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Death Notes- Bloodied Words



 Prequel available on Amazon- Death Notes: The Beginning
http://www.amazon.com/Death-Notes-Beginning--Book-0-ebook/dp/B01E4G46TG/
Homicide Detective Adila Cooper has dedicated her twenty-one-year career in law enforcement to rid the streets of Baltimore of murderers and criminals. Shunned by her peers, and feared by her suspects, her reputation in the city has taken the shape of legend, and every legend needs a villain.
 
http://www.amazon.com/Death-Notes-Beginning--Book-0-ebook/dp/B01E4G46TG/
 



Chapter 1
** A link to the prequel "Death Notes: The Beginning" is available in the front of this book**
 
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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