore?”
“This evening. 7 p.m. 26 Mulberry Road. If you really want me dead as much as I think you do, then you’ll show. But I don’t come out until I see your face.”
“And if I don’t show?”
Cooper inched the end of the receiver closer to her mouth. “Then there’s still more money for me to burn.” She slammed the phone down then walked back over to the table and the map. She brushed the littered garbage off and examined the only circled location that she hadn’t crossed out. It was the best she could do with what she remembered from the meeting she’d walked in on with Hemsworth and his agents. It was one of the locations he had his team monitoring to look for the killer, and it was the perfect spot for Cooper and Quentin Farnes to meet. The moment the FBI saw him meeting with her, they’d know something was wrong. The only problem was making sure she could escape the FBI’s wrath before she was arrested as well.
But she’d given herself a chance with the location. The neighborhood was worn down, with hundreds of abandoned houses with too many exits to cover for the number of agents Hemsworth would have on hand. When the shit hit the fan, she’d have plenty of options to make a run for it, and then all that was left was to wait for the killer to meet up with her.
Tired groans muffled by the duct tape on McKaffee’s mouth begged for attention, and Cooper set the map on the bed and entered the makeshift jail cell that was the bathroom. When she entered, McKaffee motioned with this head to the toilet, and Cooper reached for the keys to the handcuffs. “I swear you have a bladder the size of a pea.”
Once McKaffee had relieved himself, Cooper returned her attention to the map, marking the different escape routes and which roads she knew would allow her the quickest getaway. Once she’d memorized her options Cooper dropped the marker and rubbed her eyes.
When her vision cleared, Cooper glanced down at her pant leg and noticed the dried blood spatter from the final shot that killed Hall. She stared at it for a moment. It was the symbol of her freedom and the chains that bound her to a fate she couldn’t escape. 
With the strategy mapped out, all that was left now was the execution. Cooper moved from the chair and table to the bed, feeling the weight of the day sink her into the mattress and the sandpaper-like blankets that covered it. She closed her eyes, hoping to catch a few moments of rest, but was denied the reprieve.
Restless, she shifted to the edge of the bed, her shoes planted firmly on the floor. She ran her fingers back through her hair, feeling the grime and filth that had been collected. She’d wanted to shower, but she didn’t trust McKaffee in such a small space as the bathroom, and she didn’t want to risk moving him again.
The quiet of the motel was deafening, and Cooper felt the stir of restlessness. She paced the floor quickly, back and forth on the narrow strip of carpet that ran from the door to the bathroom, trying to dispel the nervous energy, but couldn’t rid herself of it no matter how much she walked.
Cooper looked back to the phone, fighting the urge to call, fighting the weakness that plagued her veins. If Beth was still alive, I could talk to her. But if Beth was alive, then she wouldn’t be in this mess to begin with.
All of her twenty-one-year career had been dedicated toward the mission of enforcing justice in a world that was built around the law. She’d done everything by the book. She’d followed the code of law enforcement to the extreme, and never once did she sacrifice the law for what would have been easy, or what she wanted. Cooper glanced at the revolver on the desk, along with the maps and the ammunition and the weapons she’d confiscated from Quentin’s men. She knew that she was no longer seeking justice. She was only seeking to slake her thirst for revenge. But where does it end?
The small red light on the old phone blinked in time with its ringing, and Cooper stared at it, not picking it up until after the third ring.
“You have a message for you at the front desk,” the clerk said.
Cooper slammed the phone down without answering and sprinted out of the room and down the walkway to the staircase, quickly descending the steps. Her eyes scanned the horizon, the traffic, looking for the pair of beady eyes that she knew was close. There wasn’t anyone else that would have been able to find her, and there wasn’t anyone else that would have left a note.
Cooper flung open the front doors to the small motel lobby that wouldn’t have passed any kind of inspection and found the old woman who had checked her in watching television with her feet propped up on the desk, not even noticing Cooper’s entrance. “Where is it?”
The woman lifted a piece of paper between her fingers and extended it to Cooper without ever taking her eyes off the television screen. The note was folded several times, but even through the thick padding, Cooper saw the familiar red crayon.
 
Dear Detective,
You’re nearing the end now. And because you’re so close I thought it would be beneficial to reflect on your past. All of the moments that made you who you were, the memories that constructed you into the person you’ve become, the person I’ve grown to admire.
So come with me and let me tell your story through my eyes. When you’re finished with Quentin Farnes go to 576 Westworth Way. It’s time to take a trip down memory lane.
See you soon.
 
Cooper remained frozen, staring at the note clutched tight between her fingers as the sounds of the soap opera on the television filled the lobby. She reread the address on the note a few more times, making sure it was what she thought it would be. There were a lot of different ways he could have learned about that address, but there was only one that made sense. Beth told him. She crumpled the paper in her hands at the thought of that madman forcing her sister to talk, making her tell him stories. Keeping the paper in her hands, she returned to her room and packed up everything she needed, knowing that she wouldn’t return.
Once the supplies had been gathered, she stepped into the bathroom. McKaffee was covered in sweat, and his eyes were only half open. No doubt he was exhausted, hungry, and dehydrated. Cooper knelt and ripped the tape off his mouth. He shuddered but made no noise.
“Just do it already,” McKaffee said, his face covered in tears that were just as pathetic as his request. “I’m already a dead man. It’s only a matter of time before Quentin finds out who gave up the locations.” Snot ran from his nose as the self-pity continued. “Just fucking kill me.”
Cooper removed the blade from its sheath at her belt and held the tip under McKaffee’s chin. She could do it. It was no different than pulling the trigger in the alleyway. She applied the slightest pressure, drawing blood, but stopped. “I’m not going to kill you. That would make it too easy for you.” She grabbed hold of his wrists, lowered the knife, then reached for the handcuff keys.
Once free, McKaffee remained on the floor, rubbing the bruises left behind from his restraints. He looked up at her, the crocodile tears still flowing from his eyes. “W-what are you going to do to me?”
Cooper wiped the blood-stained tip of the knife with the towel, smearing the red blotch onto the dirty white of the cloth. “You’re going to live. And if you want any chance at trying to get a pardon for the things you’ve done after Quentin is behind bars, then I suggest you tell the authorities everything that happened.”
The fat along McKaffee’s neck wiggled, and he scrunched his face in disbelief, the tears following the lines twisted along his cheeks. “You want me to tell them what you did?”
“All of it.” Cooper sheathed the knife and adjusted the strap of the bag on her shoulder. “Tell them what I did. It’ll only help the case against Quentin. And if you need more incentive, then know that it’ll save your skin too. I forced you into taking me to those locations. I beat you. I tied you up. Tell them the truth, McKaffee. Let the law protect you.”
Cooper left McKaffee alone and crying on the floor of the bathroom. He might listen to her, or he might not. It made no difference in the end. The real evidence rested on her shoulders and making sure the FBI saw her and Quentin together. Then, when the bullets started flying, it wouldn’t matter how many lawyers the bastard had. He wouldn’t be able to fend off the resources of the federal government. But she knew that once she headed down that road there was no redemption, no second chance for her to tell her side of the story. But she knew someone who might be able to help her voice be heard.
 



Chapter 9
 
With McKaffee’s vehicle no doubt being sought by the authorities, Cooper used the buses to get around. It was easy to blend in; all she had to do was keep her head down, don the ear buds that ran into her jacket and connected to no phone or music, and rest her head against the window.
From the windows of public transportation, Cooper watched the people in the cars that passed. Some looked angry, others sad, some tired, but all of them shared the same theme of being absorbed in their little worlds.
Cooper looked at the backs of the heads she saw on the bus, each of them sharing the same vanity as the rest. It was almost laughable. Her face had been plastered on every television screen and newspaper in the city, and even with all of that, she could still get lost in the shuffle of the crowd.
The brakes squealed to a stop, and Cooper stepped off the bus and looked up to the massive Channel 4 News logo plastered at the top of the twelve-story building. She pulled her ball cap lower, making sure her hair was tucked neatly into the back of the hat, and flipped the collar of her shirt up. She circled the building’s perimeter, ignoring most of the faces that came in and out of the area, focused on finding only one in particular.
“All right, Stacy, I’ll see you tomorrow!” Janet Kimmings waved to one of her coworkers, her high heels clacking against the pavement as she walked steadily toward the row of news vans parked in the back. Cooper tailed her for a few blocks, searching for a moment where there wasn’t a crowd.
Finally, the reporter stopped outside a closed flower shop to check her phone, and with her back to Cooper, it was the perfect moment. Cooper crept up behind her and slowly reached for the revolver, concealing it under the long sleeves of her shirt, and pressed it against Kimmings’s back. “Don’t scream. Don’t call attention to yourself. I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to talk.”
Kimmings froze, the only evidence of her fear the light tremble of the back of her neck. “I don’t suppose this will be on the record?”
Cooper removed the pistol from the reporter’s back and spun her around. “I’d get out your tape recorder, Mrs. Kimmings.”
Kimmings’s face transformed from fear to shock. “Detective Cooper?” She whipped her head from side to side then pulled Cooper by the arm until they were under the flower shop’s awning. “What the hell did you do? We’ve been covering your story nonstop for the past twenty-four hours. I can’t—” She lowered her head, taking a breath. “If you go on the record, then whatever you tell me will be used at your trial. It’ll all be fair game. And I’ll want to know everything.”
“I know.” Cooper had weighed the options, but in the end only one thing mattered. “I want to make sure my version survives. No matter what. But once you tell this story, there’ll be just as many people coming after you, and with a lot worse than this.” She gestured to the pistol under her long sleeve then tucked it away. 
Kimmings wiped the sweaty bangs from her forehead. She squeezed her eyes shut, her face pained as if her hand were holding in a pressure meant to explode from the top of her head. “Look, give me some time, and I’ll—”
“No. It has to be now.”
“All right.” Kimmings looked back down the street toward the news station. “Let me run and get a few things and then we’ll—” A couple approached from down the street, and Cooper turned her face toward the building until they were past. Kimmings lowered her voice even though they were out of earshot. “I’ll get a few things from the van. Camera, sound gear. It’ll take me less than twenty minutes.” She reached into her pocket and retrieved a pen and paper. “This place is close, and it’s secluded. I’ve used it before.” She ripped the paper from the notepad and balled it into Cooper’s palm. “When you get there, tell the bartender that you have a date with me. He’ll know what that means.”
“No, I don’t want anyone else involved in this.”
“I can’t do it any other way, Detective!” Frustration reddened Kimmings’s cheeks, and she gripped Cooper by the shoulders. “Just trust me, all right?”
“Make it fast.”
And with that Kimmings hurried back to the station, doing her best to stay casual and not sprint through the crowds and draw attention. Cooper unwrinkled the balled-up paper and examined the address written on it. The name of the bar was Paper Cups, and when Cooper arrived, she understood why Kimmings had chosen it.
Aside from the heavy smell of smoke that greeted Cooper when she opened the door, the place was empty except for a middle-aged barkeep wiping down glasses. He didn’t acknowledge her presence, even after she sat down. She drummed her fingers on the counter, and only after he was done with the set of glasses did he come over.
“What are you having?”
Cooper eyed the bottle of whiskey on the shelf behind the bartender then glanced around at the empty establishment. “Jack on the rocks. Make it a double.”
Wordlessly the barkeep reached for the bottle and glass. Ice cubes clanked against one another, and the whiskey splashed over the frozen rocks, some of it spilling over the brim. He set the drink down in front of Cooper and tossed the towel on his wrist over his shoulder. “You want to start a tab?”
Cooper reached into her pocket and pulled out the last twenty bucks she had left from McKaffee’s wallet. “Whatever this will get me.” She lifted the glass to her lips and drained the first round quickly, the whiskey burning all the way down but offering its sweet escape from the reality she was stuck in.
The barkeep was quick to refill the glass, and Cooper savored the second round, bathing her tongue in the liquid before letting it wash down her gullet. Her fingers grew cold and wet from the condensation, and she cooled her forehead with her hand.
“Must have been some night.”
Cooper looked over to the barkeep, who had shifted to a new case of glasses to wipe down. He kept his eyes on his work, and at first Cooper thought she’d only imagined him speaking. “What?”
“It’s eleven o’clock in the morning.” The barkeep finished the glass then picked up another, methodically emptying the crate. “So it must have been a hell of a night.”
“Hell of a week.” Cooper lifted the glass to her lips again, tilting the drink back until the ice smacked her upper lip. She shook the empty cup, the ice jingling, but the bartender just pointed to the bottle that was already near
The bartender squinted at her as she set the bottle back down. “Say, don’t I know you?”
Cooper lifted the glass, feeling the liquid courage and heightened sense of apathy the liquor provided. “Probably.”
The door opened and flooded the dimly lit bar with sunlight as two men stepped inside, both covered in dust and clothed in construction attire. “Damn, I need a drink! Hey, Ronnie! Two beers!” Both men took their seats at the end of the bar, and Cooper lowered her ball cap and turned away, but it was too late. “Hey, baby, you drinking alone?”
“Yeah,” Cooper said, keeping her voice cold and her head down. “And I’d like to keep it that way.”
The man’s friend whistled, slapping his buddy on the shoulder. “Looks like she ain’t buying, Hank.”
Hank shrugged his friend’s hand off. “Well, that’s because she doesn’t know what I’m sellin’ yet.” He slid off the barstool, beer in hand, and found a seat right next to Cooper. He extended a dirty palm and tried leaning his head closer to get a better look at her face. “I’m Hank.”
“And I’m not interested.” Cooper backed off the barstool with drink still in hand, but the man grabbed her arm.
“Hey, baby, what’s the hurry?”
The moment Hank’s fingers curled around her arm, she turned, prepared to smash the glass of whiskey across his face, but the harsh bark of the bartender stopped both of them from going any further.
“That’s enough, Hank!” The bartender stormed across the bar and pulled him back to his seat, handling him roughly. “The woman doesn’t want to be bothered, and it’s too early for me to be dealing with this shit, so knock it off!”
Bewildered, Hank sat down, squinting at Cooper in the dim lighting. “Hey, don’t I know you?”
The door opened once more, and Janet Kimmings burst inside with her gear and a cameraman in tow. The bartender looked to Cooper and then to Kimmings, making the connection nearly immediately. “I didn’t realize you had a date today.”
Kimmings sped past the two construction workers and headed toward the back. “Yeah, it was last minute.” She jerked her head and motioned for Cooper to follow. “I thought I told you to—”
“Well it’s too late now.” Cooper drained the glass and slid it onto the bar as she stepped into Kimmings’s wake. “And what I have to tell you won’t take long.”
Without questions or even speaking, both Kimmings and the cameraman set up their gear in the small back room, barely large enough to fit all three of them inside. Kimmings ran the mic through Cooper’s shirt and pulled the ball cap from her head and examined her face. “You look like shit.”
“Just make sure it’s recording.” Cooper adjusted herself on the chair and faced the camera, the operator counting her down from three, two, one…
 



***
The red light on the camera blinked off, and Kimmings exhaled, giving a nod. “All right. I think we’re good. Tommy, we have everything?”
“Yeah. Footage and sound were solid.”
Cooper unclipped the mic, the rush of the whiskey gone and replaced with a light pounding in her head. She reached for the ball cap and tucked the tangled mess that was her hair back underneath. “Listen, something’s going to happen tonight.” She looked at Kimmings, who’d frozen at her words. “And after it goes down, things are going to happen fast for me.” She pointed to the camera. “No matter what happens, you make sure that goes out.”
Kimmings nodded. “I promise.”
The door to the small room opened violently, and the barkeep burst inside. “You need to get out of here now.” Cooper peered over the barkeep’s shoulder and saw that both construction workers had disappeared.
But before Cooper even had a chance to think, Kimmings grabbed her by the arm. “Go out the back door and look for our van.” She shoved the keys into her palm. “It’s got a full tank of gas and should get you to wherever you need to go.”
The bar’s front door opened and light crept inside, revealing the silhouettes of two officers, followed closely by the construction workers. Kimmings shoved Cooper out the back door. “Go!”
Both officers made eye contact with Cooper and reached for their pistols. “Hey! Stop!”
But before either of them got close, Cooper sprinted out the back, shielding her eyes from the bright burst of afternoon sunlight, her muscles lax and uncoordinated from the whiskey and sudden demand for action.
Cooper stretched her hand for the van’s door and yanked it open, climbing inside and thrusting the key into the ignition in the same motion. Tires screeched and smoked as she peeled out into the street and watched the officers burst out of the back of the bar, weapons in hand.
Bullets thumped into the back of the van just before Cooper veered out of the back alley, the gear in the back of the van sliding across the floor on her sharp turn right. Another crossroad appeared on the left, and she shifted directions again, zigzagging through the downtown streets. Every turn triggered a harsh brake, then quick acceleration, the engine revving and the tires screeching.
The wail of sirens suddenly filled the air, and Cooper pivoted her head in every direction, looking for the source. A squad car crossed one of the streets ahead of her but then slammed on its brakes. Cooper did the same, the smell of burnt rubber filtering through the vents as she reversed down another side street then spun one hundred eighty degrees and slammed the shifter back into drive.
The tight grip on the steering wheel drained the color from Cooper’s knuckles and blue and red lights flashed in the mirrors. She turned a hard right, heading east. Another squad car joined the pursuit, and the van jolted forward from the light nudge of the police car behind her.
“Pull over. Now.” The officer’s voice blared over the speaker, and when Cooper failed to comply, he rammed the van’s rear bumper again, this hit harder than the first. The wheel spun from Cooper’s grip for a split second, and she was jerked hard to the right, but she quickly steadied.
Traffic thickened the farther east she drove, along with the growing escort of police cars. She laid on the horn, cars scrambling to get out of her way, pedestrians screaming and pointing at her as she barreled down the streets. One more turn south, and then a quick right set her direction back to the east, where Cooper saw her one chance at escape.
Another ram into the rear bumper smacked Cooper’s head into the steering wheel. The rush of pain blinded her for a moment, and when her vision returned, a truck veered into her path. Cooper jerked the wheel hard right and sideswiped a sedan in her attempt to avoid the crash. The grind of metal rattled the van, and she jerked the wheel again, separating the two.
Shaking, Cooper steadied the van, her vision focused on the whitecaps of the river where the road ended. With the path cleared and the police slowing behind her, she floored the accelerator, reaching for the seat belt and clicking it into place.
Buildings passed in a blur. The water neared. The engine’s noise grew louder. Cooper tightened her grip on the wheel, every muscle in her body burning and tense. The van collided with the curb, shaking the inside of the cabin like an earthquake, but the seat belt kept her in place, and her foot kept the accelerator glued to the floor.
The van slid forward and downward, the rushing waters of the river the only thing in sight. Cooper felt suddenly weightless on the quick drop down, but the sensation ended with the violent crash into the water. Her body slammed against the seat belt, which pulled tight across her chest and waist. Her arms were flung upward, both hands smacking the roof violently.
Water rushed in through the vents as the van leveled out in the river. The current rotated the van left, and just before it dipped below the river’s surface, she saw the line of squad cars on the sidewalk.
Cooper waded through the rising water inside the van, her pants and shoes already soaked, on her trudge to the back door. She reached for the handle and heaved it open, straining against the water pressure, which erupted in her face the moment the door cracked open. The frigid water soaked her to the bone and rose to her neck as the van thumped and settled on the river bottom.
One last gasping breath of air and Cooper submerged herself completely. The fresh water burned her eyes as she struggled in the current, climbing toward the surface and trying to put as much distance between herself and the van as she could. The water lightened the closer she reached the top. The tightness in her chest grew insistent, and bubbles erupted from her mouth. She clawed the water faster, her lungs constricting, begging for her to take a breath. Her mind grew weak and tired, and just when she thought she would sink back down beneath the water, she broke the surface.
Cooper gasped for air, hacking and coughing as she paddled in the river that took her swiftly downstream toward the ocean. She looked up to the ledge and then behind her where the police vehicles had stopped, some of them heading in her direction. But the river’s current rushed her away faster than they could run.
The coastline of walled docks and boats soon turned into rocky beaches of dark-brown sand with nothing on their lands except trash. Cooper swam toward the shore and stumbled over the beach, her feet sinking into sand and muck with every step. She collapsed to her knees, out of breath and exhausted.
Cooper pushed herself up and trudged toward the small thicket of brush. She checked her waist and saw that only the revolver and knife had survived the swim. When she checked the rounds in the chamber her hands trembled with exhaustion. But with the meeting with Quentin in a few hours, rest wasn’t a luxury she could afford.
 



Chapter 10
Boarded-up windows and doors lined the dozens of rows of houses of the neighborhood. What portions of the homes weren’t covered in faded paint were marked with graffiti. Ever since the housing crisis, the surrounding neighborhood had suffered foreclosure after foreclosure, and it wasn’t long before there were more unoccupied homes than occupied ones. Once that happened, the drugs came into play, and what had once been a safe neighborhood turned into a meth-infested war zone. Addicts, the homeless, gangs, all of them had a hand in this territory.
It was one of the reasons Hemsworth and his team had wanted to watch the area. If they couldn’t find the killer on any security footage or in the more populated areas of the city, then it would be natural for him to hide out here. But Cooper knew better. If this guy could build a cabin in the woods with an underground tunnel and get away with murder for the past thirty years, then he had a better system than hiding out in the slums with homeless people.
Cooper remained a block away from the meeting location with Quentin, and she kept her eyes locked on the unmarked FBI van that sat across the street from the abandoned townhomes. To the FBI’s credit, they’d done a fairly good job of blending in, but Cooper could smell a stakeout a mile away, and she’d noticed the old, rusting van with new wheels and tinted windows the moment she approached the area.
A caravan of black sedans turned onto the street from a crossroad two blocks down, and the fatigue in Cooper’s body suddenly dispersed. The three vehicles passed the FBI surveillance team and then parked and idled right in front of the meeting spot. A few seconds later, the doors to the sedans opened, and seven men stepped out into the road. All of them wore suits and ties, with sunglasses over their eyes and shoulder holsters strapped under their jackets.
Then the final door to the middle sedan opened, and out stepped Quentin. He was at least a head shorter than his security team, and his time out of office had not aged him well. Snow-white hair sprouted in thin wisps from the top of his head, and the attempt to hide his age with plastic surgery had left the majority of his face disfigured.
While his security team stepped inside the building, a swarm of bodies hummed around Quentin at all times. Cooper waited for all of them to go inside then sprinted toward the building, making it a point to be seen by the FBI surveillance. If Quentin’s presence didn’t raise any alarms, then hers certainly would.
Cooper slithered down the side alleyway and started the climb up the fire escape, moving quickly, knowing that if Quentin’s security team was as good as she thought they were, they’d move to the roof to secure a bird’s-eye view of the surrounding area. She kept her footsteps light against the old metal rungs that begged to clang with every step, and she paused just before reaching the top, slowly peering over the concrete railing of the roof’s perimeter.
The building’s rooftop had a few plants, but aside from the vegetation and the roof access door, the area was clear. Cooper slid over the concrete rail and sprinted over the thick tar panels that had grown warped from the sun and weather. Just as she reached for the handle, the roof access door swung open and she stared into the surprised face of one of Quentin’s guards.
Time froze for a second, but when the guard reached for the pistol in his holster, Cooper slammed her entire body into him, knocking them both to the floor. Sharp stabs ran through her arms and legs as the two rolled boundlessly over the rooftop. Twice she felt the debilitating jab of his fist into her stomach, but Cooper countered with a knee to his groin that ended the jabs.
Cooper stumbled to all fours while the guard groaned and held his crotch, spitting curses. She tasted blood on her tongue and then noticed that the pistol from the guard’s holster had skidded across the tar. She scrambled toward it, the rust shaking from her knees and legs as she sprinted as fast as she could toward the weapon, which the guard saw as well.
The two collided back on the ground and rolled until they smacked into the rooftop access door, their hands twisted and intertwined around the pistol, both jamming their legs and elbows into one another. Cooper caught the guard on the chin with her shoulder but was given a bloody nose for her efforts.
The guard twisted his body, using his weight to pry the gun from her hands. When he turned to aim the weapon, Cooper already had the knife in hand and thrust the tip into the soft flesh of the guard’s neck. The pistol dropped from his hand, and he clawed at her face, choking on his own blood.
Cooper felt the warm claret run over her hands and watched the color and life drain from the guard’s face. Once he was motionless, she yanked the blade free and reached for the pistol. She checked the guard for more ammo, and after he’d been picked clean, she made her way to the rooftop door and stepped inside, gun first.
The heat from the afternoon had left the old building hotter than an oven, which only amplified the rotten smells of whoever had taken up its occupancy. Cooper descended the staircase, listening to the light footsteps of the guards inside. Sunlight filtered through the dirty windows and provided some clarity of where they were positioned, but there were too many shadows to get an accurate telling. Murmurs from the first floor drifted up the winding staircase, and Cooper made sure to keep both hands on her pistol, checking the doorways she passed on her descent to ensure that the coast was clear. The closer she moved to the bottom, the louder Quentin’s voice became.
“I bet the bitch doesn’t show,” he said. “She’s an idealist, always has been. And they’re all talk.”
Cooper positioned herself on the second floor, and she saw the shadows of Quentin and his thugs shift on the floor of the foyer. She eyed the window of the room across the staircase, knowing from her scout prior to the meeting that a dumpster rested below, giving her a way out and something to help break the fall, should she need it.
With each foot Cooper planted softly on the old floorboards, she winced in anticipation of the one loud groan that would give away her position. But as she pivoted to the right side of the second floor, close to her emergency exit, she arrived without incident. 
“I’m surprised you showed up!” The moment her voice echoed down the steps and into the room where Quentin and his goons were positioned, she saw the barrels of four pistols appear in the open doorway. Quentin stepped toward the open space, only revealing a sliver of himself, making a shot nearly impossible. 
“I would say the same for you! So, I drove all the way out here. What did you want to talk about? For your sake, I hope it’s about the money you owe me.”
“I’m here to read you your rights.” Cooper drifted her gaze toward the front entrance, praying the agents wouldn’t take much longer to burst inside.
Laughter echoed up to the second floor, the old governor wheezing between chuckles, hacking and coughing as he caught his breath. “I don’t know if you’ve seen the news, Detective, but you’re wanted for murder, and for killing my brother no less, not to mention the cop you shot outside my bar.” The mirth faded with the mention of his brother. “You’re the last person I have to worry about right now.”
A groan sounded beneath Cooper’s feet, and her eyes shifted downward. Between the cracks of the floorboards, she saw movement, and when she realized the number of guns aimed at her in the hallway didn’t match the number of guns that had walked into the building, she rolled right.
Bullets sprouted from the second floor like weeds, each one looking to choke the life out of Cooper as she sprinted back up to the third floor, the guards at the bottom of the foyer emerging from their shell and joining the pursuit.
Cooper emptied the magazine of the pistol she’d stolen from the guard she’d killed on the roof and reached for the revolver, having to be careful with her shots now.
The gunfire ended, and again Quentin’s laughter drifted up with the smoke of the pistols and rifles. “Well, perhaps you’ve got more than just ideals in you after all. There isn’t a way out for you in this, Detective. One way or the other, I’m going to kill you.”
“I’m not the one that killed your brother!” Sweat poured from her body, the heat of the gunfire only intensifying the swelter of the old building. Her aim was glued to the corner of the staircase, where the security team would have to pass if they wanted to make another move.
“You think this is about Jonathan? My younger brother was an idiot. He couldn’t have made it to his position without me. I controlled him, and he had an easy ride. Do you have any idea how many people like him I have working for me? Hell, even our mother thought he was a worthless shit. No, Detective, this visit is about the money. That’s how you grabbed my attention, and that’s what I want.”
“You give yourself up right now and I promise I won’t burn the rest of your operations down.” Cooper’s hands ached from the tight grip on the revolver, her fingers curled along the handle like vines clutching a tree. “You’re going to jail, Quentin. And if that means us sharing a cell, then I’m game.” She waited for a response, but he never answered.
The thump of Cooper’s heart pulsed deep and slow. She kept the gun aimed at the door and when first two guards charged the sight along her revolver showed fists clutching grenades, the pins already pulled. 
Cooper sprinted to the farthest room on the third floor and jumped through its door, curling herself into a ball as the grenades exploded, quaking the ground and cloaking the building in a fog of dust and debris. She stumbled to all fours, her hands and knees scraping across the room, which spun in every direction. By chance, her hands fell across the revolver she’d dropped just as a body charged through the fog of dust. She squeezed the trigger but didn’t hear the gunshot; she only felt the kickback.
The body dropped to the floor and red streams flooded the wooden boards, pushing their way through the settled dust. Slowly, Cooper’s hearing returned as she stumbled to her feet. The faint pop of gunfire broke through the high-pitched whine in her ears, and she clutched the window frame behind her. Once no one else entered, she stepped over the body, waving the remaining smoke from her face.
Cooper peered over the edge of the banister. The section of stairs between the second and third floors was completely gone, turning the old wood into toothpicks. Bodies moved quickly, and she saw the flash of FBI jackets flood the bottom floor as gunfire was replaced with shouts. 
“FBI! FBI! Freeze! Put the gun down!”
Sound and coherent thought were slowly returning Cooper’s cognitive functions as she clutched what remained of the railing. One of the agents below looked up, and the two made eye contact. He raised his pistol, screaming at her, but Cooper sprinted back into the room where she’d shot the guard. She pressed her face against the dirty window, looking into the alley below, where she saw a cluster of agents. “Shit.”
Cooper sprinted back up the stairs, racing to the rooftop, as the shouts of the FBI agents on the first floor slowly faded behind her. She burst back out onto the roof, the sun fading on the horizon, and glanced left then right, looking at the adjacent rooftops.
FBI agents burst onto the roof to her left, all three armed with rifles they aimed in her direction, shouting their orders for her to freeze as she sprinted right. Gunfire thundered behind her, and bullets peppered the old tar roofs as she gained momentum near the edge.
The wound in her calf burned as she planted her right foot on the rooftop’s edge and pushed with every last bit of fading strength. She held her breath in midair, glancing down to the bottom of the alleyway, which rested at least one hundred feet below. The edge of the roof of the next building suddenly seemed farther away than it had before, and she felt her heart stop at the thought of falling.
But when her foot scraped the concrete ledge on the other side, she exhaled, tumbling forward as she rolled across the hot tar of the roof. She scrambled back to her feet, snatching the revolver that had fallen on her way, and sprinted to the next roof, the FBI agents stopping at the edge of their rooftop, unwilling to make the jump.
Twice Cooper dared the ledges along the row of houses, and twice she aced her landing. When she reached the fourth house, she headed to the rooftop door. A lock protected the roof access entry from any intruders, and with one squeeze of the revolver’s trigger, she broke the lock. Cooper descended into the darkness, the sun nearly vanished from the horizon, and stopped at the third floor when she heard the crack of wood and the entrance of the agents chasing her.
Cooper eyed one of the back rooms to the building and the window that overlooked the backyard. She wiped the grime from the glass and saw the top of a flat overhang that hovered above the building’s rear door. She smashed the glass with the butt of her gun and cleared the remaining jagged pieces.
Hurried footsteps thundered up the steps as she flung both legs out the open window, clutching the window frame with white knuckles. She lowered herself until she dangled, trying to lessen the distance between herself and the small patch of awning below.
“FBI! Don’t move!”
Though she couldn’t see them, their voices were close. Cooper released her grip and felt her stomach levitate in midair on the fall. Her feet smacked into the awning’s surface, and she buckled her knees to help absorb the shock of the landing, but when she landed on her ass, the struts keeping the awning in place were ripped from the wall, and she smacked into the earth below.
Pain rippled through her shoulder, and she sprinted toward the fence as the agents reached the window. Bullets peppered the closed gate as Cooper hobbled down another back alleyway and turned down another side street, sidewinding her escape from the agents scrambling to converge on her location. But they wouldn’t find her in this town, not with the ghost homes that lined the streets. There were too many places for her to hide and not enough manpower to search them all.
Night finally covered the sky, and in the darkness Cooper continued her run. With Quentin now in custody, she’d held up her end of the deal, and she knew the killer would hold up his. It was what he wanted. She thrust her hand into her pocket and pulled out the soggy note he’d left for her at the motel. She flipped it over to where he’d written the address of her childhood home.
 



Chapter 11
 
The note was clutched between Cooper’s fingers, the ends flapping in the breeze, as she stared at the black and rusted upside-down numbers of 576 Westworth Way that clung to the side of the building with the aid of rusty nails. Old paint curled in long strips on the outside, the color faded.
The apartment complex was only four stories tall, but it dwarfed the surrounding structures in the neighborhood. Grey dirt, broken beer bottles, and trash occupied the front yard amid the graveyard of rusted playground toys, where she and her sister used to spend their time after school under the watchful eye of their mother. So much had changed since then, but a few things remained the same.
Poverty still plagued the neighborhood, and while it had been bad here when she was a child, the decades had done more harm than good. Most of the buildings that surrounded the old apartment complex were foreclosed, boarded up, and vandalized with gang markings and graffiti.
A siren wailed, and Cooper ducked behind the collapsing wooden fence that guarded the property. Her hips and knees popped from crouching low, and she peered through the cracks of the worn wood, where she saw two squad cars speed down the road. But judging from their trajectory, they were headed toward the drug shanties near the river.
Once the police were gone, Cooper returned her gaze to the steps of the complex. A quick flash of her mother watching her and Beth play struck like lightning in her memories. She would sit there and sew some of their old clothes, patching holes to make them last another year, or she’d be reading or studying for school after she decided to go back. You did so much, Mom.
Cooper crumpled the note in her hands and dropped it among the trash and litter of the yard. The ancient staircase to the front door groaned with each step. A foreclosure sign was plastered to the front door, but the planks meant to keep vagrants out had been pulled and cast aside in broken pieces.
Sunlight spilled into the main foyer as Cooper opened the door. Her shadow loomed over the floor and walls as she stepped inside, covering her mouth with her shirt against the rancid stench that greeted her entrance. She squinted into the darkness of the first floor hallway, where half the apartment doors were closed and the others open, inviting whatever animals had snuck inside to seek shelter.
But Cooper’s apartment was at the top. She drifted her eyes to the staircase, where they caught the faint shimmer of red letters. When she stepped closer, the words came into view, the fresh red crayon mocking her in the faded light of the foyer.
Does this place remind you of her, Detective?
An arrow pointed up the staircase, and Cooper removed her revolver from her waistband. She ascended the steps methodically, her senses heightened. She slipped on the last step before she reached the second floor, and when she looked down, she saw her footprint etched in a clump of dirt. Up ahead, a trail of soil wound up the staircase, where more crimson letters marked the wall.
Has the weight of your sister’s death crushed you?
The giggle of children echoed in Cooper’s mind, and on her ascent she watched the ghosts of both herself and Beth race up the steps toward their apartment on the top floor. Sweat beaded on her forehead, while one drop rolled down the bridge of her nose and dripped to the dirtied floor. The heat of the building and the lack of sleep were playing tricks on her mind. She’s not here. No one is here anymore.
Cooper kept the revolver aimed ahead of her, knowing it wouldn’t be ghosts she’d need to use it on. The ascension to the third floor was void of any more notes, but when she passed the third floor and started her way up to the fourth, the notes and scribbles became more frequent.
It should have been you that died.
The blood of family doesn’t wash off.
Do you remember when the two of you played in these halls?
Your mother pulled you out of here, and now I’ve brought you back.
The words were scribbled over and between graffiti that painted the inside of the building. Every step revealed new words and old memories. When she climbed the last few steps to the top floor, she saw the graffiti had been washed away, and a fresh coat of white paint had taken its place. And written over the freshly brushed paint were red letters that covered the walls from floor to ceiling.
Cooper lowered the revolver, her vision absorbing every word the killer had left behind. Some of the paint had dripped over the letters, hardening in thin streaks over the writing, giving the illusion that the wall itself bled, the white and red mixing together in a light pink. Cooper pressed her palm flush against one of the notes, her cheeks as white as the freshly painted walls that surrounded her.
Dear Detective,
My time with your sister was well spent. I learned so much about who you were as a child, your fears and insecurities. I filled pages and pages of notebooks from our conversations together. She was so willing to tell me about you just to stay alive. But while Beth may be gone, know that she still lives within both of us. She will always hold a special place in our hearts. And this is my gift to you, a retelling of your childhood and the path that led you to me.
Cooper felt her heart crack in half, and she dropped the revolver as she stumbled forward, her eyes reddening as she read the most intimate moments of her life. She touched the words written by a stranger, memories now tainted by his hand and written selfishly in the gutted remains of her childhood home.
Tears streamed down her face as she relived the time she ran away and her mother found her on the swing in the park and brought her home, where she fell asleep between Beth and their mother. The time when she was in middle school and got sick from the cigarettes she’d smoked with a friend. The long night she and Beth stayed up talking about her first date, reliving all of the nerves and anxiousness together. The virulent and wicked words she spat at her mother as a teenager when the anger about her father boiled over and she needed a punching bag on which to release her rage.
The killer had taken her stories, her memories, and twisted them into something evil and deformed. The invasion of privacy tainted her soul, and the killer’s sick fantasies had cast storm clouds over what moments in her life she’d treasured. Nothing was sacred anymore. He’d truly taken everything now.
The hall of memories ended at the door to their old apartment, and in thick bold letters the killer had written “enter” across the front. With her cheeks still shiny and wet with tears, Cooper pushed the door open, the soil on the floor that trailed inside thickening into deeper layers the farther she walked.
Inside, the apartment had decayed like the rest of the building, but the killer had left it how it had been. No paint. No messages. Cooper ran her hands over the fading wallpaper and the rotting drywall as she followed the trail of dirt into the living room, passing the kitchen, where she watched a rat scurry across the barren counters, dodging the fallen cabinet doors that exposed empty shelves and the droppings of whatever other creatures lived inside.
A few pieces of furniture remained, but the fabric of the couch and chair had been frayed and torn. The window in the living room was dirty, filtering the moonlight through layers of dust, casting the room in a grey tinge. Cooper looked down to the trail of dirt and followed it to the closed door of the bedroom she and Beth had shared.
Cooper trembled when she placed her hand on the door knob, the piece of brass loose and one hard yank from crumbling into nothing but dust. She gritted her teeth and twisted the handle, her palm tightening over the hot brass.
The door clanked against the adjacent wall, and Cooper lingered in the doorway, her eyes following the trail of dirt to an old, worn mattress supported on tarnished brass posts. A pale hand hung from the side of the bed, and Cooper collapsed to her knees upon the sight of Beth’s corpse resting on a snow-white comforter, her eyes open but void of any life. The bastard had dug her sister from her grave, waking the dead to torment her one last time. And on the wall at the head of the bed, written in large red lettering, was another message.
Now you’re both home together, one last time.
Cooper crawled forward on her hands and knees. Snot and tears poured from her nose and eyes as she reached for Beth’s lifeless fingers. She clutched her sister’s hand like a buoy at sea, her skin cold and joints stiff. Even in death, the killer had defiled whatever was left sacred of her sister’s memory. He meant for her to rot with the building around her, to fester and act as fodder for the rats that roamed the innards of the complex.
All of the rage, all of the pain, every ounce of grief and terror and regret that plagued Cooper’s mind and poisoned her heart released with the blood-curdling scream that reddened her face and set her body afire. Tears burned up on her cheeks, and her bloodshot eyes stung from the sweat and stench until all that remained was hate.
Cooper clung to that feeling, letting the moment consume her, fuel her, giving her the needed push over the edge. The laws of men were no longer of consequence. There would be no trial, no judgment, only execution. With her sister’s death she had been given the black mask and scythe to end the lives too wicked and vile to continue. And now the killer had given her the strength to wield them. 
She reached for Beth’s hand and held it tightly. She rested her forehead on the soft comforter on which she lay and let the grief run through her. When she looked at her sister’s left hand, though, she saw that it was balled into a fist, holding something.
Cooper walked to the other side and pulled Beth’s fingers back, the joints stiff and unyielding. In her sister’s palm rested a crumpled piece of paper. When she unfurled the edges, the red crayon written on the wrinkled page revealed the killer’s next message. It was another address. It was Hart’s house.
 



***
Blood from the two dead police officers pooled in the driveway and rolled into the street. No doubt guards sent to keep an eye on Hart’s wife. Cooper stepped around the carnage, surveying the rest of the area carefully, making sure she didn’t miss anything else. When she arrived at the side door, she saw the lock was broken. She inched the door open and stepped lightly through the dark kitchen and crept down the hallway to the bedroom.
The bedroom door creaked when she pushed it open, but Katie remained motionless on the bed, her large belly prominent as she lay on her back. Cooper approached quietly but the closer she moved to the edge of the bed, the more she realized something was wrong.
Duct tape covered Katie’s mouth, and her wrists and ankles were bound and tied to the bedposts, keeping her immobilized. She turned her head, and the moment she saw Cooper in the darkness, she moaned through the seal of the tape. Cooper ripped the tape from Katie’s mouth and untied the first piece of knotted rope around her right wrist. “What happened?”
“There was a man,” Katie said, stammering through quick breaths. “He came in and tied me up, told me that he had Jason. He said you would come.”
Cooper flung the pieces of rope to the floor and helped Katie sit on the edge of the bed. With her hands free, Katie instinctively covered her womb, and Cooper placed her hand over Katie’s. “Did he tell you where he was going? Did he give you anything?”
Katie motioned over to the nightstand. “I saw him write something down over there.”
Cooper snatched the note and held it up to the moonlight in the window. The distinctive red shimmer of the crayon glimmered, and Cooper read the killer’s final note silently to herself.
Calburry Books.
“Cooper, what’s going on?” Katie had turned around to watch her, keeping her hands over her stomach.
Cooper looked to Katie’s stomach, unable to take her eyes off Hart’s unborn daughter that rested inside. She picked up the cell phone on the nightstand and pulled up the store’s location on GPS. The address was too far away for her to get to on foot without being seen, and with dawn close, it would only further complicate the way there. 
“Katie, listen to me.” She walked over and clutched the woman’s hands in her own, the dirt and grit from Beth’s body still on her fingers. “I can get Jason back, but I need your help.” She showed her the paper. “I need you to take me here. Just drive me there, and the moment I get out, you head to the nearest police station and you tell them where I’m at. Got it?”
Tears streamed down Katie’s face as she rocked from side to side. “It was him, wasn’t it? The killer? He has Jason.” A soft moan escaped her lips, and her shoulders trembled.
“I’ll get him back.” But the reassuring squeeze and words did little to stem the flood of grief. Cooper let it run its course, sitting on the edge of the bed with her until it was over. It could have been the fact that she’d just seen her sister’s body or that Katie was pregnant, but for some reason the moment made Cooper think of what would have happened if she’d gone down a different road in her life. She’d clutched so tightly to the bitterness a fatherless childhood cultivated that it had seeped its way into nearly every facet of her life. But the what-ifs and the could-have-beens were worthless now. She’d chosen her path. And there was only one direction left to go. 
“Katie, we need to go now.”
Katie sniffled, closed her eyes, and drew in a breath. “Where?”
Cooper showed her the address and then helped her put on her slippers and robe. She led Katie out to her car, shielding her from the dead officers in the driveway. Cooper crawled into the back seat and remained low in case another patrol showed up.
“What happens when we get there?” Katie kept her hands on the wheel and her eyes on the road.
“You just drop me and go. That’s all you have to worry about. Tell the cops exactly what happened, and then make sure you call Agent Hemsworth.” Cooper snatched a stray piece of paper in the back seat and then reached into Katie’s purse, pulling out a pen. “This is his number. If there’s anyone that I’d trust, it’s him.” She passed the note between the gap in the front seats and rested her head on the soft brown leather.
“What’s going to happen to you?” Katie asked, glancing in the rearview mirror, which only revealed the seat backs. “What happens when I leave?”
Cooper remained silent for a second, hoping to come up with something that would comfort Katie and maybe even herself, but the longer she thought about it only blank answers echoed back. “Honestly, I don’t know.”
 



Chapter 12
 
The neighborhood was worn down. But a few stores remained open, owned by the stubborn residents who refused to vacate even with the plummeting property prices and growing crime rates. Katie pulled up to a small store, the windows dirtied from the long absence of use. The bookstore’s marquee still had a few letters left from when it had been open, and even with many letters missing, Cooper could fill in the blanks.
“Adila, wait until I can get help.”
Cooper opened the back door and got out. “Just make sure you call Hemsworth when you get to the station, and do not stop until you get there, for anything, understand?” Reluctantly, Katie nodded. “When you get to the station, and you tell them what’s happening here, make sure you have them send a unit over to 576 Westworth Way. There’s a body there they need to pick up.”
Again Katie nodded, her face a ghost white. Cooper watched the taillights of the car fade in the glowing grey sky, which had lightened from the encroaching sunrise. She turned back to the store and removed the revolver from her waistband, aiming it at the door that read “Calburry Books” in faded letters.
The bell on the door chimed when Cooper opened it, and she was met with the musty smell of aged paper and books. It was dark, but the outlines of bookcases crammed full of literature that stretched all the way to the ceiling could be seen. In the back of the store, she saw light break through the outline of a hidden trapdoor in the floor. Cooper approached cautiously and clutched the revolver tight. Light flooded the inside of the store when she lifted the handle and revealed the staircase to take her below.
“Ah, Detective!” The killer’s voice was faint, but it grew louder when he poked his head around the bottom corner of the staircase. “I’m so glad you could make it!” He smiled and waved her downward then disappeared.
Cooper’s heart caught in her throat, but she took her first step downstairs, the wooden planks groaning with the same anxiousness that she kept bottled inside. The smell in the basement contained a heavier moisture but retained the same musty smell of books as the rest of the store.
The light grew brighter, and when she reached the bottom, she had to squint against the harsh florescent lighting that had been wired into the ceiling. The walls were bare save for a bookcase on the opposite side. It stretched from floor to ceiling, with fifteen rows of neatly organized books. All of them with the same color spine. She raised the revolver and aimed it between the killer’s beady eyes. “Where is he?”
The killer leaned up against a desk, the only other piece of furniture in the basement. He lifted his hands in the air, shrugging off the accusation. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about, Detective.”
“No more games!” Cooper aggressively sprinted forward, shoving the pistol’s barrel into the killer’s chest, resisting the urge to squeeze the trigger. “Where is Hart?”
The killer smiled, then stepped aside from the desk and revealed a small television screen, which was turned off. He clapped his hands together, rubbing them excitedly. “Well, here we are!” He circled Cooper, who kept the revolver aimed at him the entire time. He wagged a finger at the display, shaking his head. “Now, I know you have a lot of questions, but I thought now would be a good time for us to spend some quality time.”
Cooper felt the hot tears form in the corners of her eyes but refused to let them fall. She wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction, not now. “You killed my sister, you fucking bastard.” Her arms trembled with rage, and her mind raced with all of the different ways she wanted to torture him. “All that’s left for me to do is watch you burn.” 
The killer kept his hands in the air and his eyes locked on Cooper. “I never broke my word with you, Detective.” He glanced down at the revolver. “I only shot her. It was the medical team at the cabin that failed to save her life, and besides, you tried to snuff your end of the deal. I was allowed to get away, and I needed insurance to make that happen.”
“Fuck you!” She jammed the barrel’s tip into his cheek, and the killer’s head was flung back as she forced his gaze away from hers.
“I can see that’s still a sore spot for you, though, but that’s why I did it. That’s why you’re here.” He slowly backed away, his hands still in the air, and moved toward the bookcase. “You’re my magnum opus, Detective. I’ve searched for an ending to my story for years, and you’re here to finally give me one.” He ran his hands along the spines of each cover, caressing them gently. “All of these stories, all of the tales I’ve heard. All recorded here.”
Cooper lowered the revolver, taking in the size and number of the books that lined the shelves. There were hundreds of them. Her jaw dropped in horror. “Those are all… murders?” 
“No! No, Detective. Not murders, liberations! These people are now immortal!” The killer snatched a book from the shelf and clutched it firmly in his hands. “In here they live on forever! Look.” He opened the novel, flipping to a page, showing her the text. “This was one of my favorites. A man who’d just lost his wife and son in a car accident was about to kill himself on a bridge. He was distraught, tormented, his life had no meaning. A woman nearby watched the man step onto the banister in preparation for his jump. She sprinted over, hoping to save him before he plunged into the dark unknown, the river consuming him in the night. But slowly, she talked him down. She gave him a reason to live, to carry the torch that was his family’s memory in this world, instead of extinguishing both in the river below. They fell in love, a complicated, painful, wonderful, inexhaustible love.” He snapped the book shut, smiling. “He was just one of hundreds, Detective. Billions of people walk this earth, and hardly anyone will ever know their names. But I gave each of these people a story. And after today, every single one of them will be remembered forever. Because of us.”
Cooper watched him slowly slide the book back into place then gently run his fingers across the same row until he reached the end. “You think that man’s wife wants a story?” Cooper raised the revolver once more, her finger on the trigger. “You think children would rather read about their mother than have her hold them in her arms?”
The killer scoffed. “Mothers.” He raised his arms, gesturing to the ceiling and the business above. “This store was all that my mother left me. And I had to fight her tooth and nail to get even that. But in the end, she received her own story as well. Though I have to admit that I may have stolen a bit from Hamlet on that one.” He tapped one of the books, a half smile curving up his right cheek. “But today is about you, Detective! Today is about your story and how it connects with mine.”
The killer grabbed a stepladder and climbed it to the very top of the bookshelf, plucking one of his stories from the middle of the row and waving it in the air. “This! This is why you’re here, Detective. This is what brought you into my life.”
Cooper shifted the sight on the revolver from the killer’s head to the cover of the book, then slowly lowered the weapon. Even from that distance, she was able to read the name on the cover. Henry Miller.
“Yes.” The killer inched closer, and Cooper recoiled, dropping the revolver. “I know you’re curious. Take a look.” His words left his lips like an intoxicating whisper, numbing her senses. “The man was your father. The father who left your mother and sister and you. The father who I slew.”
Cooper reached for the book, trembling as she ran her fingers over the cover. Her knees buckled, and it took every ounce of strength she had left to not collapse on the floor then and there. She opened the cover, her father’s name the title, and turned to the first page, which began with Miller meeting her mother.
A tear landed on the page, and Cooper quickly flipped through the text, glazing over some parts while homing in on others. But it was the last few pages that caught her eye, one passage in particular:
The coated pills were scattered on the glass table like dying stars in a night sky. The clouds of cocaine filtered between them and he sensed the end. It was the easy way out, but he’d taken that route his entire life and he didn’t see any reason to stop now. He pressed his nose into the pile of white powder and inhaled, the sudden rush so overwhelming and paralyzing that he was barely able to reach for the pills and whiskey to chase it down. He clustered a handful and dumped them into his mouth, swallowing them whole as the liquor burned his gut.
Exhausted and alert at the same time, he collapsed back onto the couch, the cushions devouring him like the coke and pills he’d just inhaled. There wasn’t anything else he could do besides wait. His heart pounded irregularly, quick, then slow, then skipping a few beats. His fingers twitched and he lolled his head to the side, his whole body suddenly weightless. He curled himself into a ball and closed his eyes.
And that’s when he saw the two of them. They couldn’t have been older than four and two. Their ponytails swaying in the breeze as they played on the swings in the park. He couldn’t see their faces, but he heard their laughter. A pain suddenly hit his gut, and he felt his head spin, losing the memory to the drugs. He clutched his head tightly and tried to bring the image back.
When it did return, both of the girls turned around, the laughter gone from their voices and their smiles turned to frowns. They called out to him, screaming for their father, but in his memory he sprinted from them, running away in a frenzied panic.
“No.” He shook his head back and forth, sweat pouring from his face. “No, I can’t.” The coke and pills had done their work, providing a hallucination that felt too real. “I’m sorry.” He cried, tears mixing with the sweat oozing from his pores. “I’m so sorry.” He rolled off the couch and onto the floor, his body numb to the pain of impact.
For the first time in his life he felt the regret of the father he never was, the pain and shame he passed on to the daughters he never knew, and all of the moments he should have shared with them.
A slow tremor started to overtake his body, which morphed into violent spasms. Frothy vomit foamed at the corners of his mouth, and his eyes rolled back into his head. The last few moments of life were full of nothing but pain and loss, and the two faces of his daughters were imprinted on his mind, never knowing the women they grew to become and them never knowing the pathetic trash of the man that was their father.
Cooper stared at the last few paragraphs, rereading them a few times before she slowly shut the book and stumbled backward until she felt the sturdy concrete of the wall.
“When I spoke to your father, he told me a lot of things, mostly about how pathetic his life was, but he did speak of one shining moment, which was that memory of you and your sister at the park.” The killer watched Cooper from across the room, staying close to the bookcase. “Now, I did take some creative license with the rest of the story, but the core of that character is your father. Of course, the pills and coke weren’t how he really died. Though I did kill him with chemicals. It was a time in my life where I had grown bored with guns and knives, though I found the lives I’d taken with poison weren’t nearly as satisfying as more traditional methods.”
Cooper locked eyes with the killer. A smile graced his lips, and he took a step forward. Cooper dropped the book from her hands, and it smacked against the floor. “You killed him?”
“He was such a vile man, Detective.” The killer touched the tips of his fingers together as he walked forward. “A waste of a human life, but he had one redeeming quality. You.” He returned a loving gaze to the books on the shelf. “Every story I’ve ever written from the lives I’ve taken is here. It’s my life’s work, but there was always something missing, something that didn’t feel right, and it wasn’t until I realized who you were that I understood what that missing piece was.” He turned around. “Every story, no matter who is in it or how it’s told, is balance. Every villain needs a hero, a force to equal their own, to test them, to push them, to help them ascend to the next level of evolution. I’ve been killing for thirty years, and no one has ever been able to catch me, not even when I’ve tried to be caught. I searched everywhere for someone to match me, but I didn’t think the day would ever come.” He took the book from Cooper’s hands and smiled at the cover. “But three years ago I saw you on the news during the investigation into your former partner. And when I did, I saw an opportunity. And when I discovered that you were the daughter of one of the people I’d killed? Ha! It was all too perfect! I couldn’t have found a better ending!”
The room started to spin, and Cooper flattened her palms against the wall to help steady herself. “You used me for…” She swallowed, her mouth dry of spit. “For a story?”
“Not just any story, Detective. My last story, my destined ending, my final act!” The killer thrust his hands into the air and twirled in circles around the basement floor. “I put everything into motion that day, researching you, learning about your past. You had such a thirst for justice. And I knew you couldn’t turn down the opportunity to expose Quentin Farnes, but you needed a push to get it done. I helped you, Detective. And when we’re done here, there won’t be a single person that doesn’t know our names. We’ve worked this city into a frenzy. Your name is national news!” He hunched over, his fists curled into tight balls close to his chest. “This is everything we’ve been waiting for. And now, finally, it’s here.” The killer caressed the television, which was still blank, and his demeanor calmed.
It was all too much, but Cooper forced her mind to concentrate, searching for something solid, something to bring her back to the present. “Hart. Where is he?”
The killer pressed the power button, and the television pinged to life. The screen was fuzzy at first, but slowly the picture sharpened, and Cooper saw Hart trapped in a Plexiglas box, pounding and screaming, though no sound emanated from the picture. “There he is.” The killer waved his hands around the television like Vanna White. “Now, I know what he did to you, betraying you, spying on you for Farnes. Tsk tsk.” He thumped the top of the television hard, twice. “But then again, he does have a child on the way, a little girl if I’m not mistaken.” He drummed his fingers on top of the box.
“I kill you, and he dies,” Cooper said robotically.
“Ding, ding, ding! Very good, Detective. Very good.” The killer sat on the table next to the television and then removed a clock from behind it and set it on top. It counted down from three minutes, the seconds ticking away. “This is how much time your partner has left for breathable air. Once it hits zero, he suffocates.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a smartphone, encrypted with a lock. “I type in the code here and it gives him an extra minute of air.”
The clock had wound down to two minutes now, and Cooper couldn’t take her eyes off the screen. “What do you want?”
“What I want, Detective, is for you to redeem yourself.” The killer jumped off the table and circled the room. “You’ve become lost on your journey to me, and I want to help you return to the person you were before. Saving the second partner to betray you, letting his child grow up with a father instead of without one like you, letting him live instead of killing the man who murdered your sister. What better way to cleanse yourself of all of the blood you’ve spilled?” The killer had moved behind her now, and Cooper felt his hot breath on the back of her neck. “But of course, you could finally make that final move into the shadows with me.” He reached for the revolver in her hand and lifted it to his chin, placing her finger on the trigger. “Either way, I win.”
Cooper stared into the crazed, beady eyes that had haunted her ever since their meeting in the cabin. There was nothing she wanted more than to kill him, and she felt her finger tremble over the trigger. All she had to do was squeeze. She could avenge Beth, protect the girls. It was for them. She raised the revolver and pressed it against the killer’s forehead, his expression stoic. The gun trembled with her arm, and the curved metal of the trigger grew hot against her skin from the prolonged pause. It’s for Beth. For the girls. She repeated the mantra, trying to drown out Katie’s face and the unborn child in her womb. He killed my sister. It’s for her. For her. For her.

The anger boiled over and Cooper screamed, her face reddening. And then breathless, her body trembling, she lowered the revolver and walked backward until she hit the wall. No. It’s for me. She shifted her gaze to the clock that had dwindled to ninety seconds. “Hart lives and you turn yourself in?”
“Right after I take one more life.” The killer smiled, and she knew what life he meant.
“What do you want?”
The killer laughed. “To know more about you!” He hopped back up on the table, resting his arm on top of the television’s screen. “I’ll need something to fill in the last few pages, and I’d like for it to be authentic.” The clock dipped below sixty seconds, and he leaned forward, his eyes wide with curiosity.
“Why did you join the police force?”
Cooper watched Hart struggle in his cage, the clock ticking lower. “Because I wanted to find my father. And when I found out he was dead, I moved into homicide to make sure there wouldn’t be more children that would become fatherless.”
The timer jumped up sixty seconds, and the killer continued. “How did it make you feel when you found out that your father was dead?”
Cooper clinched her fists. “Angry. I’d wanted the pleasure of doing it myself.”
The killer laughed, tacking on more time for Hart’s airflow. “After the miscarriage, how did you feel?”
Cooper’s eyes grew glassy and red. “I wanted to die.” Subconsciously she grabbed her wrists. “It was Beth who found me in the bathroom with the razor blades. I just wanted to be with her.”
“Her?” The killer asked, smiling, and adding more time to Hart’s life. “So it was a girl. And what were you going to name her?”
Cooper trembled, tears streaming unabashedly down her face. The ugly pain of grief was etched in the downturned frown and lines of her face. “Emily.” She choked out a cry. “I was going to name her Emily.” She collapsed to her knees, burying her face in her hands. She could still feel the warmth from the stillborn in her hands. In all her life she’d never felt more alone, until now.
The killer paused until the clock wound below thirty seconds. “Now, what happens at the end of our story?”
Cooper lifted her tear-soaked face, her gaze shifting from Hart on the screen to the killer’s beady eyes. Hate and rage burned the grief from her mind, and she pushed herself off the floor. The clock ticked below ten seconds, and Cooper felt her mind swirl between panic and frustration. She wanted him dead, she wanted to watch him suffer, but if she got what she wanted, then Hart’s wife and his unborn daughter would have the same life that she’d had growing up. And that deep hurt could turn that young girl into Cooper, and she wasn’t going to let something so innocent wind up like her. “I die.”
The clock stopped at three seconds, and Cooper watched Hart breathe in a gulp of air as he coughed and hacked on all fours. Cooper gripped the edge of the table for support, and when she turned from the television to face the killer, he had her revolver in hand.
“A noble end, Detective.” All of the laughter and smiles the killer had shown before disappeared as he took a step forward. “But I have to say it’s bittersweet. It’s the ending I wanted, but I hate that our story together is over.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a red crayon, pinching it between his fingers and dangling it in the air between them. “Take it.”
Cooper reached for the crayon slowly and was soon handed a piece of paper. The killer gestured over to the table, and Cooper walked over and set both of them down. “I’ve already given you the ending. What more do you want?”
“Fifty-two Bellevue Street,” the killer said. “The officers will find Hart there, alive and well. The air supply in his box is unrestricted now.”
Cooper did as she was told, carving the address onto the paper. When she was done, she looked back at the killer, the revolver still aimed at her stomach. Sirens echoed above, and she heard the slam of car doors.
The killer looked up to the ceiling. “Right on time.” When he returned his gaze to Cooper, he smiled, shaking his head. “For all of the failures in your past, my capture will redeem your legacy. I’ll tell them everything. How I used you. How I orchestrated all of this. The killing of Captain Farnes. All of it. I have it written down. Proof. You should find some peace in that.”
Cooper looked back to the television screen, where Hart had returned to pounding the Plexiglas, his breath fogging the transparent walls as he screamed until his face turned red. She knew he’d betrayed her, even broken the law trying to help Farnes, but she wasn’t doing this for him. Hell, she wasn’t even doing it for herself. It was for his child, and the innocence of youth. 
“I’ve never had that.”
The killer furrowed his brow in confusion. “Had what?”
“Peace.” Cooper stiffened and lifted her chin. “I assume you’ll have me bleed out?”
The killer nodded. “It will be your last moment of suffering.” He stepped closer, and Cooper heard the footsteps and shouts of the officers upstairs, but she kept her eyes locked on the killer until she felt the tip of the revolver against her stomach. “Goodbye, Detective.”
Three gunshots rang out, but Cooper only felt the first. The second and third were like throwing ice on frostbitten skin. She collapsed to the floor, clutching her stomach. She felt cold and warm all at once, and then she tasted the metallic tang of blood on her tongue. Her breaths grew short and she felt her heart beat wildly in her chest, her mind swirling in pain and exhaustion.
But amid the chaos of death, she saw that same picture in her head that the killer had described in her father’s story. She was in the park with Beth, and the two were on the swings. She felt the warm sun on her face and heard the high-pitched giggle that was her sister’s laugh. She felt the swing’s old rusted chains on her palms, and she saw her mother on the park bench, smiling, holding the hand of a man with a face that belonged to Henry Miller. That memory wasn’t something the killer had made up. It was real, and it was the only time in her life that she’d had a family. A whole family.
She tilted her head to the side, no longer able to feel the floor beneath her. Her eyes caught the sight of the officers descending the stairs, screaming something, though she couldn’t hear them. The killer stepped into her line of sight, placing his hands on his head and dropping to his knees. She closed her eyes, hoping she’d get back to the swings with Beth soon.
 



Chapter 13
 
Janet Kimmings adjusted her shirt collar and checked her hair in the mirror one last time. She exhaled a short breath and closed her eyes, clutching the counter’s edge. The door to her dressing room opened, and a PA with a headset around his neck popped inside. “You’re on in sixty.”
“Thanks.” Kimmings waited for the door to be shut and then nodded her head, talking to herself. “You can do this. It’s just another report.” She stepped out of the dressing room, her heels clacking against the black production floor, and eyed the anchor desk, where the two evening news reporters were already stationed.
“You all right, Janet?” Beverly asked, checking through her notes.
“Yeah,” Kimmings answered, letting one of the PAs check the mic on her lapel. Her stomach was a bundle of nerves as she watched the showrunner count down to zero and the Channel Four News intro appear on the screen, after which the camera was on Beverly.
“Good evening,” Beverly said. “Tonight we have a special news report on the Baltimore Scribe, who has now been identified as Edward Calburry. Calburry has confessed to nearly three hundred murders over the past thirty years, which makes him the deadliest serial killer of all time. His most recent victims brought him into the national spotlight, which called in the resources of the FBI and the Maryland State Police, as well as local city and county officers. And while Calburry’s trial will surely be a quick and tumultuous affair, as he has already confessed to all of those murders and provided detailed accounts through journals, or what he described as ‘novels,’ tonight’s story is on the opposite side of the law.” Beverly pivoted to another camera, and Kimmings tensed. “Veteran homicide detective Adila Cooper was thrust into the national spotlight when Calburry kidnapped her sister, Beth Hamilton, a former Baltimore native who lived in San Francisco with her husband and two children, who died in surgery due to complications from a gunshot wound she received from Calburry just moments before rescue. For more on that story, we now bring in Janet Kimmings. Janet, what can you tell us about Detective Cooper?”
The lights were hot at the desk, but Kimmings kept her composure. “Well, we all knew Cooper’s name from a few years back when she testified against her partner, who was arrested under corruption and racketeering charges. Detective Cooper also accused then-Maryland Governor Quentin Farnes, along with his brother, Baltimore Police Captain Jonathan Farnes, of being at the helm of a number of gambling, drug-dealing, and money-laundering operations throughout the city.”
The camera flipped back to Beverly. “That’s right. In addition to catching Edward Calburry, Detective Cooper’s investigation also brought a federal case against Quentin Farnes, which the FBI is handling right now.”
Kimmings nodded. “I actually had a chance to sit down with Detective Cooper in the heat of her investigation when she was falsely charged with the murder of Captain Jonathan Farnes.”
“Which is something I think we’re all eager to watch. Let’s have a look.”
The lights dimmed slightly, and Cooper’s face appeared on the screen. She sat in a chair, her hair disheveled and her face distorted with fatigue. Kimmings remained off camera, asking questions. “Can you state your name for the record?”
Cooper cleared her throat and crossed her arms. “Adila Cooper.”
“Thank you. So let’s start with why you wanted to meet with me.”
Cooper stared at Kimmings, who was just out of frame. “Because people need to hear the truth.”
“And what truth is that? That you’re innocent?”
The camera zoomed in on Cooper’s face, her eyes so focused you’d never guess that she hadn’t slept in days. “No, I’m not innocent. I kidnapped Captain Farnes. I beat him. But I didn’t murder him. That was the serial killer. He’s played me. He’s played all of us.”
“So, you’re denying the allegations of the death of both Captain Farnes and the detective you shot outside the bar that acted as one of Quentin Farnes’s money laundering locations?”
Cooper remained stoic and paused before answering. “No. I killed Detective Hall. I am guilty on that charge. I could argue self-defense, but…” She trailed off and waved her hand in the air absentmindedly. “I don’t know how this is all going to play out for me in the end. I mean...” She scrunched her face as if she were searching for answers to questions that hadn’t been asked. “That’s why I called you.”
“What did you want to say, Adila?” Kimmings asked. “What do you want us to know?”
Cooper straightened out in her chair, lifting her chin. “With over twenty years on the police force I’ve seen all kinds of murders and suspects. Within people is a gruesome violence that can surface at any moment. Luckily, most people never expose that evil. And even when they do it’s quick, a moment of passion and hate.” She bit her lower lip and shook her head. “But what I’ve seen with this killer, what he’s been able to do has been beyond passion. Beyond hate. Beyond whatever primal sense of evil that dwells within people. He is the evolution of evil. Calculated. Intelligent. Motivated.” She let out a sigh and rubbed her forehead until it shone a bright red. “Up until now I’ve been able to stop killers within the laws of the land. But I can’t do that with him. He’s beyond laws, beyond justice. And everything I’ve done, and will do, to stop him was my choice. The killer may have picked me for something, but I chose to chase him.” She nodded, her eyes focused somewhere off camera. “That’s what I want people to know. I chose to do it my way. All the way to the end.”
“Detective,” Kimmings said, “what about the rest of your family? What will they think when they see this?”
Cooper paused. “I hope they understand. It may take some time for them to get there, but I hope they will see why I had to do all of this. I want them to have peace.” The soft hum of the microphone over the audio filled the silent gaps between Cooper’s stretches of silence. “I don’t want them to hurt anymore, I don’t want them to wonder whether or not the man who killed their mother and wife is still out there. That kind of fear can cripple a person. And I won’t let that happen to them. Ever.”
“But now you’re a wanted criminal, wanted for murder. Just like the man you’re chasing. Your former peers are hunting you. Your legacy as a detective has been tarnished.”
The corner of Cooper’s mouth twitched, almost as if she were going to smile, but stopped. “My legacy was always tarnished. There is less than a handful of people in the department who know me, the real me, and those people don’t need any convincing about what I’ve done. Everyone else can go to hell.”
The screen went blank and the studio lights turned back on, the camera panning to a wide shot of both Kimmings and Beverly, who spoke first. “I’m sure it must have been a powerful moment for you to be speaking with her at that time.”
“I’d met Detective Cooper before, a few days prior to that taping. Out of all the officers I’ve ever interviewed, or even met really”—Kimmings pointed off screen as if Cooper was there—“she was the badge. The law. And the law is balance. And despite what happened, what she did, she returned a balance to our city that it hasn’t seen in decades.”
“But she broke the law to do it. Doesn’t that negate the line she walked for so long?” Janet asked.
“What Calburry had done, the number of lives he claimed, and the way he claimed them, it transcended anything we’ve known or seen before.” Kimmings shook her head. “Detective Cooper was right. The law couldn’t fight that. So she went beyond the law. She did what needed to be done.”
“Well, one thing is for certain: that the hundreds of families on whom the killer inflicted pain and harm can now find peace knowing their loved ones’ murderer will soon be behind bars. And wherever you land on the debate, I think we can all agree everyone is a little bit safer now that the Baltimore Scribe is off the streets. Janet, thanks for stopping by.”
“Thank you.” The program cut to commercial, and Kimmings walked off set. A few of the workers slapped her on the back in congratulations, followed by a slow clap. “Thanks, everyone.” She disappeared back into her dressing room and changed. She had a funeral to attend.
 
 



***
Bodies dressed in black stood between the rows of headstones in the cemetery. Lacy veils covered faces, and heads were downturned in respect and grief. The casket was raised above the open grave below, and a rifle team fired off twenty-one rounds as an American flag was folded over the coffin. Shoulders shuddered at the gunfire, and hundreds of white-gloved hands were raised in respect to the picture of Cooper, dressed in her blues, with a green wreath draped over the frame that sat perched next to her grave.
And in the front row of seats near the grave, with his hands folded in his lap, Tim sat with his daughters, both of whom wore small black dresses, their cheeks red from crying. He put his arms around both of them, whispering into Sarah’s ear. His oldest nodded, and when the officer walked over with the folded flag and handed it to her, she clutched it tight to her chest.
The ceremony was quick, the priest’s words moving but succinct. The hundreds who’d attended the funeral were mostly in uniform, showing up either because of orders from the chief or to finally pay their long-overdue respects to a colleague.
Tim and the girls each grabbed a handful of dirt and tossed it over the casket as it was lowered into the ground. Condolences were offered as the crowds dispersed, and Tim shook the hands of people he’d never met and would never see again. When it was over, he walked the girls back to their car, Sarah still pressing the folded flag tight to her chest.
With the girls buckled up in the back seat, Tim glanced in the rearview mirror. It was a lot for them to take in. They’d barely just put their mother in the ground, and now they’d lost an aunt. “Are you guys hungry at all?” Both shook their heads, and Tim started the car. “Well, if you get—” A knock on the driver’s window startled him, and he reached for the electronic lever and triggered the glass to roll down. “Can I help you?”
The young man fiddled with his hands uncomfortably, twisting the wedding band around his finger in quick turns. “Mr. Hamilton, I’m Jason Hart. I was Cooper’s partner.”
Tim shook his head and extended his hand through the window. “Of course. I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you.”
“No, it’s all right.” Hart smoothed out the tie on his chest and stomach then tucked his hands into his pockets. “I just wanted to express my condolences. I didn’t work with her for very long, but Cooper was a hell of a detective.” He tossed a quick glance into the back window at the girls. “How are you holding up?”
“It’s been a lot to process.” Despite the prickly relationship he’d shared with his sister-in-law, he was surprised at the grief he’d felt when he was told about her death. “But I think we’re doing the best we can.”
Hart cleared his throat and then reached into his jacket pocket. “Well, I just wanted to let you know that the department is starting a fund in Cooper’s honor. All of the money received will be transferred to you.” He extended a business card through the window. “That’s my contact information so we can set up a time to chat later.”
Tim placed the card in the cup holder and gave a curt nod. “I appreciate that. Thank you.”
“And if there’s anything you ever need, don’t hesitate to call.”
“Will do.” Tim reached through the open window, and the two shook hands once more. As he drove off, Hart remained frozen in place, growing smaller in the rearview mirror.
“Daddy?” Mary asked. “Is Aunt Addy with Mommy now?”
Sarah started crying, and the leather of the steering wheel groaned from Tim’s grip. “Yeah, sweetie.” His voice grew thick with phlegm, and his eyes watered. “She’s with Mommy now.”
 



***
The groundskeeper packed in the last bit of dirt on the gravesite long after the crowds had disappeared. All that remained now was the headstone and the picture of Cooper in her dress blues. Hart stood at the foot of the grave, staring at the stone, entranced. “I’m so sorry, Cooper.”
Hart removed his hand from his pocket and wiped his eye, shaking his head. “You shouldn’t have had to do it alone.” He cracked a half smile. “Though I’m not sure that’s what you wanted in the first place.” He knelt, flattening his palm into the cool, freshly turned dirt. “You were the best cop I’d ever met. You walked the line as far as you could take it. You didn’t fail the law. The law failed you.” He fisted the dirt, the soil squeezing through the cracks of his fingers. “But I won’t let the law fail again.”
Hart pushed himself off the ground and rested his hand on the headstone. “Thank you, Cooper. For everything.” A gust of wind brushed across his face and then carried away the dirt he slowly sifted from his fist. He returned to the car, where Katie was waiting, clutching her massive belly with both hands.
“Are you okay?” she asked.
Hart leaned over and kissed her lips, lacing his fingers over hers and feeling the light kick of their daughter, and smiled. “I will be.”
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