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      It took Ronald’s wife three shakes before she finally woke him up, stealing him away from a dream that hadn’t been so cold and unforgiving as the past year. Startled by his wife’s urgency, Ronald removed his earplugs, his mind sluggish from sleep and the warmth of their bed.

      “What?” Ronald asked, his voice hoarse.

      “I heard something.” Sheila pulled the covers to her chin, whispering. “I think someone is in the house.”

      Ronald looked from his wife to their closed bedroom door. They both lay still, both listening for what his wife had said she’d heard. But when there was nothing, Ronald shook his head.

      “It was probably the wind,” Ronald said.

      “No, it sounded like the front door opening. Ron, I’m not making this up.”

      Ronald waited a few more seconds before he finally removed the covers and placed his bare feet on the soft carpet. “Stay here.”

      Soundless, he picked up the bat by his nightstand and stepped from their room and onto the cold tile in the hallway.

      The bedrooms were located in the back of the house. And down the hall from him and his wife’s room was the second bedroom. One that had been unoccupied for too long.

      Ronald moved slowly down the hall, gently placing one foot in front of the other, twisting the rubber grip on the bat’s handle.

      Family pictures lined the hallway; vacations and holidays before their lives shattered into fragments of happier times. And while these moments used to invoke joy, now they only filled the house with ghosts. Ghosts that haunted them at every turn, reminding them of what they had lost and how he had failed as a father.

      The middle of the hallway that connected the two bedrooms opened up to the dining room and Ronald slowed, keeping close to the wall as he peered inside.

      The darkness transformed the furniture into more hideous creatures, but Ronald saw no one hiding in the shadows. He quietly moved through the dining room and into the kitchen.

      Moonlight shone through the window over the sink, spilling onto the counters and floor. Ronald kept the bat raised high, his hands aching from squeezing the handle so tight. But the longer he moved through the house and saw nothing, the more he lowered his guard.

      But when Ronald passed from the kitchen and into the living room, a groan echoed from the foyer, and he froze. Fear broke a cold sweat beneath his shirt, and goosebumps spread over his arms. He’d heard that noise a million times living in this house. It was the sound of the front door hinges when it opened and closed.

      Because of the house’s design, Ronald wouldn’t be able to see the front door until he was closer, his view blocked by the walls of the foyer.

      With his senses heightened, Ronald retained the element of surprise, keeping quiet with the help of the carpet as he moved toward the front door. He held his breath, and his heart pounded so hard that he thought it might make his presence known.

      Ronald stopped with his back against the wall next to the foyer’s entrance. His muscles hummed from the adrenaline. His mouth had gone dry, and he heard nothing but the rush of blood in his head. He tensed, hesitant to confront the intruder.

      What if the man had a knife? A gun?

      Ronald tightened his grip on the bat, and then leaped into the foyer, raising the bat high to strike the intruder down. But there was no one.

      The wind blew the door back and forth, triggering that familiar groan. But aside from the parked cars in the driveway and the cold wind rustling the leaves and bushes on the ground, their street was quiet and calm.

      Ronald checked the door frame, searching for any signs of forced entry, but he found none, and when he closed the door, sealing out the night, he tried to remember if he had locked the door, but in his sweaty, adrenaline-induced fugue state, Ronald couldn’t be sure. If he hadn’t, then the door swinging open on its own wasn’t out of the question.

      The cold had been known to cause the wood of the door jamb to shrink, and it might have just drifted open. He lowered the bat and locked the door, convinced that everything was fine.

      But when Shelia screamed, her voice carrying from the back of the house, Ronald sprinted to his wife, darting through the living room, kitchen, and dining room, chasing the screams to the bedroom hallway. “Sheila? Sheila!”

      The narrow hallway and the momentum from Ronald’s sprint caused him to slam into the wall, knocking one of their family pictures to the ground. The glass shattered, and Ronald saw Sheila standing in the doorway to their daughter’s bedroom.

      “Sheila, what are you—” Ronald stepped past her and into the bedroom. When he saw who lay in the bed, the bat slipped from his hand.

      Katy lay on top of the comforter, her body straight and perfectly still, dressed in a floral-patterned sundress that would have been more appropriate in the summer.

      Ronald walked to the bedside, staring down at his little girl, whose hands lay folded on top of one another over her stomach. She was so still and looked so pale.

      It had been a year since they’d seen Katy. A year of waiting to hear from her, a year waiting for a call, or for her to come home. And now that wish was fulfilled. But when he slowly pressed his finger against her neck, he collapsed to his knees. She was dead.
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      Seattle’s South Park neighborhood was riddled with decay. The roads, the buildings, the people that hunched forward on their shambled walks were falling apart. It had become a forgotten place by those with the power to change it, and it was now controlled by those whose greatest tool was intimidation through violence.

      But there were those that still sought to right the wrongs on the streets where fresh blood was spilled daily. Either by violence or by drugs, the piles of bodies on Seattle’s south side were growing taller every day.

      A homeless man kept his head down as he walked, pulling his large coat tight over his body to help shield against the rain and the cold. He walked past a faded blue Chevy Malibu parked in one of the alleys between a pair of dilapidated buildings. He didn’t turn his head to look, but a gloved hand wiped away the fog that had collected on the front windshield.

      The inside of the car was cold, the only heat that brought relief was the hot breath jettisoned from the four anxious mouths. Every pair of eyes watched the building on the corner. Once upon a time, it had been a Laundromat, but the storefront sign had been torn down, and a closed sign hung from the inside of barred windows.

      The location had been chosen by the South Side gang, whose members currently occupied the old sedan. The leader of the gang, Marco, had swiped the place from beneath an Oriental couple a few years back. It was currently used for any shady dealings that the South Siders needed to handle, like today.

      It was a familiar story in this neighborhood. The more violent you were, the more fear that you inspired, the more you conquered. And in these streets, few were more feared than the pair of gangs that had chosen to meet today for the exchange. But so far, no one had shown.

      But while the three men in the car were focused on the building, it was Susan Pritcher who watched the homeless man pass, her emerald eyes fixated on him. She wondered what happened in his life to put him on the streets. Had he no family? No friends?

      Either way, it didn’t matter now. The man had fallen too far down the rabbit hole like so many others in the city.

      Susan knew that most folks would look at the man and think to themselves, ‘that’ll never be me. No way. Not in a million years.’ But people didn’t understand how close they lived to the edge every day. All it took was one push, and you would find yourself on the outside looking in.

      Dressed in a coat that was too big for her, and smelled of the previous owner’s sweat and body odor, Susan struggled to remain still in the backseat. She sat behind the driver, sweating beneath her layers despite the cold.

      The three men in the car with her made her look like a child, but at twenty-four she was far removed from childhood, despite her size. She was only five feet tall and barely cleared the scales at one hundred pounds. She’d always been self-conscious about her petite frame, which she had inherited from a mother she never met, save through the pictures that her father kept in an old shoe box. A father who loved the bottle more than he loved anything or anyone else.

      Despite the hate she felt for the woman who left her with him; Susan couldn’t deny how much she resembled her mother. They had the same pale skin, wavy brown hair, and green eyes. The only difference between them was the freckles that dotted her cheeks, clustered beneath her eyes, and the slight overbite that she inherited from her father. Besides those small differences, the two could have been twins.

      Johnny Carson sat in the backseat next to Susan, his nickname given to him because he was the only white boy in the South Siders, not because of his resemblance to the former Tonight Show host. This version of Carson was tall, skinny, and had the skull of a poorly misshapen Mr. Potato Head. He removed a small bag of coke from his pocket and laid out a bump on his hand. “You think Marco will let us waste them?” He snorted the coke, flinging his head back and shutting his eyes. “WOO!” He laughed and reached into the front waistband of his pants and pulled out the concealed 9mm Glock beneath. “Nothing to start a morning like killing some Third Streeters.” He stuck his tongue out, exposing the stud that pierced the end of his tongue.

      Susan stared at the weapon. She wasn’t armed, per Marco’s instructions. She was there more as a hostage than an accomplice. It was her that had arranged the meet between the two gangs. But should the deal go south, then it would be her head that rolled.

      Freddy Martinez sat in the front passenger seat. He was Marco’s top lieutenant and most trusted advisor, and he kept his eyes trained on the abandoned laundromat. “This is a business exchange. We don’t shoot unless they do.”

      A hand touched Susan’s knee, and she jerked away, finding Carson smiling at her.

      “Easy, girl,” Carson said, still holding the Glock in his right hand. “I just thought we might pass the time.” He reached for her wrist and then quickly placed it over his crotch. “I’ve got another nine for you, right here—FUCK!”

      Susan squeezed Carson’s balls, paralyzing the over-compensating punk. “Touch me again, and I’ll take these with me.” She tightened her grip. “Got it?”

      “Y-yeah.” Carson nodded quickly.

      Martin and Freddy chuckled as Susan let go.

      “Where the hell are they?” Carson asked, still glowering from his denied advances. “I’m freezing my ass off in here. Can’t we turn on the heat?”

      “No,” Freddy said. “I don’t want to draw attention to us.” He leaned against his door, rhythmically tapping his left forefinger against his left kneecap.

      Carson tugged his beanie down and covered his ears. “Whatever, man. I don’t think they’re even gonna show.”

      “Susan said they’ll show, so they’ll show,” Freddy said, then slowly craned his head around, his hard gaze set on Susan. “Right?”

      “Yeah,” Susan answered. “They’ll show.”

      Freddy’s gaze lingered on her for a moment longer before he faced forward again. The men around her saw Susan as nothing more than a lamb that had wandered into a den of wolves, lost in the wilderness. But none of them knew the truth. She had made sure of that.

      A hand slapped against Carson’s window, startling everyone. It was the homeless man that had passed them earlier. He must have circled around the block and come up from behind them in the alley.

      “Hey, can I borrow a dollar?” The man’s voice was muffled by the window, but it still sounded weak and old.

      “This stupid mother—” Carson flung the door open, knocking the homeless man to the damp pavement as he got out.

      “Carson, stop!” Susan reached for him, but he was already out of the car. She opened her door and ran around to the other side.

      “You came knocking on the wrong door, old man!” Carson had his pistol out, waving the flashy chrome at the old man who had landed on his back, hands lifted in self-defense, shaking.

      “Please, I was just—”

      “You were just trying to what?” Carson aimed the weapon between the old man’s eyes, his finger on the trigger. “You looking for some cash for an eight ball, old timer? Starting to get those shakes?”

      Susan reached for Carson’s arm and spun him around. “That’s enough!”

      Carson shoved Susan off of him, moving her effortlessly. But the distraction gave the old man enough time to get up and flee around the corner.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Carson asked, his eyes already bloodshot from the coke. “You think you can tell me what to do? Now that old man will think the South Siders show mercy.” He aimed the weapon at Susan. “And we don’t show mercy.”

      The click of a safety being disengaged from behind Carson erased the snarl from his face, and he froze. Freddy was behind him, his own gun pressed against the base of Carson’s skull.

      “Freddy, what the—”

      “Shut. Up.” Freddy barred his teeth. “This is supposed to be low key. It’s not some fucking coke bender where you play pin the bullet on the vagrant. Got it?”

      Carson nodded, and Freddy removed the pistol.

      The driver, Martin, stepped out of the vehicle. “Fred.”

      Every head turned toward the Laundromat where two cars had pulled into the side parking lot of the corner building. Eight men stepped out, four of them holding duffel bags.

      “Shit, that’s Big Ken,” Carson said.

      “Yeah,” Freddy said, studying the gang as he typed a text into his phone.

      Susan leaned forward, pretending to get a better look at the rival gang members across the street, but instead glanced at Freddy’s screen. She knew he was texting Marco, the South Siders gang leader, but the glare prevented her from reading the text before he sent it.

      It was a text that Susan had wanted to see, and she would have had a good opportunity in the car, but now that they were all standing in the alley, she was too far away.

      Freddy pocketed the phone. “Let’s roll.”

      Carson grabbed the bag out of the trunk, everyone already understanding their roles in the exchange. Freddy would handle the talking, Carson and Martin were muscle, and Susan was there as the ambassador, having orchestrated the deal in the first place.

      The cold wind bit through Susan’s layers and the sweat she had collected during their wait in the car froze to ice.

      But somehow, despite the pounding in her head and her chest, she managed to cross the street and followed Freddy toward the back of the building where they passed one of the rival gang’s men watching the door.

      Inside, the lights had already been flipped on, the weak fluorescent bulbs flickering, adding to the broken ambiance of the old building. The back room was filled with old washers, stacks of expired detergent, and rows of rusted dry-cleaning racks.

      Susan counted eleven killers in the room, and most of them found her when she stepped inside. She was the only woman but had developed her own reputation on the streets. She had forged the relationships necessary to bring this meeting to fruition. She had done things that would haunt her. But so long as this worked, it would all be worth it.

      The Third Streeters had been rivals to the South Siders for the past quarter century. So much blood had been spilled that neither side remembered what started the violence in the first place. The only reason they considered this deal was the success of the three-day ceasefire that both sides upheld.

      Susan recognized most of the Third Streeters and was glad that their top lieutenant, Kip Fifty, was present at the exchange.

      It had been Susan’s relationship with Kip Fifty that set all of this in motion. She had been searching for a way into either gang, and Kip provided the best opportunity. He was smart, well-spoken, and could have been a lawyer the way he handled his business. He had even managed to invest some of the Third Streeters’ capital into legitimate investments. But Kip was just as violent as any of them.

      Susan had sat in a room with Kip and three other witnesses, all of them watching as he pulled a gun and put a bullet straight through an unarmed man’s skull. A man whom he had invited over for dinner, and then she watched Kip finish his meal while the dead man remained at the table. He was a cold-blooded killer. He just happened to be smarter than the rest.

      Freddy said nothing after sealing them inside the room, the silence meant to be calculated intimidation to keep the enemy on their toes.

      Guns were in every pair of hands in the room, no one shy about revealing their form of protection, and again she became deadly aware of her lack of weaponry.

      Carson said nothing as he sat the backpack down on the table.

      Kip gestured to one of his gang members, who walked over and rifled through the money in the bag.

      “You really need to count it?” Freddy asked.

      “Just want to make sure we’re getting our money’s worth,” Kip answered, then set his eyes on Susan and smiled.

      “Anything you wanna say?” Susan asked, giving him an attitude.

      “No.” Kip spread his hands out in a helpless gesture. “But I think it’s important to acknowledge the people who make good things happen. And if it weren’t for you, then none of us would be here.” He smiled. “Funny how everything fell into place today.” He tilted his head to the side, that coy smile spreading up the side of his face. “Don’t you think… Susie?”

      Freddy and Martin exchanged a glance.

      Susan knew Kip was fishing, and she just had to keep her wits about her long enough to see this through to the end. And she was so close to the finish line. “I guess it was only a matter of time.”

      “Yes,” Kip said. “Only a matter of time.”

      Kip’s associate stepped away from the briefcase, finished with his counting. “It’s all there.”

      Kip clapped his hands. “Then a deal is a deal.” He snapped his fingers, and the rest of his group brought over four large duffel bags and placed them on the table opposite the money in the bag.

      With the product on the table, Freddy motioned Carson to walk over to investigate. Carson opened the bags, pulling out a package of heroin, and sliced his knife down the middle of it, sticking his finger inside. He tasted it and then smacked his lips obnoxiously before he looked back over his shoulder to Freddy. “It’s good.”

      “Then it’s done,” Freddy said.

      Martin and Carson picked up the duffel bags, and Kip cleared his throat.

      “Freddy,” Kip said. “A word?”

      Freddy hesitated but eventually crossed the room to Kip’s side. The pair whispered back and forth, and when the conversation ended, Freddy looked directly at Susan.

      “Pleasure doing business with you all.” Kip smiled and led his men toward the doors, leaving Susan alone with the South Siders.

      Carson and Martin had the bags in hand and were about to follow the Third Streeters out the door, but Freddy held up his hand, stopping them.

      “Is there something you need to tell me, Susan?” Freddy asked.

      Susan frowned, and two red spots burned high on her cheeks. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “I just need to know if you want to tell me something or not,” Freddy said. “Because if you do, then now’s the time.”

      Susan waved her hand. “Oh, this is bullshit—”

      Freddy pulled out his gun, aiming it at Susan, his finger already on the trigger. The nine-millimeter bullet was big and powerful enough to cause critical damage to any part of her small frame. She’d die of shock and blood loss before help arrived.

      “Freddy—”

      “Don’t.” Freddy walked closer and pressed the end of the barrel against her forehead.

      Susan clenched her fists, staring Freddy in the eye, afraid that if she broke eye contact that she’d die. “You think I’m working a side deal on you? Is that it?” She laughed. “Why the fuck would I do that, Freddy? Why the fuck would I try and mess up the one thing that I’ve been working toward since I started working for you?”

      “And what exactly have you been working towards?” Freddy asked.

      “To take the product away from our competitors,” Susan answered. “You control the supply; you control the market. You control the market; you set the prices. We both know that’s what Marco wants. We both know that’s the end game.”

      “All I know is that I think you’re a better fucking hustler than anyone in this room,” Freddy said. “And while Marco trusts you, he pays me not to trust you. Understand?”

      Susan nodded.

      “So I’ll ask you again,” Freddy said, inching closer. “Is there anything you want to tell me?”

      Both Martin and Carson took a step toward Susan, each of them drawing their weapons. Susan swallowed, the dray ball of fear dropping to her stomach like a lead ball. She couldn’t talk her way out of this one.

      Gunfire thundered from the alleyway and half of Kip’s crew flooded back inside the building, shooting at the alley on their retreat.

      Amongst the confusion and exchange of gunfire, Susan sprinted behind a cluster of washing machines. She covered her ears, which were already deaf from the shooting. Muffled voices and muted pops were intermixed among a high-pitched din.

      A hand yanked Susan from behind the washing machine and slammed her on the ground where she lay on her stomach. When she opened her eyes she saw Carson on his stomach, his hands cuffed behind his back, dead.

      Blood spread from the center of his stomach, forming a crimson pool that shimmered beneath the fluorescent lighting. It almost reached Susan before she was picked up off the ground and carried outside with the others. She saw Freddy, briefly locking eyes with him as the officer whisked her outside.

      Away from the metallic scent of blood and smoke that clung to the air after the gunfight, Susan struggled to catch her breath as she was led away from the dilapidated building and thrust him into the back of a squad car.

      The adrenaline from the shootout, the sight of the blood, and the rush of the moment made her head spin. She swayed back and forth, losing her sense of balance.

      “Hey!” A fist pounded against the Plexiglas partition. “Don’t throw up!”

      “Fuck you.” Susan drew in a breath, struggling to sit still as she felt every pothole, crack, and turn through the Southern Seattle streets. She glanced down to the cuffs behind her back, the clamps tighter than she remembered. “Were these necessary?”

      “It’s protocol, Q. You know the drill.”

      Officer Susan Quinton, who for the past six weeks had donned the alias Susan Pritcher, struggled to keep her head from spinning, her mind disoriented from the gunfight and the roughness of how she was handled during her arrest.

      “Did we lose anyone?” Susan asked, her upper back starting to cramp.

      “Had one SWAT take a bullet in the chest, but it hit Kevlar. He’ll have some bruising, but nothing serious.”

      Susan exhaled in relief. She leaned her head back and counted the seconds until she was out of these clothes, out of these cuffs, and done with Susan Pritcher for good.
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      It was mid-day by the time they returned to the precinct, and the place was buzzing when Susan was escorted by the pair of detectives that had cuffed her, which remained on her wrists to make sure that the gang members being processed still saw her as a criminal like them. But she forewent processing and was brought to one of the interrogation rooms for debriefing by her lieutenant.

      The moment the door shut, Susan turned around, exposing the cuffs as Sergeant Hayes removed the restraints.

      “Ugh, thank God.” Susan groaned in relief and rubbed the tender flesh around both wrists then paced around the room, stretching her legs. “You didn’t have to clamp the cuffs so tightly.”

      The door opened, and Lieutenant Williams entered. “I’d thought six weeks on the streets would have toughened you up, Q.” He was the first at the table and the first to sit down, dropping a stack of files at the desk’s center.

      Susan stared at the papers as Sergeant Hayes sat next to Lieutenant Williams, then walked over and stood behind her chair, frowning. “Where’s the captain?” With a bust this big, she expected some of their superiors to be on hand.

      “He’s busy,” Williams said. “Take a seat.”

      Susan sat down on the opposite side of the table, making the conversation feel more like an interrogation than a debrief. As the youngest member of Vice Narcotics, Susan was also the rookie, and the fact that she was the only woman on the team wasn’t doing her any favors. But she had learned a long time ago that so long as you kept fighting, so long as you never quit, there was little that people could do to stop you.

      Lieutenant Williams opened the first file, which belonged to Freddy, and he clicked a pen. “Let’s get this done.”

      The past six weeks on the streets was one of the most significant undercover assignments that the Vice unit had attempted. The primary objective was to apprehend the top two lieutenants of the two biggest gangs in Seattle in hopes of crippling their organizations and grilling them to provide details of the inner workings of their operations.

      It had been Susan’s job to set up a ceasefire, trying to get the pair of gangs to work together so that the Attorney General could file a RICO case to put them all behind bars. It was the latest effort in the state’s drug task force to fight against the opioid epidemic.

      The South Siders and the Third Streeters were the biggest drug dealers of heroin in the city.

      The process was slow and monotonous, Susan recounting every detail since her last correspondence with Sergeant Hayes, who had run command on the sting at the Laundromat. Lieutenant Williams wanted to make sure that they had crossed all of their T’s and dotted all of their I’s. A part of her appreciated that about him, and another part wished that he’d get the stick out of his ass so she could go home and take a shower.

      Three hours and several cups of coffee later, the stack of files had been transferred from one side of the table to the other, and Williams clicked the button on his pen, returning it to his shirt pocket like a nerd in grade school.

      “Sergeant Hayes, you can go ahead and get started processing all of this,” Williams said.

      For a moment both Susan and Hayes paused, unsure if Williams had said what he meant. But the longer Williams stared at Hayes, the more both realized that they hadn’t misheard.

      “Yeah.” Hayes pushed his chair back and then picked up the files at the end of the desk, walking out with the same dazed and confused expression on his face that Susan had on hers. It would have been her job to log the reports after the debrief, as was a tradition for the officer at the bottom of the totem pole.

      Once the pair were alone, the lieutenant folded his hands together and placed them on the desk. “You did good work, Q. Not many officers could have pulled off what you did. Undercover work is not for the faint of heart.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Susan said, sensing that she was going to be blindsided with something, and she was unsure if she would be rewarded or punished. For some reason, she believed that either was possible giving her standing with the department. There were specific protocols to be followed when performing undercover work, but most of them were not conducive to obtaining the results needed to do the job effectively. And while Susan was thorough in her report to the lieutenant, she had omitted certain details.

      “Sergeant Hayes kept me updated closely on the investigation,” Williams said. “He had some interesting things to say about your behavior undercover.”

      Susan remained stoic, still unsure where the LT was steering the conversation.

      “I know the two of you clashed over how to handle the investigation, and I understand that things look different when you’re in the heat of the moment.” Williams leaned back, hands folded behind his neck like he was shooting the shit with an old friend. “But sometimes quick decisions are required.” Williams smiled. “I just want you to know that I believe all of the decisions that you made were in the best interest of the investigation and the department.” He lowered his eyes and glanced at the crook of Susan’s arm before making eye contact with her again. “I just want to make sure that you’re in the right mindset moving forward. Undercover work can be… trying.”

      Susan knew that it was against department policies to engage in drug use when undercover, but it was like the lieutenant said; sometimes you had to think on your feet. “I’m fit for duty, sir.”

      “Excellent.” Williams rocked forward. “You’ve done good work, and I’d like for you to build on that momentum.”

      “I appreciate the vote of confidence, Lieutenant,” Susan said. “I’m just glad we were able to get these guys off the streets.”

      “It’s more than just a vote of confidence,” Williams said, then checked his watch. “Follow me.”

      Unsure of what was happening, Susan followed the lieutenant out of the interrogation room. Still dressed in her undercover garb, she was desperately out of place amid the suits and ties of her peers. Not to mention the stench that she had accumulated from two days of no shower.

      When the pair reached Williams’s office, Susan was surprised to find two detectives inside and Nate Donaldson, their Narcotic Liaison Officer.

      “Gentlemen, I hope we didn’t keep you waiting.” Williams shook everyone’s hand. “This is Susan Quinton. She just finished a six-week undercover assignment and handed us the top lieutenants in both the Third Streeters and the South Siders.”

      Susan nodded to the pair of detectives that she didn’t know, both of whom looked at her with an inquisitive eye.

      Once Williams settled behind his desk, he introduced her to the detectives. “Susan, this is Detective Palmer and Detective Winterguard. They’re Homicide over at the 14th Precinct.”

      Both Palmer and Winterguard nodded in the same casual manner, their heads nearly in sync with each other, and Susan got the impression that the pair had been together for a while. Like any good couple, they’d even started to dress like one another.

      But their attire was the only physical similarity. Palmer was in his mid-forties and had a gut that suggested he was taking whatever was growing inside of him to full term. He had a full head of black hair, which he kept cut in a crew-cut style and wore a pair of black and rectangular glasses. She knew Palmer by word of mouth. He was the nephew of the current police chief.

      Winterguard was shorter than Palmer, and what white hair he had left on his head was barely able to cover the liver spots on his scalp. His jowls sagged, and he looked less than a week away from collecting his eighty and retiring to a life of tee times and nine a.m. beers.

      “And of course you know Nate,” Williams said.

      “Hey, Susie Q.” Nate Donaldson was in his late twenties and was a civilian contractor, but his age didn’t belittle his experience. He had spent his entire adult life working the shelters in Seattle and had been assigned to the mayor’s task force the prior year to help stem the opioid crisis. Nate had been instrumental in helping to not only secure funding but making sure it went to the right places. Both he and Susan had lost family to addiction. It was the root of their fight against the street dealers and their suppliers. He was a resource that the entire Vice team leaned on heavily. He knew all of the junkie hangouts, and what was more, he had credibility with the folks in the streets. That went a long way when you wanted to deescalate a violent situation.

      “South Side is no joke,” Palmer said. “I did a stint with Williams ten years ago in Vice. Hard shit.”

      “Little young for undercover work, don’t you think?” Winterguard asked, looking to Williams.

      “One of the reasons why we picked her,” Williams said. “She had top marks at the academy, graduated first in her class, and has a knack for digging up dirt on the streets, which is why I asked her to be a part of this. Go ahead and give her a rundown, Palmer.”

      Palmer pivoted in his seat and faced Susan. “We got called to a house down in Beacon Hill. A teen girl turned up dead in her home in the middle of the night. The girl was a runaway, addict, been gone for over a year.”

      “It was an overdose,” Winterguard said, blurting it out while picking something out of his nail.

      “If it’s an overdose, then why is homicide involved?” Susan asked.

      “We’re waiting on an official report from the coroner, but from the position of the body post-mortem, it looked like someone brought her into the house,” Palmer said. “And they changed her clothes.”

      Susan grimaced. “How old was the girl?”

      “Eighteen,” Palmer answered.

      Susan wished she would have been surprised, but teen girls sprouted up on the streets like weeds. Most of them were runaways, either by choice or circumstance, but nearly all of them were addicts. The young ones usually sold their bodies to buy new drugs or pay back what they owed their dealers. And while she didn’t know this dead girl’s name or who she was, she wanted to nail the creep that killed her. Even if it was just an OD. People needed to understand that everything has a price.

      “What do you need from me?” Susan asked.

      “We’re working on a few theories, but based off of the way we found the crime scene, we think that the girl was targeted by someone she knew,” Palmer said. “There were no signs of forced entry, no broken windows, nothing. It was like the girl appeared in her bed out of thin air.”

      Susan took a moment to study the pair of detectives, then looked to Williams, knowing that she wouldn’t be called in on just a simple OD homicide. There was something bigger at play. “You guys think that this could be a serial killer.”

      “We don’t know shit until we get the autopsy report,” Winterguard said, sparking the first signs of life since he’d been in the room. “I think we’re getting worked up about nothing.”

      Palmer didn’t acknowledge his partner and instead looked at Susan. “There are some peculiar aspects of the case, and we’re examining every angle. We were hoping that because of your recent experience on the street that maybe you could put your ear to the ground, see if there has been anyone wandering through the back alleys, bothering folks.”

      “Do you have a file?” Susan walked to Palmer, who removed a folder from his briefcase, then handed it to her.

      “We’ve got most of our notes inside,” Palmer said. “It’s not much, being so early on in the case.”

      Susan flipped through the file, scanning the pages. She saw the notes about the possible OD from the track marks along the victim’s arm, along with the fact that she was wearing a floral print sundress in the dead of winter before she moved onto the parent’s interviews. “Parents didn’t say much.”

      “The parents found the body,” Winterguard answered. “They’re grieving.”

      Susan arched an eyebrow. “And you’re already twelve hours into a homicide investigation, so you need to start eliminating suspects.” She turned back to Palmer, hoping to find some semblance of sanity in the younger detective.

      “We put them through the process,” Palmer said. “But I can tell you that my Spidey senses weren’t tingling when we were at the scene. The parents were devastated.”

      “Don’t suppose you have children of your own, girl?” Winterguard finally looked at her when he made the statement.

      The thin veil of her civility disappeared under the combination of the old detective’s holier-than-thou gaze and the fatigue from her assignment.

      “And I don’t suppose you enjoy stepping on your own balls after too many years of riding the pension bench until you retire—”

      “That’s enough.” Williams raised his voice, casting his authoritative glare at Susan as an exclamation point.

      Palmer cleared his throat, breaking the awkward silence. “Nate is helping us with some of the local shelters, but we’d appreciate your insight into the streets. It’s been a while since I’ve hung around Vice, and I think both of us could use a refresher.” He glanced at Winterguard before turning back to Susan.

      Susan crossed her arms over her chest and nodded. “Yeah. Sure.”

      “Good.” Williams stood and slapped his palms on the desk to signal that the meeting was over.

      Palmer collected his briefcase and then shook Susan’s hand on the way out. “I’ll get you a copy of the murder book so you can take a closer look.”

      “I don’t need one.” Susan pointed to her temple. “All up here now.”

      Palmer laughed, waiting for her to say that she was joking, but when she didn’t, he only cleared his throat. “Oh. All right.”

      Winterguard cast a glare at Susan on the way out, looking down on her the way so many did during her time in the academy and her time with Vice.

      Nate was the last one out. He’d kept quiet for most of the meeting, but sported a coy smile. “Good job out there, Susie.”

      “Thanks, Nate,” Susan said.

      She watched him leave, and Williams shut the door, leaving the two alone again.

      “I might do better next time if you give me a little heads up, Lieutenant,” Susan said.

      “It was meant to be a surprise.” Williams blew past Susan as he returned to his desk, grabbing a piece of paper and scribbling something down on it. “I’ve made a deal with their lieutenant that you’ll be acting as an assistant investigator on the case. I know you want a detective’s spot, and this is your chance to prove you can hang with the big boys.” He finished writing and then gestured for Susan to come over. “I need you to sign it.”

      Susan turned the paper around, leaving it on the desk as she studied it. “Voluntary assignment transfer?”

      Williams leaned back. “Look, I won’t lie to you. You made all of us look good today. And I’ve been working my ass off to get other precincts to work together more, trading resources. Right now with this case, you are a resource, and if you do well, then I do well. But.” He dropped his arms, fiddling with his thumbs. “I want to cover my ass if you fuck this up. Or if you end up shooting Winterguard.”

      “That’s one way to get him to retire.” Susan picked up the pen and signed the paper, then dated it.

      Williams grabbed the paper and then filed it away. “Excellent. Now go home, take a shower, get some rest, and be ready to go tomorrow morning. I’ll have Palmer give you a call. And don’t forget to grab your standard issue on your way out.”

      “I won’t forget that,” Susan said. “I’ve missed that gun.”
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      Before Susan left the precinct, she stopped by Sergeant Hayes’s desk and offered to finish up the reports, but he waved her off.

      “You look like shit, Q,” he said. “I think you’ve done enough for one day. Good work out there.”

      “Thanks, Sarge.” Surprised by her boss’s praise, Susan stepped out of the precinct just as the night sky consumed the last of the neon reds, oranges, and pinks of the sunset. A cold wind tossed trash across her feet, and she pulled her coat around her tighter and caught her own foul stench.

      Too tired to walk home, Susan ordered herself an Uber, hoping that the driver wouldn’t knock her rider rating for the smell she was about to unleash in his car. She could have probably piggybacked on a black and white ride, but she wasn’t in the mood to talk shop, and she knew that her success from today was already spreading through the department.

      Everyone was impressed with the little girl from Vice. She knew that most folks expected her to burn out, to fail, to have the streets chew her up and spit her out. But she had won.

      A red Toyota picked her up, and Susan climbed in the backseat, thankful for the heat. A brief hello was exchanged between herself and the driver, but that was the extent of their conversation, which she was incredibly grateful for.

      Life on the streets wasn’t quiet. There was always something to wake you up in the night. A gunshot, some addict screaming nonsense. The night was the time for demons to roam the streets, performing their dark deeds.

      Susan placed her right hand in the crook of her left arm, rubbing her fingertip over the coat’s thick sleeve. She couldn’t feel the scars beneath the fabric, but she knew the marks of her past were still there. Susan had lied to Hayes, and she had lied to Williams, but she could handle herself. She was still in control.

      The heat inside the car started to put her to sleep, her eyelids fluttering when the driver slammed on his brakes, jolting her forward before the seatbelt pulled tight across her chest to keep her still.

      “Jesus!” The driver smacked his palm on the steering wheel and then laid on the horn. “Get out of the fucking road!”

      Heart still pounding in her chest, Susan saw why the driver had stopped. A woman stood in the middle of the road, her appearance like so many of the homeless that roamed the streets at night.

      The woman had her eyes wide open, stuck like a deer in headlights.

      “Fucking junkies, man.” The driver turned back around to Susan. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine.” Susan unclipped her seatbelt and then opened the door. “I’ll just get out here.”

      “Ma’am, you can’t—”

      Susan shut the door, muffling the driver’s voice as she walked toward the woman still staring at the headlights. Silver flecks circled her mouth, and Susan knew the woman had just huffed paint and was high as a kite.

      The driver sped around both Susan and the homeless woman and drove away, his engine drowning out the curses he shouted from his window.

      With the car gone, the woman turned to Susan, startled, as if she was a ghost that had appeared out of thin air.

      “Are you all right?” Susan asked.

      The woman just stared at Susan, squinting her eyes, and then pointed her index finger at her. “Who are you?” The woman looked middle-aged, but her stringy grey hair and hard face made it difficult to tell. From the looks of her, she had been on the streets for a long time.

      Susan extended her hand, gently placing it into the bewildered homeless woman’s palm. “C’mon. I know a place where you can stay.”

      It was four blocks from the Lazarus Center, a Catholic housing building where Susan had stayed more than a few nights during her undercover stint. It was one of the few safe places to rest her head when she couldn’t go home to her apartment.

      The woman kept silent on their walk, amusing herself by staring at her fingers, wiggling the digits quickly, then slowly, enthralled with her own dexterity while Susan guided her down the sidewalk.

      They arrived at the center before all of the beds were filled, and Susan paid the woman’s way inside. It would probably be the first warm bed the woman had occupied for months.

      As Susan passed the woman off to the staff members, she suddenly stopped and then spun around, pointing at Susan the same way she had done in the middle of the road, repeating the same question.

      “Who are you?”

      “Just someone trying to help.”

      The woman stared at Susan until the pair of staff members turned her around and led her inside. Susan lingered outside the building, the glow of the lights from inside the front doors nearly reaching the tips of her shoes, leaving her on the cusp of darkness.

      Susan knew the city was filled with women and girls just like that homeless woman, wandering the streets at night. Most women who were homeless slept during the day and stayed awake at night so they wouldn’t be attacked or raped down some dark alley or beneath an overpass.

      It was a cruel existence, and Susan knew that if Palmer were right about the homicide case, if there were someone targeting girls on the streets, then the killer responsible would have plenty of potential victims.

      The thought dissolved her fatigue, and Susan wanted to start working immediately. She called another Uber, but it took three tries before she got a driver that was willing to take her where she wanted to go. Susan was heading back down south. There were some women she needed to talk to.
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      The Blue Chevy Suburban’s brakes squealed when it pulled up outside the Pink House. It was a place no man would visit, a site where no man was allowed.

      The working girls of the south side had banded together a few years prior, casting aside pimps if they could get away, and took residence in the dilapidated three-story structure where Susan had been dropped off.

      Most of the paint had peeled off the wood in long, curving flakes, but enough remained to keep the residence’s recognizable flair intact. The house was maintained by the girls, owned by the girls, and provided the girls a place of their own.

      It was where they slept, gossiped, and, every once in a while, beat up one another over which corner belonged to whom.

      But the fights were rare. The girls that chose to live in the Pink House knew that there was safety in numbers and that most of them would have died on the streets long ago had it not existed.

      Susan quickly learned that in the continually evolving battleground on the streets, few possessed the wits and persuasion like the women of the night. More than once, they had provided her a treasure trove of information because they were instinctively trained to watch for everything. They had eyes in the back of their heads and were a network unto themselves.

      Susan sometimes wondered what the difference between herself and the girls working the corners was because she honestly couldn’t figure it out. Most of the women were smart, some were pretty, but all of them had a constitution of iron and steel. Nothing shocked them, and it was rare that a client or anyone else managed to pull one over on them.

      A lot of the girls had the same childhood as Susan. A bad home life compiled with a few wrong decisions in their youth led them into a pack of shady individuals that sealed their doomed fates.

      Somewhere along the line, Susan had made some unconscious decision to fight against the things that were bringing her down. And the longer that she hung out with these women, the more she began to identify what separated her from the others. It was rage.

      The rage was born from all of those nights when she was a little girl, and Susan was forced to fall asleep hungry, alone, wanting what all the other little girls at her school had. It was a rage that had simmered for a long time, and then finally boiled over, thrusting her into her life as a cop.

      It was a way to focus the memories she couldn’t get rid of to a singular purpose and enact the vengeance on people like her father, and anyone who preyed on the weak.

      She brought that rage to the streets; to people like Freddy, and Kip, and Carson. Susan hunted the hunters and forced them into a corner until their only way out was by means of the back of a squad car.

      And even though today was a victory, it seemed that for every head Susan was able to chop off, two more took its place.

      Susan walked the broken path of pavement from the sidewalk to the front of the house, the boards on the front porch steps groaning, and she heard the chatter from the women inside before she even knocked on the door. She knew that most of the girls were still getting ready for their shift. Business didn’t really pick up until after midnight.

      The heavy sound of a deadbolt being disengaged was followed by the opening of the door, and then a body crashed into Susan, wrapping her arms around her and lifting her up off the ground before carrying her into the house. “Look what the cat dragged in!”

      Susan was plopped down on the living room couch, the cushions worn and dusty as she finally got her bearings. “Christ, Allie, you trying to make me puke?”

      Allie laughed, taking a seat next to Susan on the couch. The young working girl wore tight neon-green nylons and a black miniskirt so short that it exposed the red booty shorts she wore beneath them. A cigarette rested precariously between two fingers, and she took a quick puff as she kicked off her heels and tucked her feet beneath her legs on the couch. “Hey, Q.”

      Susan dusted her pants off. “I told you not to call me that. I get it enough at the office.”

      Allie rolled her eyes, fist planted on her cheek as she propped her elbow up on the backside of the vintage couch. “You going to arrest me?”

      “Maybe.” Susan cast Allie a hard side glare, but both girls cracked a smile.

      Allie was a pretty girl. Tan, blonde hair, blue eyes, and a good body. She reminded Susan of the younger sister she never had. And she was just as annoying.

      Allie shoved Susan’s shoulder. “It’s been a while.”

      “I know,” Susan said. “Listen, I need to talk to you about something.”

      It was Susan’s tone that caused Allie’s playfulness to disappear.

      “Have you had any trouble on the streets lately? Guys giving you grief?”

      Allie shrugged as she dangled the cigarette from her lips. “No more than the usual creeps, trying to get a feel without paying.”

      “What about the other girls? Have they mentioned anything?”

      “No one’s said anything.” Allie inhaled more smoke. “In fact, we haven’t had a snatcher since I’ve started working.” She smiled. “Hey, maybe I’m good luck.”

      Susan reciprocated Allie’s smile. The girl had a good one.

      “You hear something that’s going on?” Allie asked.

      Susan hesitated. “It might be nothing. But it might be something.”

      “Yeah.” Allie put out her cigarette in the ashtray and then exhaled the final stream of smoke. Her posture slackened, and the gesture aged her beyond her years. “There’s always something.”

      A dull ache formed in the front of Susan’s head, and she massaged the edges of her eyebrows. She knew it would come eventually, she just hoped that she’d be asleep by the time it happened.

      “You need a hit?” Allie asked.

      Susan knew what she should say. She wasn’t undercover anymore. There was nothing to prove. But she had already scratched that old itch, and she knew that it was only going to get worse if she ignored it. “Yeah. Just a small one.”

      Susan followed Allie, passing a few more girls getting ready. Because Allie was newer to the house, she got one of the old rooms on the first floor, and she had to share the tiny space with two others.

      The bedroom was crammed with three twin beds, one dresser, and enough clothes, shoes, and make-up to fill a department store.

      “I just got some crazy shit. Pure too, so you’ll only need a little bit.” Allie picked up her kit and then handed Susan the tubing to tie off her arm. She dumped a little bit of the heroin on a spoon, then flicked a lighter to liquify the powder. Once it was melted, she took a fresh needle and sucked the liquid into the syringe. “That should do it.”

      Susan removed her jacket and then rolled up the sleeve on her left arm, exposing the red sores that had accumulated over the past six weeks. She had been an addict long before she joined the academy, but had stayed sober long enough to finish her training. She thought she’d kicked the habit for good, but when she was assigned to Vice, it was a huge step backward.

      “New needle,” Allie said, handing it over to Susan. “I got them from the clinic yesterday.”

      Susan pressed the needle into her skin and felt the immediate euphoric rush of the high as she stumbled from the kitchen, dropping the needle and syringe, and collapsed onto her dirty bare mattress.

      She lay on her back, staring up at the water stains on her ceiling, and felt all of those bad feelings slip away. She was cursed with a mind that never allowed her to escape her past. Most times it felt like a prison, but not when she was high.

      But the high only lasted so long, and the comedown was inevitable.
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      The dress was nearly finished. The stitching wasn’t my best work, but I had never had the talent for sewing like my mother did. She had been a seamstress and a very talented one at that. But at least I no longer pricked my fingers with the needle. That had been the hardest obstacle to overcome. The wastebasket was filled with the bloody floral fabric from the dresses that I hadn’t been able to finish.

      I wasn’t an idiot. I knew what would happen should I leave traces of DNA behind on the girls. If I was going to save as many as I could, then I needed to ensure that I wasn’t caught.

      Finished with the final threading, I set aside the needle and spool and lifted the dress up against the fluorescent lighting. The dim bulbs in the ceiling cast an eerie glow on the dress that didn’t do my work justice. But the dress would look better once it had a pretty girl to keep it upright. Just like Katy Matthews.

      I hung the dress on the back of my chair and then walked to my work station. Space was cramped, and I had all of my equipment huddled onto a single table. Glass beakers, tubes, burners, everything I needed to make the ultimate medicine.

      It had taken a long time to get the mixture right, to make sure that it killed the girls without causing pain. They had gone through enough pain.

      And while some might argue that pain was better than feeling nothing, those were the people who had never experienced real pain. The kind of pain that kept you bedridden, avoiding the disappointments and harsh realities of life.

      But my medicine ended all of that pain. It ended the bad choices, the fear, the troubled minds. It calmed their restless souls.

      It wasn’t their fault. I knew that. The girls were addicts too weak to break free of their chains. But I wasn’t weak. I could release them from their prisons.

      But going down this path meant making a choice, a choice that could not be undone. It was as permanent as death.

      Now, I had to choose who came next.

      I turned my attention to the wall. I had collected the pictures over the past year, biding my time and picking carefully. And it had been worth the wait. Watching the realization in Katy’s eyes when she knew it was happening, when she knew that all of the bad things were over, was priceless.

      The pictures were arranged in a grid and covered the plaster wall from floor to ceiling. It was always difficult to decide who needed to be saved the most. All aspects of the individual were carefully examined and dutifully studied. It was only the most desperate that could be called home by me.

      Each of the pictures was more heartbreaking than the one that came before it. All these girls, all their futures wasted by drugs and evil.

      My knuckles cracked and turned white against the wood as I gripped the edge of the desk so hard that my hands hurt. But I controlled it and brought myself back from the ledge. I was in control.

      After the anger died down, I plucked two girls’ pictures from the wall. I possessed two photos of every girl, one before their life of addiction, and one after.

      The first girl was pretty. She had blonde hair and brown eyes. The hair was dyed, her natural color brown, but she looked good as a blonde. She was sixteen when she first ran away from home, and at nineteen was currently working the streets as a prostitute, selling her body to feed her drug habit. Three years on the streets, three years of inviting strangers to take part of her most intimate moments. Three years of sticking a needle in her arm and slipping into a world of madness.

      The second girl had red hair wound in tight coils. Freckles dotted her cheeks, and she sported a big smile. It accentuated the blue in her eyes, as did the blouse. It was a spaghetti strap, exposing pale shoulders that were peppered with more dark freckles. She was petite, but just looking at the picture, I knew that she was bursting with energy. Before she was sucked into the world of drugs, she was probably a happy girl, always quick to smile, to laugh. I bet she had a killer laugh.

      But the most recent photo showed a girl that had lost her smile, along with some of her teeth. The brightness in her blue eyes had dulled, and her body was covered. The poor girl had collapsed inward, like a dying star that no longer shone brightly in the night sky, but instead only added to the darkness of the universe.

      I had seen this redheaded girl in the act of selling her body for drugs. I watched from a distance, cloaked in darkness, and grimaced as she was defiled. It was nothing more than a transaction.

      But after it was finished, the girl took the drugs that she had earned to an abandoned construction project, and she lay on a crumpled and dirtied mattress, stained with the fluids of her passerby lovers.

      I walked to her slowly, watching her gradually shift from side to side after she stuck the needle in her arm. I walked until the tips of my shoes nudged the mattress, jolting her attention toward me.

      When she finally looked at me, her eyes were glassed over, the blue faded and dull. The drugs she’d taken had pulled a veil over her eyes. She could see, but she did not recognize me. She lifted her hand and uncurled her fingers from the fist and slowly extended her hand to me, beckoning me to come and join her on the mattress as she opened her legs.

      I thought of the men who had used her, men who didn’t even know her name. A name was given to her by her mother and father who missed her so much that they would give anything to have her come home. I remember because I spoke to them. I remember the grief of her mother’s eyes and the anger that had consumed her father. The pair had spent every last dime to their name to try and help her, but no matter what they did, no matter how hard they worked, they just couldn’t bring her home.

      I still remembered seeing all of those pictures of her when she was a child, pictures that showed a little girl who loved to gather flowers from the hill behind their house. A little girl who sang in the church choir. A little girl who loved playing hide and seek with her father.

      I also saw the woman who had strayed from her path. The streets had taken that little girl, chewed her up, and spit her out. She was gone.

      Both girls needed to be saved, but there was only one that I could handle, for now, just one that was speaking to me the loudest.

      I picked up the redhead girl’s picture. She had gone furthest from her former self. It was time for me to bring her home to a loving family who missed her. I would be her angel of mercy.
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      Susan sat up on the mattress, her brain like jelly, and rubbed her eyes. When her vision adjusted to her surroundings again, coming down from the high, she saw that Allie was gone, most likely working the corner. It was time for her to leave.

      Despite already being tired and hungry, Susan chose to walk home. It gave her time to think, to clear her head.

      Starving, the only place Susan knew would be open was Ryan’s Deli. It was one of the rare late-night spots in the city, catering to the drunk and the wandering. The sandwich was good, the bread slightly warm since Ryan’s also doubled as a bakery, and it was one of the few places in Seattle that didn’t smell like fish. She hated fish.

      The bread of her sandwich didn’t stay warm for long after she stepped outside, and she ate quickly, practically devouring the sandwich in five bites. Finished, she tossed the wrapper into a trash can, shooting from what she thought was the three-point line, missed, and then picked the wrapper up and dunked it to make herself feel better.

      Susan’s apartment was close to downtown, and far from the south side where she performed most of her undercover work. She was amazed at how traveling just a few blocks could transport her into a completely different world.

      The moment she entered her building, she was greeted with the warmth of functioning heat and immediately sighed in relief. Her skin tingled as it warmed, and she took the elevator up to the third floor.

      Susan closed her eyes and leaned against the wall, thankful to be in a safe place. Six weeks of looking over her shoulder had taken its toll, despite the training she received at an early age.

      Instead of playing with toys and enjoying family dinners, Susan’s earliest memories were of her father passed out on the couch as she took the still-burning cigarette from his fingers and put it in the ashtray with the pile of nubs that he’d smoked all morning.

      Susan had stuck around for a few years in their small little town, feeling obligated to try and take care of her father, but his example had already led her down her own path of addiction. After her father’s funeral, Susan managed to clean her act up and found her way to Seattle, which was as far a plane ticket as she could afford.

      The elevator pinged and the doors opened. Susan pushed off the back wall and stepped into the hallway, her hand already in her pocket as she walked toward her apartment.

      The building was clean and quiet. Susan didn’t know most of her neighbors and made no effort to change it.

      Almost to her apartment with the key in hand, Susan stopped when she saw her door was already cracked open, light from inside spilling through the opening. She unholstered her pistol and leaned her ear into the crack, but heard nothing inside.

      Pistol gripped in both hands, Susan entered. The one-bedroom apartment was small, and the front door opened to the living room with the kitchen on the right-hand side. The living room lamp was the source of the light, but she found no one inside, the place untouched.

      Susan glanced down at the floor, and she found boot prints on the hardwood. One pair, large, most likely men’s, and while she saw the prints entering the apartment, she didn’t see them leave.

      Susan followed the boot prints to the bedroom where her door was open. She swung wide left, passing over the bedroom’s entrance so that she could get a quick look inside, but she saw nothing.

      A toilet flushed, and Susan tensed. With the sink running, she stepped into the bedroom and aimed the pistol at the closed bathroom door. When it opened, she placed her finger over the trigger. “Freeze!”

      The man jumped, throwing his arms in the air immediately in surprise.

      Susan immediately lowered the weapon when she recognized him. “Charlie?”

      Charlie Thistle kept his hands raised even though the weapon wasn’t pointed at him anymore and struggled to catch his breath. “Christ, Suze, what the hell— will you put that away?” He finally dropped his hands, and Susan holstered her pistol.

      “I could have shot you.” Susan’s heart pounded, and she knew that it would be hours before she’d calmed down again and catch up on her much-needed sleep. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Charlie swiped his palm over the top of his head; his hair was buzzed down to the nub, the sides faded until there was nothing but skin. He stepped from the bathroom doorway but kept his distance. “I heard about the Laundromat. Marco isn’t happy. He has people looking for you.” He shrugged a little, his tall, lanky body jerky in the random spasms it did whenever she saw him be nervous or embarrassed. “I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      “I’m fine,” Susan said, her tone harsher than she intended. “You pick the lock?”

      Charlie smirked. “Didn’t think you’d mind.” He stepped toward her, and she didn’t stop him when he kissed her, but she didn’t kiss him back. He noticed. “What’s wrong?”

      “You shouldn’t be here.” Susan stepped away, heading toward the front door. She poked her head out into the hallway, checking to make sure they hadn’t drawn anyone’s attention before closing it. When she turned around, Charlie was standing in the bedroom doorway.

      “I told you I just wanted to make sure you were all right,” Charlie said. “I don’t think you understand what Marco does to the people who double-cross him.”

      “And what makes you think he thinks I’m the one who double-crossed him?” Susan asked. “As far as he knows, Susan Pritcher will be spending the next eighteen months in a women’s correctional facility before being transferred to a location in the southeast due to prior convictions.” She crossed her arms. “You shouldn’t have broken in here. If someone saw you, they could have called the cops.”

      Charlie dismissively waved his hand. “Ah, I’d just tell them that I know a cop—”

      “I’m serious, Charlie.” Susan raised her voice, and the lashing was harsher than she intended, but she needed to make sure he understood. “Who I was earlier today, who you saw for the past six weeks, that’s not me. That was a job.”

      Charlie dropped the playful act and then nodded. He pushed himself off the door jamb and then stepped to the center of the room. “I know what you are. I know what you do. But it wasn’t all fake.”

      “I’m better at pretending than you think.” Susan stepped aside and opened the door, leaving space for Charlie to go.

      Charlie looked at the open door, then looked to Susan. He stepped toward the door, stopping next to her. He glanced down at her and Susan’s breath quickened, her heart racing.

      Charlie then slowly closed the door, keeping himself in the apartment, and then stepped toward her, lifting her chin, so she looked him in the eye. “You’re not as good as you think.”

      When he leaned in for the second kiss, she didn’t hold back.
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      The wind howled outside of the van, and the cold seeped through the windows and doors even with the heat blowing full blast from the vents. The red head’s picture in hand, I cruised the south side streets.

      I checked the usual spots, but I couldn’t find her. With dawn only hours away, I was running out of darkness. But there was one more place to check.

      I drove away from the south streets and headed northwest where I found street parking between two buildings on the edge of Seattle’s downtown. I didn’t visit this area often, but I had parked my van in that same spot before and had never had a problem, and I didn’t anticipate one tonight.

      I gathered my backpack, leaving nothing behind in the van that could raise any suspicion if the unthinkable happened, and then trudged down the streets in the frigid cold.

      Even with the layers and my collar flipped, the cold still bit through to my bones. It was weather I thought I would have been used to by now, but every new winter surprised me.

      The longer I searched through the streets, the more anxious I became. I had already put so much thought into getting her tonight that it was becoming difficult to get her out of my head. The only thing that I could imagine was taking her back to the lab and watching her choose. A few minutes later, I still couldn’t contain my excitement as I neared Box Town by the docks.

      Box Town was a network of old portable homes that addicts used whenever weather conditions became unlivable for anyone outside of a building, and they all huddled together for body heat in the small units that had once been used as overflow classrooms for public schools going under construction or had been permanently overcrowded.

      I had made sure to put on my old coat, which was ratty and torn so I would blend in with Box Town’s residents. Blending in wasn’t hard. A little dirt on my cheeks, some old clothes with holes in them, capped off with a hat and no one was the wiser.

      I saw the cluster of old portable units up ahead. Careful to keep an eye out to make sure that no one was following me, I walked around the outskirts of the portables, keeping to the edges and listening for any movement inside. I heard nothing.

      I walked around to the west side, which faced the harbor, and found the portable’s windows. One by one I checked the insides, searching the floor for that bright spot of red. The first three were empty, but when I checked the fourth, I saw a few bodies lying on the dirtied tile. Each of them was covered with old rags, blankets, newspapers, anything they could use to keep warm. I squinted, my eyes straining to find my girl, and just when I thought she wasn’t inside, I spotted the flash of red.

      My heart fluttered with excitement, but I had to be careful. Aside from the girl, I counted three others inside, though I knew that most of them were probably high.

      I removed my backpack and prepared the syringe and needle. The sedative would knock her out, allow me to grab her without any trouble. It was a bit of a risk taking her with other people around, but I was so close that I could taste it. I had come too far to turn back now.

      I walked back to the front of the portables and opened the door quickly. There was some movement when I stepped inside, but it ended quickly the moment I shut the door.

      Twice the floor groaned in defiance of my weight, and while I paused to see if anyone woke, there was no movement. Only a few dreamless murmurs that fluttered through the air.

      The closer I moved to the girl, the more excited I became, and by the time I stood over top of her, I was shaking. I shut my eyes, calming myself, and then bent down and stabbed her arm with the needle. Once I was sure she was unconscious, I scooped her in my arms where she remained lifeless. She was lighter than I had expected, but it made it easier to walk.

      And just when I was only a few feet from the door, a voice caused the hairs on my neck to prick upwards.

      “What-the-hell-you-doing-fucker?” The man slurred the question into nearly a single word. He rustled, and the other two in the room grumbled.

      It was the fear of being caught that hastened my pace, but when I opened the door, between balancing the girl and moving quickly, my foot struck something, sending both myself and the girl to the ground.

      I let her go, sending her limp body rolling to the pavement like a rag doll, rolling a few rotations before coming to a stop.

      I thrust out my arms to brace myself from the fall, but the ice on the ground caused me to slide forward, and my nose struck against the asphalt.

      Scrambling to my feet, all the blood in my body rushed to my head. I quickly picked the girl off the ground and walked swiftly through Box Town.

      “Hey!” Someone shouted from behind me. “Where you taking her? Hey! I’m talking to you!”

      I tried to keep my head down, keep moving, but my face was warm, and I looked down to realize that I was dripping blood on the girl. “Shit.”

      To my left and right, I saw people starting to move from their tents. This wasn’t how it happened before, no one bothered me before, they were all too concerned with themselves.

      Before I drew any more attention to myself, I sprinted to the van, my feet pounding against the pavement, the cold stabbing my joints every time my foot hit the asphalt. By the time I reached the van, every muscle in my body burned.

      I opened the back doors and tossed her inside, moving quickly toward the driver-side door. I checked to make sure no one followed me and then climbed inside.

      I stole a quick glance in my rearview mirror and saw that what I thought was a little scrape was a stream of blood pouring from my nose.

      My breathing became wild and uncontrolled. I glanced down at my clothes. My blood was everywhere. It was a mess. A fucking mess!

      But I needed to leave. I’d drawn too much attention to myself. I climbed back into the driver seat and headed south, keeping to the city’s outskirts, racing against the morning sun which would expose me to the world, to the authorities.

      I managed to return to the lab, parking the van around the back and carried the redhead inside. I placed her on the cot in the holding room and then watched her sleep. She was so peaceful, so innocent. And she would be again.

      I locked the door and then stepped back into my work area. I saw the dress I had made still hanging on the back of the chair, and I looked from it to the blood on my hands.

      I quickly removed all of my clothes, everything, including my shoes. I could buy new ones. I shoved all of them into a garbage bag and then showered. I scrubbed using hot water, spending as much time beneath my nails and my hair as I could, making sure that every square inch of my body was clean. I watched the blood disappear down the drain, and I took the time to think about what I needed to do next.

      The bag of bloody clothes would need to be incinerated, along with anything I used to clean the van and the inside of the shower.

      The girl also had my blood on her. I’d need to take her clothes off, burn those as well. I might even need to clean the girl. But I could do that after she had made her choice. I was beginning to feel better. I could still do this.

      I dried and dressed, and then checked on the girl. She was still passed out on the cot. If I were going to change her clothes, then I would need to do it quickly. I still had some of Katy’s garments, and I knew those were clean because I washed them after I kept them.

      Even though she was still asleep, I entered quietly. Blood covered her clothes, and her face and hands were dirtied with grime. The world had stained her, and the only way for her to be cleaned was through me.

      I reached down and grabbed a lock of that red hair, pulling on the curls until they unwound and were straight. Even her hair had lost some of its shine.

      I knelt and brushed her hair back out of her dirty face and tucked it behind her ears, letting it spill around her head like a basket of red springs. “I can help you. I can save you.” I whispered the sweet nothings into her ear, and the sudden urge to kiss her overwhelmed me. I brought my lips so close that I could feel the warmth radiating off her body. It was intoxicating.

      But I quickly turned away, knowing that I was pushing myself to close to the edge. I had to remember why she was here.

      I removed her clothes, taking care to ensure that the process was clinical, but she was so young, so pretty, that it was difficult. By the time she was naked my pulse had skyrocketed, my body had flushed with heat, the rush of blood to my head was so intense that my vision tunneled until I could only see through nothing more than a narrow pinwheel.

      I shut the door behind me, not realizing I was holding my breath until the door was locked and I gasped for air.

      I dropped the clothes and then fell to my knees, my vision slowly returning. Drenched in sweat, I caught the sour stench of fear radiating off my body. That had been too close. I placed her bloodied clothes in the bag with my own. I would need to get rid of it quickly and also clean the van. I couldn’t be caught now. So many still needed my help.
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      It was the first time in almost two months that Susan slept through the night, but when she woke up, her head was pounding, and her tongue felt like sandpaper on the inside of her mouth; side effects from the heroin she took from Allie.

      Naked, Susan flung the covers off of her and glanced to the left side of the bed. Charlie was still asleep, and Susan knew that she was only digging herself deeper into a hole that she wouldn’t be able to escape.

      Every police instinct told her to stop. But she didn’t. Now things would become dangerous for both of them.

      Chris had worked for the South Siders as a low-level dealer and had been one of her first contacts within the gang. He had figured out she was a cop, but he had decided to help her anyway. But if his bosses found out he was sleeping with her, if they discovered that he had a hand in the raid at the Laundromat, he wouldn’t be long for this world. And he wouldn’t be the only one in trouble if their relationship was made public.

      Susan would be crucified in the department by Williams, her reputation ruined with a single phrase - “sleeping with an informant.” And if she continued down this road, it would be inevitable that they would find out. She was sleeping with a ticking time bomb.

      Head pounding, Susan headed for the bathroom, turned on the shower, and prayed that Charlie slept through the noise. She needed some time alone to get her head on straight.

      The shower helped, and when she was finished, she drip-dried in the steamy haze the hot water had left behind, basking in the warmth. She wrapped a towel around her body and stepped into the bedroom, finding Charlie already out of bed, one leg poking through his jeans while the other was still outside his pants.

      “Hey,” Charlie said.

      “Hey,” Susan said.

      The pair stared at one another for a moment and then Susan moved toward her closet, tossing the towel on the bed behind her as she kept her back to Charlie and the pair dressed.

      “I didn’t see any food in the fridge,” he said, his belt buckle jingling. “You hungry?”

      Susan slipped her arms through her bra straps and then clipped it behind her back. “I have work, and I overslept as it is.” She had her hands on a white blouse when Charlie’s hands touched her hips, and she felt his stomach pressed against her back. She froze.

      “I understand your job,” Charlie said, making no effort to turn her around. “And I know you understand mine. But we don’t have to be cold to one another.” He gently raised his fingertips to the marks in the crook of her arm where she’d shoot up. “Looks fresh. Did you use last night?” When she didn’t answer, he removed his fingertips from her skin and then stepped back, the heat from his body leaving a cold spot on her exposed upper back.

      Susan spun around, putting on her shirt and catching the time on the clock. “I’ll call you when I can.”

      Charlie scoffed and finished putting on his shoes. “Yeah. I’m sure you will.” He stood, but just before he stepped out of the bedroom, he turned back to her. “I know you’re out there at night chasing ghosts, Susan. But you’re never going to catch them.” He turned and left, his footsteps fading until the front door opened and then shut.

      She knew she shouldn’t have been so cold to him, but it was better to end all of this now instead of dragging it out. She was a cop. He was a dealer. It wouldn’t last.

      Before Susan departed, she walked to her dresser and grabbed a few essentials. She always kept a pair of gloves, zip ties, and evidence bags handy on her whenever she went out on the job. It was amazing how often she needed them. She also grabbed her lock pick set. It was illegal for her to carry, but it had come in handy on the street, and she thought that it might come in handy again. She tucked everything inside her blazer pocket when her cell buzzed on the nightstand, and she saw that it was the dispatch number. “Officer Quinton.”

      “It’s Palmer,” he said, shouting into her ear. He had her on speaker phone. “I just got a call from the coroner. The ME finished with our victim. She’s over at Seattle General. Can you meet me there in ten?”

      “Make it fifteen,” Susan said. “You want anything to eat?”

      “Depends on where you’re going,” Palmer answered. “I don’t do bagels.” He spoke it with a disdain that made her smile.

      “Fair enough. Don’t start without me.”

      “Copy that.”

      The call ended, and Susan finished dressing. She had her pistol and her keys in hand and made it back to the door before she stopped herself. She returned to the bedroom and opened the top drawer, removing her badge. She hadn’t worn it since her undercover stint and ran her thumb over the shield, thinking about all that she had done over the past six weeks.

      All of the lying, all of the drugs, all of the violence that plagued the streets was starting to boil over. Susan knew that even right now, somewhere in the south side, somebody just OD’d. It could be anyone: a father, mother, son, daughter, sister, brother. The drugs didn’t care who they took, and the people that provided them to addicts were practically pulling the trigger themselves.

      Susan touched the crook of her arm beneath the blazer she wore. She knew that Charlie didn’t like it when she used. He was one of the rare dealers who didn’t dabble in his product.

      But it was like Charlie said. He knew what she did. And she knew what he did. Now, it was time for her to go to work.
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      When Susan got behind the wheel of her car, she had the brief fear that she wouldn’t remember how to drive. But she maneuvered out of the parking lot just fine. She stopped at a Dutch Brothers on the way into the city. In a metropolis filled with Starbucks, she enjoyed the Oregon-brewed caffeine. It was the only good thing she’d found so far about moving out here.

      After coffee she searched for food, avoiding anything sandwiched between bagels, opting for two breakfast burritos.

      The drive exposed Susan to morning traffic, something she hadn’t had to deal with since the start of her undercover assignment. The weather wasn’t cooperating either, the skies already spitting freezing rain as she sipped the warm deliciousness from her cup, struggling to get back into life’s little idiosyncrasies.

      Two days ago she had woken up on the floor of one of the clubhouses of the South Side gang after an all-night party. It confirmed the deal with the Third Streeters that sealed the fate of both gang’s top lieutenants. Looking back on it now seemed like a hazy dream.

      When Susan pulled into the hospital parking lot, she spotted the unmarked cruiser parked near the edge of the drop-off area, and she wondered if Winterguard would be joining them. Since she only bought one burrito, she was thinking not.

      Because the car belonged to her and not the department, Susan parked in the regular parking lot, finding the closest spot toward the front. She finished her burrito in her car, then hung her badge around her neck. She then carried the bag and two coffees to the hospital, and she found Palmer waiting for her in the lobby. He was alone — no Winterguard.

      “Thanks.” Palmer reached for the bag of food and then quickly unwrapped the foil, taking a bite and shutting his eyes. “Damn that’s good.” He opened his eyes and wiped his mouth, taking the coffee next, then gestured to the hallway. “C’mon. I’ve already signed us in, and Gary is busy.”

      Having never worked homicide before, Susan figured Gary was the medical examiner. She kept pace with Palmer down the hallway, Palmer filling her in on a few details between bites.

      “I know this is probably your first time down in the basement,” Palmer said. “You don’t get used to the smell, and it’ll be cold. You have a thing about blood?”

      “So long as it’s not mine, I should be fine,” Susan answered.

      Palmer laughed, nodding as he took another big bite while a few bits of an egg dropped to the tile. “Most MEs like to go through their whole spiel, and then you can add your questions later. Gary’s a bit of a stickler on that front, so don’t get too flustered about that. Best to let him finish. He talks fast too, so I like to record him. He doesn’t mind that. I think it makes him feel superior.”

      Susan nodded, taking mental notes while continuing to drink the coffee.

      “But the most important thing to remember about our good friend Gary is that he insists on a sterile work environment.” Palmer stopped and then popped the rest of the burrito into his mouth, the bite so big that Susan was sure he had to unhinge his jaw to make it fit. He swallowed, then drained his cup of coffee. “No food or drinks allowed in the morgue. And that’s just a Gary stipulation. No one else cares.”

      Susan nodded. “Good to know.” She finished her coffee and chucked it into the wastebasket before they stepped into the elevator and descended into the basement.

      The smell hit Susan immediately, but it wasn’t so much the stench of death as it was the overpowering scent of disinfectant that was so potent. It was like breathing bleach.

      Palmer entered a side room, going in first, but holding the door for Susan. Inside she found an ample space with three steel tables along the center, two of which had bodies covered with sheets, both pairs of feet protruding from beneath the blanket, a red tag on each of their big toes that ID’d the body. Steel cabinets, counters with sinks, and a storage wall for the other bodies that were in the queue to be examined lined the rest of the room.

      The door opened behind them and Susan turned just in time to watch a man pass in a blur, moving swiftly and efficiently, who Susan presumed was Gary “The Uptight” Medical Examiner.

      “Hi, Gary—”

      “You’re late.” Gary flipped the sheet off the dead girl’s face and picked up the clipboard that was in the clear slot at the head of the table.

      “That’s my fault,” Susan said, raising her hand.

      “Don’t care.” Gary cleared his throat and then started walking through the details of the body, and Palmer quickly reached for his phone while Susan kept her distance.

      “The clothes on the body of the victim were handmade, the stitching recently fresh. The dress she was found in was not the same dress she wore during her time of death. No fibers or other hair were found on the body. The cause of death is a lethal dosage of several prescription drugs. The deceased had multiple marks along both forearms consistent with drug use through needles.” Still looking at his clipboard, Gary moved toward the foot of the table. “There was some bruising around the pelvis, but the bruises were old, indicating that any sexual encounter happened several days ago. I found no semen in the body, and there were no signs of sexual conduct post mortem.” He walked to the feet. “Overall, there were no signs of a struggle or fight before the victim died from her drug overdose.” He cleared his throat. “However, there is bruising post mortem signaling that the body was handled after the time of death, which is consistent with foul play.” He nodded and then tore off a page from his clipboard and handed it to Palmer. “That’s a list of drugs that were in her system.”

      Susan walked toward the body, getting a closer look at the girl. The light above the steel table accentuated the decay of her skin into that sickly grey color.

      “Christ, she had all of this in her?” Palmer asked, flipping through the pages.

      Susan walked over and glanced at the sheet. She knew the names of the drugs on the list. They were popular on the streets.

      “You have any working theories, Gary?” Palmer asked, finished scanning the notes.

      “The body was moved to the location after the victim was deceased and she was given a dosage of pills that was enough to kill five people,” Gary answered. “The victim was murdered.” Gary pulled the sheet back over the body and then wheeled a cart over to collect the remains. “You can leave now.”

      Palmer touched Susan on the elbow, guiding her back to the door, leaving the oddly clinical medical examiner to his work.

      Out in the hallway, Susan finished scanning the notes and then handed them back to Palmer. “You weren’t kidding about him being particular.”

      “He’s probably the best medical examiner in the state,” Palmer said. “A lot of cops don’t like him because he comes off as kind of a dick.”

      “Kind of?” Susan asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “All right, he’s a dick, but he does good work, and it’s because he takes his emotions out of his examinations. Just the facts, ma’am.” Palmer lightly touched his stomach, grimacing. “I think I ate that burrito too fast. Why don’t you go first? Give me what you think.”

      “Well, it was obvious she was with someone, and with the number of drugs that were in her system, she must have been with someone who had access to either large amounts of cash or large amounts of drugs.” Susan pressed the elevator button, and the pair waited for the doors to open. “Most of the gangs in the south side were slinging heroine, but I knew a few who specialized in prescription drugs.” Including Charlie. “But none of them have large quantities.”

      “Ever see her before?” Palmer asked. “Out on the street.”

      “No.”

      The elevator doors opened, and the pair stepped inside. Palmer hit the first-floor button and the doors closed.

      “The dress,” Susan said. “It could be a calling card for our killer.”

      “Especially since it was handmade,” Palmer said. “Winterguard is checking stores for the purchase of that kind of fabric, seeing if we can get any hits. You sure she wasn’t in a gang?”

      “I’m sure,” Susan answered.

      The doors opened, and Palmer stepped out.

      “I think we’re dealing with someone that’s not gang affiliated,” Susan said. “And the fact that she was brought to her home, to her real home, suggests a friend. Someone who knew her well, someone who got past the walls that people put up on the streets.”

      When Palmer didn’t say anything else, Susan thought that she had lost him. But he reached into his pocket and removed his phone. “I have to go and meet Winterguard for another case we’re working, but you should go and check out the family’s house. You could give us a different persepective on the parents. I’ll give you their address.”

      Once Susan had both the location and the parents’ numbers, Palmer started to walk toward his car. But Susan had never interacted with the victims of perps before. She had been so involved in dealing with folks on the street that she wasn’t sure she even knew how.

      “You have any tips on how to talk to the parents?” Susan asked.

      Palmer didn’t turn around as he shouted his response. “It’s typically helpful to ask questions in homicide cases.” He shut the door to his cruiser and started the engine, exhaust circling Susan as he drove away.
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      Susan spent the ride to the parents’ house trying to focus on how normal folks spoke with one another. Today had been the longest she’d ever gone in six weeks without speaking to someone high, getting high, or coming down from a high. She had adapted to those types of people, that type of conversation.

      With rush hour over the traffic had lightened, and she stuck to the back roads, avoiding the highway after a report of a car crash came in over the radio.

      But while she was driving, a glare flickered in her rearview mirror, and Susan squinted as she saw sunlight reflected off the windshield of a black sedan twenty yards behind her. It was a car that she recognized from her time on the street.

      Low suspension, tinted windows, fresh paint on an older model. It looked like it could be a Cadillac or older Buick, a classic gangbanger vehicle. She tightened her grip on the steering wheel and then made the next left, using her blinker.

      After she turned, Susan flicked her eyes back to the rearview mirror, waiting, hoping that she was wrong. But the black sedan turned, following her onto the street, and started to pick up speed.

      “Shit.” Susan floored the accelerator and then reached for her phone, pissed that she hadn’t check out a rover from the precinct.

      She turned down a side street, the car still following, and she finally got dispatch on the line. “This is Officer Susan Quinton, I have a tail on me and—”

      Gunfire erupted from the sedan, the automatic fire knocking against the back of her car with heavy thuds, shattering the rear windshield.

      Susan ducked, dropping the phone to the floorboard as she grabbed the steering wheel with both hands and overcorrected her path, taking the car onto the sidewalk, but she veered back onto the street quickly enough.

      “Fuck!” Susan kept low, barely able to see over her dash. The gunfire behind her continued, and she turned the next left, tires screeching, veering into the oncoming lane of traffic.

      A truck blared its horn, swerving out of the way after Susan turned, a near miss head-on collision.

      Susan straightened the wheel then glanced behind her, finding the shooter’s vehicle closing the gap. Even with the accelerator to the floor, the sedan was still gaining on her and moved close enough to nudge the back of her Malibu.

      The car jolted forward, and Susan struggled to keep the wheel steady. Traffic had thickened, and she knew that if they continued down this street, someone was going to get hurt. Knowing she couldn’t outrun them, and with no other way to prevent the gangbangers from hurting innocent civilians in the crossfire, Susan slammed on the brakes.

      The Malibu’s tires squealed and smoked against the pavement, but the centrifugal motion of her stop was quickly interrupted by the smash against her rear bumper.

      The airbag in the steering column exploded, popping Susan in the face as the seatbelt kept her from being thrust into the windshield. The crash of metal and glass caused a high-pitched ringing in Susan’s ear accompanied by a sharp pain in her head, spreading from the nose and forehead.

      Both cars eventually came to a stop, and Susan glanced around, most of the windows around her car broken and shattered. She caught sight of the sedan behind her, smashed into her bumper. Her vision was spotty and blurred, and she felt a warm trickle of blood leaking down her forehead.

      Voices echoed behind her, and the sound of metal groaned. She looked into her side mirror and saw a man step out, a rifle in his hands. He stumbled a step, shaking off the effects of the crash, but the pair made eye contact in the mirror.

      The sight of the gangbanger caused Susan to stir, and she quickly fumbled her hand over the holster and her standard issued M&P 9mm. The motion was quick and practiced, but the seatbelt limited her movement to turn to the left, so she spun around and fired through the back of her busted windshield.

      Still shaking from the wreck, her aim was off, and the bullet shattered what remained of the windshield, but the close contact forced the shooter back into the car, and the vehicle backed up, separating itself from Susan’s Malibu.

      The car jolted after the separation, and Susan’s brief retaliation only triggered more gunfire as she ducked below the window line as the sedan drove past before it took a quick left down the side road.

      Susan kept the gun up and raised, but she didn’t shoot. The vehicle was too far out of range. But she caught the plates before the car dissappeared. She lowered the pistol, catching her breath after the wreck.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The entire street had been blocked off, the crowds gathering from behind the police lines taking video and pictures with their phones. The media had arrived, setting up news vans, their cameras zooming to check the damage of Susan’s car. The quiet city street had transformed into a circus.

      A slew of police vehicles had been called to the scene, and Susan watched from the back of an ambulance as investigators marked off shell casings, measuring tire marks, forensic techs swiping pieces of metal and paint from her Malibu’s bumber.

      The paramedic finished the bandage on her forehead and then grabbed his blood pressure kit. “Roll up your sleeve for me.”

      “No,” Susan said. “My blood pressure is fine.”

      “Ma’am, I think—”

      “You know I still have my gun on me.” Susan stared at him, and the medic slowly put the blood pressure kit back down.

      The paramedic reached for a light and then raised his finger in front of her. “Just follow my finger for me.” He shone the light into her eyes and then slowly moved his finger left to right, up and down, Susan following it despite the pain of the flashlight.

      Finished, he clicked off the light and dropped the finger. He stared at Susan a moment too long, long enough for her to notice, and then he picked up his bag. “Are you on any medications right now, Officer?”

      “No,” Susan answered quickly.

      The medic nodded and then shouldered the strap. “Well, you have some slight dilation in your eyes, which could be an effect of a concussion. Do you feel dizzy, slight of breath?”

      “No.” Susan lied. She was still dizzy, and her head was pounding, but she knew that going to a hospital would require her peeing in a cup, and she wasn’t in the mood to get popped for a drug test. She needed more time to get clean.

      “Well, I still highly recommend that you get checked out by a doctor, but I can’t make you go if you don’t want to.” He sighed and then stepped off the back platform. “And I’m in no mood to get shot.” He started to leave, but then stopped, turning back toward Susan, leaning close and dropping his voice to a whisper. “But if you don’t want people to know that you’re high, then I suggest that you stop using drugs.” He raised his eyebrows and then walked toward the front of the ambulance.

      Susan froze, surprised that he would make the accusation. She opened her mouth to speak but couldn’t manage anything before the medic disappeared.

      Dumbfounded, she didn’t notice Lieutenant Williams was nearby until he spoke. “You all right, Q?”

      Susan nodded, trying to recover quickly. “Fine, sir.”

      Williams kept his distance for a moment, giving her a look up and down, and then glanced back to the crumpled mess that was her car. “Hope you kept your insurance up to date.” Williams sat next to her in the back of the ambulance. “Any idea who might have done this?”

      Susan gently pressed the bandage on top of her head. “Could have been Third Streeters or South Siders. I didn’t get a good look at them, but I saw their plates.”

      Williams held a steady and focused eye on Susan that made her feel exposed. He crossed his arms, slouching slightly, his well-fitted suit showing his physique. “A lot of cops need time to decompress after a long undercover stint. Maybe putting you on the homicide case was a mistake.”

      “It wasn’t,” Susan said. “I can help. I know I can.”

      Williams gestured to the car riddled with bullet holes. “And if this was retaliation?”

      “It was a warning shot.” Susan knew that it was more than that, but she kept her cool, playing it off like she hadn’t nearly died. “They could have killed me, but they didn’t. It was just for show.”

      “Hell of a show,” Williams said.

      “I’m fine, Lieutenant.” Susan sat there, waiting for her judgment, praying that she wasn’t taken off the case.

      Finally, Williams stood and then pocketed his hands into his pants. “I want daily updates from you, and I want you to start seeing one of the department’s psychologists.” He held up a hand before she could dispute it. “That’s non-negotiable. You’ve been through a lot, and you need to decompress. You’re no good to the department if you can’t think straight.” He then stepped closer and lowered his volume. “I know that you had to do things outside of the books when you were undercover. But those things are over now, understand?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Williams walked away, and Susan knew that the lieutenant was giving her an unofficial warning. Maybe a final warning. And if that was the case, then she wasn’t going to waste it.

      Susan grabbed one of the officers on scene and hitched a ride. She still wanted to speak with Katy Matthews’ parents. Because dealing with another issue instead of focusing on herself had always been how Susan handled her life, and she wasn’t about to start changing that up now. Not after it had worked so well.
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      The officer that gave Susan a ride was heavyset, young, and she couldn’t help but wonder how the guy managed to pass the department physical. He didn’t look too far removed from the academy.

      “A lot of people have been spooked around here because of that girl,” Officer Sparks said, scratching the loose fat beneath his chin, which bulged due to the tight fit around his collar. It looked like it was slowly choking him. “The office has been flooded with calls for patrols in the area. Parents are afraid their kids are going to get snatched up or something.”

      “So long as they’re not runaways, I don’t think the parents have anything to worry about.” Susan studied the houses in the neighborhood. They were older, middle-income type housing, which Susan understood was becoming rarer in the city.

      The gap between the haves and the have nots was growing at an exponential rate, and the decrease in the middle class was directly correlated with the rising drug epidemic that was gripping the city. People were just giving up, falling off, and vanishing into darkened alleys.

      Statistically, every fourth house she passed would have someone abusing drugs. The numbers were that high in the city. Addiction didn’t discriminate, and it didn’t care about your personal life. All it cared about was being front and center.

      “So you work Vice? That’s nuts.” Sparks laughed. “How’d you score that deal?”

      “I asked,” Susan answered, wiping the sweat collecting on her upper lip. The heat coming out of the vents was suddenly burning hot, and she closed the one on her side.

      “Yeah, not too many folks like that kind of work,” Sparks said. “Me, I like the patrol. Get out, see the city, be a resource. I know I might look like I enjoy riding the desk, but it’s just not for me.”

      But Susan noticed that he didn’t mind riding in a car. A chair was a chair no matter if it was mobile or stationary.

      “How’d you get caught up in working with the Homicide unit?”

      “Looks like the house is just up there,” Susan answered, and then unclipped her seatbelt, thankful that she didn’t have to play twenty-one questions.

      Sparks pulled up to the driveway, putting the car in park. “You want me to hang around for a minute?”

      “No, I’m okay.” Susan smiled and then waved. “Appreciate the ride.”

      “Not a problem, but if you change your mind, just key into dispatch. I still might be close.”

      Susan shut the door and then gave a thumbs up to the officer as she walked up the driveway to the house. Two cars sat in the driveway, and Susan suspected that both parents had stayed home from work given what happened.

      Halfway up the driveway, Susan stopped, staring at the house. She studied the plain and simple details of the home. The manicured yard, the fresh paint that had been applied the previous summer to prepare for the harsh winter temperatures.

      Covered flowerbeds rested beneath the two front windows. Wind chimes hung from the ceiling of a screened-in porch, adding to the noise of the neighborhood, which was comprised of the occasional barking dog, car, or young child screaming. She thought of how many times Katy might have played with her parents in the yard, or if she helped her mother with the garden.

      The reality of the situation hit her in full force. She was about to speak with grieving parents, a mother and father who had loved their daughter, only to lose her to a disease that festered and rotted you from the inside out.

      Susan turned and glanced down the street at the other houses, remembering the statistic that one in four individuals in the area suffered from addiction. And she wondered how many of these perfect little homes had become infected by the poison killing the city.

      “Can I help you?”

      Susan jumped, turning quickly back to the front door where she saw a middle-aged man, dressed in a grey shirt and jeans, a hand towel over his shoulder.

      “Mr. Matthews?” Susan asked, still glued to her spot on the driveway.

      “Yes?” he answered, stepping out of the screen porch, the door groaning as it swung shut behind him. “Who are you?”

      Susan lifted the badge around her neck. “I’m Officer Susan Quinton. I’m assisting Detectives Palmer and Winterguard on your daughter’s case. I apologize for not calling ahead, but I was just brought onto the case, and I wanted—”

      “Ronald?” The voice belonged to a woman who stepped from the screened porch and joined Mr. Matthews’s side. “What is going on?”

      Even with the distance between them, Susan could see the bags beneath her eyes. She had been crying last night, and probably didn’t sleep. Susan saw the resemblance to Katy Matthews on the old woman’s face. She was her mother.

      “She’s with the police,” Mr. Matthews said. “Said she is working Katy’s case.”

      The woman clasped her hands together. “Did you find something? Did you get a suspect, or have a lineup or something? I read that the first forty-eight hours of a homicide case are important.”

      “I was just hoping to ask you a few more questions—”

      “We’ve already answered questions,” Mr. Matthews said.

      “Yes, sir, but I’m here to get a different perspective,” Susan said. “I won’t take up much of your time, or if this is a bad time, we can reschedule—”

      “Fine.” Mr. Matthews added an exasperated breath as he turned toward the door, his wife following. He stopped to let his wife in first, and then turned, staring at Susan, who hadn’t moved. “You coming or not?”

      Susan joined them inside and was greeted with the warmth of a cozy home. She removed her jacket, and Mrs. Matthews graciously took it, the mild-mannered mother setting it carefully on a spare hook.

      “Are you hungry?” Mrs. Matthews asked.

      “Sheila,” Ronald said, his voice stern. “We don’t have to do that.”

      “No, he’s right,” Susan said. “I’m fine. Is there a place we could talk?”

      “The living room is a little messy,” Sheila answered. “But we can talk in there.”

      Susan followed Sheila into the living room, Ronald reluctantly following. Sheila let Susan sit first on the couch, and then sat next to her. Ronald remained standing in the living room’s entryway, arms folded across his chest. Susan figured that the man was tired of having his privacy intruded upon.

      Sheila Matthews was a petite woman, while Ronald Matthews was a big man. She saw that Katy had fallen between them in the height department, a smooth blend of features bestowed upon their daughter. Katy had the same nose and ears, while Ronald had passed on his blue eyes and blond hair.

      “Thank you for speaking with me,” Susan said. “I just wanted to go over some information, and I might be asking some of the same questions that my partners did earlier, but if you could answer them for me firsthand, that would be helpful.”

      “Yes, of course.” Sheila leaned forward, her posture looking as though she might take notes at a moment’s notice, while Ronald only rolled his eyes.

      “I appreciate that,” Susan said. “Can you tell me the last time that you spoke with your daughter?”

      “Yes, it was six weeks ago,” Sheila answered.

      “Was it in person or over the phone?” Susan asked.

      “By phone,” Sheila answered. “It was an unknown number. She called our landline. I thought maybe the detectives could trace the number, but I guess that’s not how it works.”

      “What did you two talk about?” Susan asked.

      “Shouldn’t you be writing some of this down?” Ronald asked.

      Susan paused and then nodded, knowing that while she might not be the best interviewer for a homicide case, she understood keeping your guard up to keep from being hurt, and she knew that’s exactly what Mr. Matthews was doing. And the only way she knew how to get that guard to lower was to explain what in the hell she was doing.

      “I have a good memory,” Susan said. “People say things, and I can just remember them. I see things, and I remember. All of it. Down to the last detail. And it doesn’t matter how long I saw it, it can only be for a few seconds, but I remember it. Sometimes it comes in handy in this line of work, and other times I wish that I could get rid of it. That’s why I don’t have a pen and paper, Mr. Matthews. It’s not because I don’t care about the case or am here as some kind of lip service. I was brought on to help, and I believe that I can.”

      Susan waited for the father’s reaction. She had been as honest with the man as she could without promising that she would find his daughter’s killer. She wasn’t here to get their hopes up, but she did want them to know that she was on their side.

      Ronald uncrossed his arms, and he walked over to the armchair, sitting down and leaning forward. He didn’t say anything, but Susan took it as the first sign that he was willing to cooperate, and that was all she needed from him.

      Susan faced Sheila again but leaned back in the sofa so she could still see Ronald’s reaction in her peripheral view. “What did you two talk about?”

      “She said that she missed us,” Sheila answered, her voice cracking, but she didn’t cry. Those tears had already fallen. “I told her that we missed her too and that we really wanted her to come home. But I didn’t try and rush her or pressure her about it. That was one of the techniques we learned at counseling. It’s best to just be supportive, to create a feeling of belonging, because it was important for the child to know and remember that it was okay to come home.”

      “Counseling?” Susan asked.

      “It was at one of the shelters we went to six months ago,” Ronald answered. “That was the last time Katy was home. She was in pretty bad shape but said she wanted to get better. We took her to a rehab center, and while she was getting clean, the place also offered classes for family members on how to deal with addicts, to create an environment for them so they don’t relapse, and to understand that what they have is a disease.”

      “What was the name of the rehab center?” Susan asked.

      “Ancient Oaks,” Sheila answered. “I have a brochure somewhere…” She glanced back to the kitchen.

      “Maybe I can grab that from you later,” Susan said, pulling the mother’s attention back to her. “What happened after she was at Ancient Oaks?”

      “Well, she was sober for a few weeks, and then…” Ronald clapped his hands together, then rubbed them as he tried to figure out what else to say. “And then she wasn’t.”

      “She relapsed,” Sheila said. “And we followed all the guidelines that we learned in our classes. We didn’t judge her, we tried to help her, but were firm in reinforcing that we wanted her to stay and that what she was doing to herself was hurtful to everyone involved.”

      “She left a few days later,” Ronald said. “She took my wallet, maxed out the credit cards, and we never heard from her again.”

      “Until six weeks ago?” Susan asked.

      “Yes,” Sheila answered.

      “Was she close to anyone? People that you knew that she hung out with?” Susan asked.

      “We didn’t know the crowd she got into,” Sheila answered. “But she did get close with a few of the people at Ancient Oaks. The man who runs it is very nice.”

      “And what’s his name?” Susan asked.

      “Shawn Foster,” Sheila answered. “The sweetest man. He actually helped us a lot during the classes we took at the center. I don’t think we could have made it through all of this without his help. He was a godsend.”

      “Do you mind if I take a look around her room?”

      Susan followed Sheila through the kitchen to the back of the house and into a narrow hallway. The bedroom door was closed, and along the way Susan glanced at a few of the pictures hung on the wall. They were a mixed bag of trips and holidays, first days of school and random images that were taken throughout the house and outside. She spotted one picture of a very young Katy and her mother working the garden beneath the windows.

      They both wore matching outfits complete with sunglasses and wide-brimmed gardening hats. It looked like summer, and the sun was shining.

      Sheila stood off to the side while Ronald didn’t even come close enough to look inside as Susan entered Katy’s bedroom.

      The place was decorated in the same fashion as any teenage girl would most likely decorate their room. Posters and magazine clippings filled every inch of empty space on the walls between photo colleges of Katy and her friends.

      The bed was a twin and covered with a delicate, light blue comforter that was cool to the touch. The closet doors had been removed, exposing a closet filled with dresses and shirts, jeans, underwear, and anything that couldn’t find a home elsewhere in the room.

      The bottom of the closet was lined with shoes, a collection that ranged from flip flops and hiking boots to Converses and candy red heels.

      A small vanity was in the corner of the room next to the window, which provided light. It was small, old, and looked like an antique. Susan walked over and picked up a tube of lipstick. There wasn’t much make-up, enough for basic necessities. The most recent pictures of Katy that she saw in the halls showed a girl who didn’t wear much cosmetics.

      “That was her grandmother’s,” Sheila said. “Ronald gave it to her for her fifteenth birthday after she was in high school. He fixed it up, put on a new coat of paint, polished the mirrors. She loved it.” She smiled sadly. “That was right before—” Her voice caught, her lower lip trembled, and she lowered her head, shaking it vigorously. “I’m sorry.” She walked away, leaving Susan alone in the room, listening to the whimpers from down the hall.

      It was a far different room than what Susan had growing up. But she had known girls like Katy, the ones that had a good family, good fathers, and a welcoming home. Girls who didn’t have to worry if they would come home and find their dad face down in a puddle of his own vomit.

      When she was a teenager, Susan worked a few jobs to earn cash on the side. It was what she used to get her GED and put a down payment for an apartment. But her father knew she was working, so she stashed the money in secret places around her room. She learned early on that it was better to spread the wealth out, that way if he did find one stash, it wouldn’t set her back very far. It was a lesson she learned the hard way after her father nicked two hundred bucks and blew it on a three-day bender.

      And while Susan didn’t think that Katy Matthews had to hide cash from her parents because she thought they would steal her money, she was willing to bet that the girl had a few secrets hidden around the room. Every kid did at some point.

      After donning a pair of gloves, Susan checked all of the usual places, ignoring the items list that was attached to Katy’s file. The detectives and forensics units that cased a place always made a list of the areas and items that they checked in the room, noting any unusual discoveries.

      But Palmer and Winterguard were both men, as were the techs who inspected the room, and Susan figured that they had missed something important. Something girly.

      With nothing under the bed or in the closet that she could find, Susan grabbed the chair from the vanity and then checked the vents, peering inside with her flashlight, but saw nothing. She stepped down and then returned the chair to the vanity.

      The make-up area only had two drawers, and Susan checked each of them, finding nothing unusual. But there was something strange about the desk itself. It was thick in the middle, and when Susan knocked on the center bottom, it answered with two hollow thuds.

      Susan dropped to her knees and flashed a light, examining the bottom of the vanity, and saw that the edges around the middle section had been cut, creating a panel. Susan pressed against the wood, and it pushed upward, and there was something heavy inside that moved when she did.

      Carefully, Susan maneuvered the false bottom out of the way, and she found a small box hidden inside. She moved from beneath the vanity and then glanced out of the room to see if her parents were still there, but the hallway was empty.

      It was a small jewelry box, but when Susan opened it on the bed, she found no jewelry inside. Instead, the box was filled with Polaroids of Katy in various sexual positions, some nude, some in lacy and risqué lingerie.

      All of the photographs were solo shots, meaning that she was the only one in them, but they weren’t selfies, which suggested someone other than Katy had taken them. Aside from the pictures, there was some drug paraphernalia, needles, tubing, a spoon, and a lighter, but no actual drugs. Katy must have taken them after she split.

      But she left the other stuff, and that made Susan think that the girl was planning to come home at some point, perhaps when all of that wild had run out of her system. She placed the Polaroids in a plastic bag and put those in her pocket. She didn’t want the parents to see something like that, not now, and if it turned out to be nothing but a dead end-which she didn’t believe it would-then Susan spared them the trouble of knowing what their underage daughter had been doing when she wasn’t chasing a high.

      Carrying the box, Susan left the room, closing the door behind her, and found Sheila and Ronald in the living room. Sheila dabbed her eyes with a tissue, Ronald with his arm around her, the pair sitting on the couch.

      Sheila perked up when she noticed the jewelry box. “Where did you find that?”

      “It was hidden beneath the bottom of the vanity,” Susan answered. “It looks like Katy cut out the bottom and kept this inside.”

      Ronald shook his head. “I knew she was hiding drugs. That’s what you found, right? Drugs?”

      “There is drug paraphernalia inside, but there were no drugs,” Susan answered. “I’d like to take it in for evidence and have our forenic’s team examine it.”

      “Oh, okay,” Sheila said. “Will I get the box back? It was my mother’s. I had given it to Katy years ago, but after she started acting out, she told me that she sold it… I’m glad she didn’t.”

      “Once forensics is done with it, we’ll make sure it finds its way back to you. I appreciate your time.”

      Susan headed for the door, and Ronald followed her to the foyer.

      “Detective,” Ronald said, handing over a pamphlet. “This is the place we were talking about. Ancient Oaks. It was the one time when we thought we were finally getting our little girl back. They might be able to tell you more about who she was hanging out with.”

      Susan took the pamphlet from Ronald. “Thank you. And I’m very sorry for your loss, Mr. Matthews. She was a beautiful girl.”

      Ronald nodded, his eyes reddening. He opened the door for Susan and said nothing as she stepped outside. Pamphlet in hand, she decided to head to Ancient Oaks. She called an Uber instead of radioing for an escort. She didn’t want to take the risk of having to ride with Officer Sparks again. She didn’t think her ears could stand the abuse.
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      The Uber to Ancient Oaks was much more peaceful than the ride with Sparks. But it was a lot colder, seeing as how the driver kept his window down, letting the icy air freeze Susan in the backseat, so it seemed like she traded one bad element for another.

      But the quiet at least allowed her to think without any interruption. She found her mind continuing to slip back to the conversation that she had with Charlie this morning. She knew she hadn’t handled it well. Saying nothing was the worst possible way for him to leave.

      Unable to push the thought of him from her mind, Susan called him. It rang six times and then went to voicemail. She hung up and then tried again. This time it was two rings before the call went to voicemail, which meant he saw that it was her and ignored it anyway. Her cheeks flushed red and grew hot from the cold shoulder.

      Susan shook the thoughts of him from her mind. She was being stupid, foolish, and acting like a school girl. The only thing that mattered right now was the case and getting to the bottom of Katy’s murder.

      Susan called Nate, hoping to get the scoop on Ancient Oaks and the folks who ran it.

      “It’s one of the smaller shelters in the area,” Nate said. “It was run by Walter Hickey for decades, but after his death years ago, it was taken over by a Shawn Foster. Looks like he runs it with two other full-time employees and some volunteer workers. Last time I was there, they had completely renovated the place, I mean really spruced it up. From what I’ve heard, Shawn has done a great job.”

      “Did you ever talk to Shawn?” Susan asked.

      “Yes, I spoke to him about three months ago actually,” Nate answered. “Younger guy, very charismatic.”

      “Any problems with the place that you know of?” Susan asked.

      “Not that I’ve heard,” Nate answered.

      “Thanks, Nate.”

      “Anytime, Susie.”

      The call ended, and Susan buttoned the top button of her jacket, trying to shield herself from as much of the wind blowing into the car as she possibly could.

      She saw the sign for the shelter on the side of the road before she saw the building itself, which was hidden at the end of a long drive and a forest full of oak trees, which was probably how the place received its name.

      When Susan finally saw the building itself, she had a hard time keeping her mouth shut. What Nate had described as a “smaller” shelter looked anything but. In fact, the building looked brand new.

      The Uber driver stopped at the end of the line of cars near the front doors, and when Susan opened the door, he finally spoke up. “Er, do I…need to wait for you? Or are you staying?”

      Susan rolled her eyes. “Don’t wait.” She shut the door and walked up to the front door, peeking around the sides and the edges.

      From what she could see at the entrance, the property stretched for a few acres, providing a reclusive experience, something that people weren’t generally used to experiencing in the city, and she imagined that the real estate here would be worth a pretty penny if they ever decided to sell.

      When she entered through the glass double doors, she was welcomed by a woman behind a reception desk, who stepped around the barrier to greet Susan. “Welcome to Ancient Oaks. How can I help you?” Her cheeks stretched tight from the smile.

      Susan lifted the badge around her neck. “I need to speak with Shawn Foster.”

      “Oh.” The smile vanished, surprise replacing happiness. “Okay, um.” She stutter-stepped back to her desk and then clasped her hands together. “Actually, I don’t know where he is at the moment, but—”

      “Is everything all right, Rachel?” The voice came from behind Susan, and she turned to find a young man dressed casually in a plain blue long-sleeve shirt with a front pocket, jeans, and white sneakers.

      “Shawn Foster?” Susan asked.

      “Yes, how can I help you, Officer?” Shawn looked past Susan and then smiled at Rachel. “It’s okay, I’ve got this.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Foster.” Rachel walked back to her desk, and the young twenty-something in high heels and a tight dress returned to whatever she had been working on.

      “Is she one of the full-time employees? Susan asked.

      “No, she’s an intern-slash-volunteer,” Shawn answered. “It’s for college credit over at SCC.”

      Susan raised her eyebrow. “You always hire pretty college girls to work your desk?”

      Shawn offered an awkward smile that fought against a frown. “I hire friendly faces.”

      “Is there a place where we can talk? I’d like to ask you a few questions about a girl that used to be a resident here.”

      “Yes,” Shawn answered. “I’ll take you back to my office.”

      Susan followed him, taking stock of the man’s appearance. The scruff that covered his face was trimmed to make him look a little sloppy, and the product in his hair offered the same effect. The shirt, jeans, and shoes were all designed to give a look that said, “I try really hard to look like I don’t try.”

      Foster led her to the left side of the lobby down a hallway. They passed several doors, the hall similar to ones she’d seen in hotels and apartment buildings.

      Most of the doors were closed, but the few that were open had folks hanging out inside. Foster waved to each of them on their way past, making quips and inside jokes that triggered laughs that filled the hallway.

      Susan caught quick looks inside the rooms, which were tiny and crammed with bunk beds. From the sleeping areas that she saw, Susan counted that six people could sleep in a single room. Counting the doors they passed and assuming the other rooms held just as many, the hallway could hold one hundred and twenty folks at a time. And this was only one hallway of the building.

      “Here we are,” Foster said, stopping at the last door on the right, which he unlocked with a key.

      “Do you always keep that door locked?” Susan asked.

      “Protocol,” Foster said, opening the door. “I have confidential files in here.”

      The room was small like the others she passed, but because it was only filled with a desk, three chairs, and two filing cabinets, the space felt bigger.

      “So, Officer,” Foster said, closing the door and settling into his chair behind the desk. “What can I help you with?”

      “How long have you been working here, Mr. Foster?” Susan asked.

      “Two years and a couple of months,” Foster answered.

      “And you’ve been in charge of this facility since your employment?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you tell me a little bit about what you do here?”

      “Um, yes. Well, I handle all of the financial reports for the shelter, making sure that bills are paid and we have enough money to cover costs.” Foster swung his left leg over his right, leaning back, really pushing that ‘not trying hard’ persona. “I also do a little bit of counseling if one of the other counselors here needs me to fill in.”

      “And who are the other counselors?” Susan asked.

      “We have two full-time employees,” Foster answered. “Monica Willet and Kevin Marsh. Both of them are licensed for therapy and have degrees in social work.”

      “How long have they worked here?”

      Foster frowned and gestured to Susan’s hands. “Do you need something to write with?”

      “No.” Susan held his gaze, letting the silence fill the space until Foster finally dropped the subject. She wasn’t in the mood to answer his questions.

      “Monica has been here for five years, and Kevin has been here for about a year,” Foster said.

      “So you inherited Monica from the previous operator, and you hired Kevin?”

      “That’s correct, and both have done a great job. I don’t know if you’re aware, but over the past year we have doubled the number of successfully recovered addicts per year through our programs.” Foster picked up one of the pamphlets from his desk, a more updated version than the one that Susan received from the Matthews family. She didn’t take it, and he dropped it back on the pile. “Is there something wrong?”

      “During your counseling sessions, do you remember a young girl by the name of Katy Matthews?” Susan asked though she didn’t expect the man to answer, at least not with the answer that she wanted to hear. But to her surprise, he did.

      “I do,” Foster said. “Lovely girl, great parents too. I spent a lot of time with them, talking to them about how they could help Katy when she finished the programs here.” He nodded and then looked down at his hands, twisting his fingertips. “When they came back to tell me she’d taken off again, I told them that I’d get in touch with them if I saw her or she came back in.” He lifted his face, looking to Susan again. “I never did see her though. It’s a shame.”

      “What’s a shame?” Susan asked.

      “She’s dead,” Foster answered, looking at Susan as if the answer was clear as day.

      “And who told you that information, Mr. Foster?” Susan asked.

      “I mean, I assumed that’s why you’re here,” Foster answered. “A cop doesn’t come down here unless they’ve been able to track a crime or a body back to our shelter.”

      “And does that happen often?” Susan gestured to the pamphlets. “Or can I just look up those stats in the brochure?”

      The dig was meant to sting him, and she was glad to see that it elicited a reaction. Vanity was the easiest way to pressure someone into giving you what you wanted, and it was the quickest way to see into someone’s true self. You attacked their person or something associated with their person, and you’d find out real quick how they would react.

      “As I’ve said before, I am very proud of the work we do here,” Foster said. “Is there something specific that I can help you with? Because I have other things that need to be done.”

      “I’d like to see a list of all your employees, volunteers, and college interns,” Susan said. “Their schedules and contact information too.”

      “I can assure you, Officer, that my staff and volunteers are thoroughly screened,” Foster said. “I don’t think that any of them would be capable of murder.”

      “I actually wasn’t thinking that,” Susan said. “But I appreciate the tip.” She stood. “I’d also like to take a look around, talk with any of the residents that are willing to speak with me.”

      Foster remained seated, drumming his fingers on the desk. He glowered at her, and she knew that while he might have built a career out of helping people, the man wasn’t used to taking orders. “Of course. That will give me time to provide you those names.”

      “Thanks.” Susan walked to the door and stepped out into the hallway, feeling Foster’s eyes boring into the back of her skull, and she shut the door behind her. “Prick.”

      Susan walked the last few feet to the end of the hall, which curved to the left, and it looked like it connected to the other hallway that she passed. Susan followed the path and found three large rooms on the back end, two of which were locked, but the last door was open, and Susan heard a voice drifting from inside. A woman’s voice.

      “You have to look at yourself every day,” she said. “Even when you don’t want to. Even when you want to bury your mind under a mountain of blow, or heroin, or whatever you can find in the medicine cabinet. You have to look, because every single one of us is an addict, and addicts don’t like to face the hard choices. And the hardest choice for us is to stop.”

      Susan stopped in the doorway, peered inside, and saw nine people gathered around in a circle of chairs. The woman speaking was on the far side, facing the entryway, and was addressing the folks that surrounded her.

      “And it’s okay to not want to look,” she said. “But it’s not okay to not do it. Remember that. Remember that it’s okay to feel ugly because most of us are ugly at some point in time. We just need to remember that we’re stronger than looking away.” She paused for effect, letting her final bits of wisdom sink in, and then she clapped her hands. “That’s it for today, guys. Thank you to everyone who shared. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      A slow procession began of the folks leaving, a few of them tossing glares to Susan on their way past, but she also received a few smiles, most of them from the male persuasion. Susan waited until the room emptied and then entered as the woman started collecting the chairs.

      “They make you put all those back yourself?” Susan asked.

      “Comes with the territory.” She kept working, not looking over at Susan as she stacked the first chairs on top of one another.

      “Are you Monica Willet?”

      “Glad to see those billboards are working.” Monica finally looked up from stacking the chairs and flashed a smile. “And they didn’t even get my good side.” She laughed, snorting at her own joke, but then her eyes fell to the badge that hung around Susan’s neck, and the laughter disappeared. “What happened?”

      It seemed that cops only brought bad news when they came around. “I was hoping I could ask you a few questions.”

      Monica sighed and then picked up two chairs from the pile. “Might as well be comfortable while we chat.”

      Once the chairs were set up, the pair sat down, and Monica grabbed a cup of coffee, offering one to Susan while she was up.

      “No thanks,” Susan said. “I’ve already got the caffeine jitters.”

      “I hear that,” Monica said, dumping a packet of sugar into her cup.

      Susan’s shakes weren’t from the caffeine. The withdrawals were starting to hit. She wasn’t sure how much longer she was going to last until she was able to get another bump, but she hoped the omission would buy her some time.

      “Did you ever work with a girl by the name of Katy Matthews?” Susan asked after Monica sat down. “She would have been a patient here six months ago.”

      With the cup to her lips, Monica frowned and then shook her head. “No, I don’t remember her. Do you have a picture?”

      The Polaroids were still Susan’s jacket pocket, but she knew that wasn’t what Monica had meant.

      “No,” Susan answered. “The victim was a young girl, late teens, pretty.”

      Monica scoffed, shaking her head. “You just named our biggest clientele. The city is overrun with girls who have run away from home and got caught up with some bad folks. They come in here looking for a way out, and then a few days later they’re gone. Crawling back to the abusers who put them on the streets and work them for money. It’s sad, really. Very sad.”

      “You get a lot of young girls here? Underage girls?” Susan asked.

      Monica nodded and slumped lower in her chair. “More than I want to see. But I’m sure you’ve seen what it’s like out there.”

      “More than you know,” Susan said, then gestured to the scars she saw on Monica’s arm, the same kind of scars that dotted the inside of Susan's jacket. “How long have you been clean?”

      Monica lifted her arm, taking a look at the scars as she rotated her arm. “Lucky thirteen.” She dropped the arm and then sipped the coffee, grimacing as she put the cup down. “Damn thing isn’t even warm anymore.”

      “Do you like working here?” Susan asked.

      “I like the work, doesn’t matter where I do it, so long as I’m helping to get people clean.”

      “What about Shawn Foster. Do you like working with him?”

      Monica smirked and then crossed her arms. “The golden boy. I’ll say that he has done a lot of good for this place. Helped us get more funding, updated facilities. But I’m sure you’ve read the pamphlet.”

      “Do you have a problem with Mr. Foster?”

      Monica shrugged. “He comes off as a nice guy, but I think from a counselor standpoint, he gets a little too involved with some of our patients. He doesn’t always need to be involved the way he does with some folks.”

      “You’re talking about the young girls that come through,” Susan said.

      Monica shrugged. “Look, I’ve never seen him do anything inappropriate, and no complaints have ever been made, but…” She looked past Susan and at the door, making sure the coast was clear. “I was here late one night when he first took over. I still had the key to the main office that has access to files. It was late, and I didn’t think he’d still be in there, so I used my key to unlock the door. When I opened it he was inside, zipping up his pants and closing a file on his desk. He was flushed, a little sweaty.”

      “You think he was masturbating?” Susan asked. “Whose file was it?”

      “I don’t know,” Monica answered. “He put it away before I could get a look, and then walked out of the office embarrassed. We never talked about it, and after that, he changed the locks, and I didn’t get a new key.”

      “Did you report him?” Susan asked.

      “For what?” Monica scrunched her face up. “For me thinking he was masturbating to a picture of one of our patients? I didn’t have any proof other than what I thought he was doing, and I liked working here, and I wasn’t in the mood to stir trouble up with the new boss. And like I said, I’ve never seen him do anything inappropriate to patients or staff.”

      “Is the other full-time employee here today? Kevin?”

      “No, he’s off, but he’ll be in tomorrow. He works Friday through Sunday, and I work Monday through Thursday.”

      “You guys always have the same shift?”

      “Ever since he started working here. He said he likes working the weekend, but I think Marsh does it just because he only has to work three days. He doesn’t have kids or a family or anything.”

      “You have kids?” Susan asked.

      Monica smiled. “Six and four. Best things I ever did besides get sober.”

      Susan had never considered herself to be a mother, but somehow, sitting there next to a woman who had come from life as hard as anything that Susan had seen or experience in her own life, she thought that maybe… one day.

      “I appreciate your time,” Susan said.

      “Of course,” Monica said. “Sorry I couldn’t be more help with the girl.”

      Susan walked back into the hallway and finished following the U-shaped pattern of the living quarters, which dumped her back into the lobby. A few more people entered through the door. It was a young man and an older woman. Looked like mother and son.

      The mother carried a bag and then dropped it into a bin before she walked away. The boy then hugged the mother, and the pair walked away.

      Susan moved over to inspect the bin and saw that it was a drop-off area for drugs, paraphernalia, and prescription bottles.

      “Find anything helpful?”

      Susan turned around, finding Shawn Foster standing smugly with a folder in his hand. “Is that the list?”

      “Yes.” Foster extended the file for her to take but kept his hold on it when she tried to pull it away. “You know, all walks of life come through our doors. Anyone can fall victim to addiction.” He leaned closer. “Even the ones who are supposed to protect us.”

      Susan yanked the folder harder out of his grip, and Foster leaned back, still sporting that smug smile, which drove her mad. “And some people think that they can hide behind good deeds, but they can’t hide in that world forever.”

      Susan headed toward the door, and then glanced down at the list on her way out, trying to figure out who she needed to talk to next.

      Before she had a chance to request another Uber, her phone rang. It was Allie. “Hey, what’s up?”

      “Listen, I know that you were asking last night if there was anything weird going on, and I heard about something that went down last night over in Box Town,” Allie said.

      Susan perked up. “What happened?”
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      I watched her through the small window. She had woken a little while ago, and she had started screaming. She screamed so loud and so hard that her face turned a bright red, and then she cried and curled up into a small ball on the cot and lay very still.

      The window was unique because it allowed me to see them without them seeing me. The girl came up to the window when she was screaming, pounding her fists against the door, begging to be let out, begging to be set free. Their faces were so close together, only separated by inches.

      Katy had done that too, and I had never felt closer to anything in those few moments. Because I could see what they could not. They needed help. It was nice to watch the girls, to see how much pain they were in. It was a reminder of just how important this kind of work was. It was the reason I risked so much.

      This girl was far more dramatic than Katy was, but I didn’t mind. Each rescued addict was different, each of them with their own nightmares that they were trying to escape from. But her pain and fear wouldn’t last much longer. I could see the path to her freedom, and now that she had finally settled down, it was time to give her a choice.

      I unlocked the door and opened it slowly, peeking inside. Ginny quickly sat upright, retreating to the corner of the room and curling herself up into a ball.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

      I shut the door behind me, walking to her slowly.

      Ginny trembled like a beaten dog, those once-piercing blue eyes now faded and wide with fear. It was time to return the glint in her eyes or let it be gone forever.

      “You’ve been running for a long time,” I said, stopping in the middle of the room, not wanting to crowd her. She was a different flower than Katy. “But you don’t have to run any longer.”

      Ginny stared at me for a long time, and then glanced to the door, then around the room. Her eyes twitched so quickly I wondered if she could even see anything in the place at all.

      “Am I some kind of prisoner?” Ginny asked.

      I smiled, shaking my head. “No.” I knelt, my knee popping as I lowered myself so I could speak to her at eye level. “You don’t remember that little girl you used to be, do you?”

      Ginny frowned, still trying to scoot back even farther, though the wall wouldn’t let her do it. “What are you talking about? What kind of sick freak are you?”

      I laughed, shaking my head. “No, no, no. You don’t understand. I’m trying to help you remember. I want you to remember.” I gestured to the small room. “That way you don’t have to stay here anymore. Don’t you want to leave? Don’t you want to go home?”

      Ginny was quiet for a moment, and then she nodded.

      “I know the pain inside of you. It’s like the pain inside of me. It controls us, tells us to do bad things, to harm ourselves. But it’s a pain that every single person has inside of him. The pain is different for each person, but we all have it. The only difference between the other people in this world and us is they have figured out how to deal with their pain in a healthy, acceptable way. Make sense?”

      Ginny slowly lowered her defensive stance, but she remained in the corner, not willing to get any closer to me. “Is this some kind of rehab place? Did I—” She swallowed. “Did someone bring me here?”

      I paused, not wanting to lie to her, but I wanted her to see, to understand that I was here to help and that all of this was good. “Yes. Your parents brought you here.”

      Ginny frowned, staring at the floor. “My parents?” She whispered, and then looked at me again. “My parents found me?”

      “They miss you, Ginny,” I said. “They want you to come home. They’ve been worried about you. They don’t want you to keep hurting yourself like this.”

      Tears formed in Ginny’s eyes and her lower lip quivered. “I don’t know how to stop.”

      I smiled, nodding. “I know. But I can help you.” I reached into my pocket, and she startled. “No, it’s okay. It’s nothing that can hurt you. Not if you don’t want it to.” I removed the drug, along with the tubing and needle, and placed them on the floor between us. “This has been the cause of your trouble for so long. It’s been the reason why you’ve struggled to find any peace in the world.”

      Ginny stared at the drugs, her eyes dilated, and she suddenly stopped shaking, becoming eerily still.

      “I know that what you want more than anything is to be a good daughter,” I said. “I know that you want to go home and be with the family that you left behind. But the only way you can get home is to give this up.” I gestured to the drugs. “Because this is the enemy. This is a bad thing. Not you, and not me.”

      Ginny couldn’t take her eyes off the kit on the floor. She was transfixed, and I knew that this was the only way.

      I stood, leaving the kit on the ground, and returned to the door.

      “Wait, what are you doing?”

      I stopped at the door then turned around, grabbing the handle. “You have to make a choice, Ginny. You can either give up the drugs and return to your life, or you can let it destroy you. But it has to be your choice. It is the only way for you to truly be free.”

      I opened the door and closed it, locking it behind me. I stared back through the one-way glass and watched Ginny, hoping that she would make the right choice, hoping that she would be able to give up her addiction.

      It would be a difficult journey for her, one that was painful to watch. But like her, I needed to atone for my vices, and watching her suffer was my penance. Because while I wanted nothing more than to return her home to her family alive, it wasn’t my choice to make. It was hers. All I could do was sit and watch.
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      The moment Allie told Susan that a girl had been taken from Box Town, Susan called Palmer to let him know. When he didn’t answer, Susan left a voicemail.

      “It’s Susan,” she said. “I just got a tip about a possible abduction of a girl over in Box Town by the docks. I don’t have a name yet, but the description I received puts the victim as female and late teens, early twenties. I’m heading over there to check it out now.”

      Susan hung up and then requested an Uber, angry that she didn’t have her own car. She flashed her badge to the driver when they arrived and instructed him to speed.

      Thankfully the driver was good, and Susan tossed a twenty in the cup holder for his trouble after they arrived at the docks. “Appreciate it.”

      The chill coming off of the bay sent a shiver down Susan’s back, and she buttoned up her coat, concealing the badge around her neck.

      Most of the homeless in Box Town didn’t like the police. They had a chip on their shoulder for all the times they were hassled and kicked off of benches and street corners for loitering. But people didn’t lose their pride just because they lost their home.

      No one living in Box Town wanted to be there. The only problem with most of those folks was that they had something else wrong with them that kept them from rejoining society healthily and productively.

      With the sun peeking out from the clouds by the time she reached the entrance to Box Town, Susan watched most of the residents trying to stay warm even though the temperature had peaked to the day’s high at twenty-nine degrees.

      Susan looked around for anyone that she knew from the streets, knowing it would be easier to pry some information from someone she was familiar with. But she didn’t recognize any of the weary and worn faces of the people she passed.

      Because Susan spent most of her time south of the city, it was rare that she had to come this far west, and Box Town residents tended not to stray too far from their settlement. Once you left your spot, it was hard to get it back. The place was popular because it was so close to downtown.

      Downtown was a prime spot to scavenge for food in trash bins, and dumpsters since most of the restaurants threw out what they didn’t use at the end of the day. It was also close to the food kitchens, which was where the homeless could get free meals twice a day, seven days a week. But they tended to run out quickly, so it was always on a first-come, first served basis.

      Susan searched for someone that she thought would open up to her. She tried to spot anyone sober, but from the number of dazed expressions she passed on the way in, she knew that it was going to be difficult to find one.

      Eventually, Susan spotted a young man pushing a rusted grocery cart, picking up random items off the ground. Mostly trash, but the young man turned each piece over carefully, inspecting it before he placed it into his growing collection.

      “Hey,” Susan said.

      The man paused, neither frowning nor smiling, his expression stoic.

      “Were you here last night?” Susan asked.

      The man kept up his silence and then slowly pushed his cart, leaving Susan without any answers.

      She tried a few more folks, but none of them even acknowledged her presence, because while she may not have been waving her badge out in the open, she was no longer undercover. She was clean, showered, and wearing clothes that were bought from a store. She was someone from the outside trying to pry information from those that clung to their voices like gold. Because it was the only power they had left.

      “You police?”

      Susan turned, finding a middle-aged man staring at her. He was tall, lanky, covered in a collection of thrown together garments that were barely holding together. The only part of his ensemble that looked new was the bright red beanie on his head that was topped with a giant puffball that gave the homeless man a comical look.

      “I am,” Susan answered.

      “You here to do something about that girl that was taken?” he asked, his tone more accusation than questioning.

      Susan stepped closer until his stench forced her to stop. “Were you here last night?”

      “Yeah, I was here.” He pointed toward a cluster of portables. “I was sleeping inside when I got woke up to some guy stepping on my arm.”

      “You saw a man take the girl?”

      “Well, it was either a man or a big ass lady.”

      Susan knew that this was probably the only good lead she was going to get while she was out here, and she didn’t want to spook him. She was always amazed at how easily someone on the streets could immediately flip on you. “Did you see his face? Can you tell me what he was wearing?”

      “I don’t know, lady, it was dark.” He held up his arm. “I want reparations for my medical procedure.”

      Susan frowned, staring at the arm, which was covered with the sleeve from his ratty jacket. “What medical procedure?”

      “The one I had to do on myself after that fucker stepped on my arm!” He rolled his sleeve down, exposing a tan and dirty complexion. “Look, you can see the scars.” He flashed his arm, but Susan saw no scars.

      “Sir, did you know the girl that was taken?” Susan asked.

      “What girl?” the man asked, rolling his sleeve down. “I need my medicine.”

      Susan knew that she was losing him. “Sir, you told me that you saw a man take a girl from those portables last night.”

      “Yeah.” He stood there, staring her down, the wind flopping the red puffball of his beanie. The exchange would have been comical if Susan didn’t think a girl was in danger.

      “What did you see last night?” Susan asked, then realizing she was asking the same kind of questions as before, she changed her tactic. “How did your arm get hurt?”

      The man glanced at his arm, nodding as if he suddenly remembered that it was hurt. “Happened last night. Some guy stepped on it.”

      “What was the man doing when he stepped on your arm?” Susan asked.

      “He had taken some girl,” the man answered. “I remember I was sleeping, and then I heard something in the darkness. But I didn’t open my eyes until the guy stepped on me. Sometimes it's better if you don’t see things around here, you know? But I knew it was a girl because I saw her red hair. It was long and curly.”

      Susan nodded, prodding the man along in hopes of getting more information. “And did you know the girl with the red curly hair?”

      “No,” he answered. “But that guy stepped on my arm. It hurt.” He frowned, then rubbed the injured arm as though it had just happened.

      Susan tried to retrieve information from him, but the man just fell back into the same loop as before, going on about how he had to operate on his arm, and that the surgery cost a fortune. If there was anything else buried beneath the scattered remains of his mind, then it was going to stay there.

      But she had more than she started with, and while a hair description wasn’t much to go on, the fact that it was red and curly might help her. She didn’t see many redheads while she was on the streets. Hell, she didn’t see many redheads in general, but it would make the girl easy to recognize.

      Susan walked to the portables where the man had said the girl had been taken. It was bold for the person to pluck her right out from inside, especially with other people sleeping.

      Inside, Susan found a few people still asleep, but the smell prompted her to turn away. She walked around the back of the portable and then returned to the front, trying to run through the scenario in her head.

      Did the suspect come here looking specifically for that girl? Susan thought he did. It was the only reason why he would have risked being seen the way he did. This was someone the killer had been waiting for, someone that he had been seeking, probably like Katy Matthews. He was targeting girls, and if he had already taken another one, then he was working quickly.

      Susan walked around the portable one more time, searching for anything that she might have missed, trying to recreate how the killer would have abducted her last night. He was probably wearing a disguise since Allie had told her that the people thought it was just a dispute between two homeless folks. It was smart, allowing him to blend into the environment.

      But he wouldn’t have carried her all the way to his place. He would have had a vehicle that he parked somewhere else.

      Susan started for the exit, but then stopped when she saw a shimmer of red on the asphalt from the sun breaking through the clouds. She walked toward it, then dropped to her knees. It was blood.

      She glanced back to the portable, noticing the steps down from the door. If the killer were carrying the girl, then it’d be hard for him to see where he was going. He probably tripped, sending both of them to the ground.

      Even if the girl was high, it wasn’t likely that she’d stay asleep after a fall like that. She might have woken up, might have fought back.

      Susan glanced ahead and saw more blood on the street. It wasn’t much, just a few drops here and there, but there was enough to keep a trail.

      Slowly, she found herself heading toward downtown on a small side street between two five-story buildings. They were the first structures before the big high-rises of downtown Seattle started, and she saw that the tiny road was secluded. It was a place to carry out dark deeds.

      The trail of blood ended at an empty parking spot, and Susan figured that was where the vehicle had been parked. She glanced around for any street cameras that were nearby, but she found none. The spot must have been predetermined before the perp arrived, which meant he’d been here before.

      Susan searched the ground carefully, looking for anything that might have been dropped or left behind, but there was only the blood. Still, it was a break in the case. Forensics might be able to pull DNA evidence from the stains and match it up against any future evidence they find. It was a step in the right direction to building a case.

      She called dispatch, requesting a team to come out and work the scene. She glanced up at the sky, hoping they could get it done before any rainfall would hit.

      Waiting for the team to arrive, she also called Palmer, letting him know what she’d found, but again it went straight to voicemail, and she told him to call her back ASAP.

      When Susan hung up, she stood and walked toward the end of the street, glancing up at the buildings for any surveillance footage. She’d have to work the stores a little bit, figure out if there was any chance that they might have cameras pointed outwards, but she knew the chances were slim.

      But when she reached the crossroads of the narrow street heading into downtown, she spotted an ATM outside of a deli on the street corner. She glanced back at the parking spot where the vehicle would have been, and then back toward the ATM.

      All ATMs had a closed loop recording, and depending on the quality of the camera and the angle of the lens, it might have captured video of the vehicle, maybe even the perp.
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      The residents of Box Town didn’t appreciate the sudden invasion of privacy, and while technically the place wasn’t supposed to exist, police had always turned a blind eye to the makeshift community. But now that the location was a potential crime scene, everyone was displaced to make way for the forensic crews that needed time to properly work the scene, which was slowly turning into a circus.

      Extra units were called to help with crowd control, and because of the significant presence of police, it drew the attention of the media hounds, which required more crowd control.

      Susan learned early on that the police and the media had a fickle relationship because for every good journalist, there were a dozen slime balls that would write anything just to get ahead for a story.

      Susan made the decision early in her career to give nothing to the media unless it was a standard issued statement drawn up by their PR department. The last thing she wanted was to be in the spotlight. It was one of the reasons why she had picked the undercover position in the first place.

      But while forensics was processing the trail of blood, documenting anything within the path of the trail that Susan had found, she and Palmer had contacted the owner of the ATM.

      The owner provided a copy of the footage for the past twenty-four hours, and Susan and Palmer were sitting in his cruiser, watching the video recorded from last night.

      “It’s pretty sketchy,” Palmer said, the computer screen between them. “I mean you can only see a portion of where the van was supposed to be. We probably won’t see anything.”

      “Well, I checked the map of street cameras on our traffic cam database, and there isn’t anything that provides a view down that street,” Susan said.

      “Did you check the other stores nearby?”

      “Nothing,” Susan answered. “If we’re going to get a look at the vehicle, then this is going to be our best shot.”

      It was quiet for a while, and at around two o’clock in the morning, they saw lights shimmer in the corner of the screen.

      “We got something,” Susan said, perking up in her seat.

      The pair waited for the vehicle to pull up, and Susan was glad to see that the vehicle was visible in the video. It was a van.

      The driver’s door opened and closed, concealing the driver from view, and Susan stopped and rewound the footage. She watched it three more times before Palmer finally said they should wait for when he came back.

      Twenty minutes later in the footage, the perp returned, but he was still hidden from view. The suspect then got behind the wheel and drove away, and they got lucky as the vehicle decided to move closer.

      “No license plate,” Palmer said, then nodded. “But that will give us a good make and model to look for, and if it’s the same guy, he probably used the same van to transport Katy Matthews.”

      Susan checked the time on the tape. “That happened at two-twenty-seven in the morning.” She did the math in her head. “It’s been a little over twelve hours. She might still be alive.”

      “We’ll put out an APB with the description of the van,” Palmer said. “We can also compile a list from the DMV for any vehicles that are registered with that make and model. It could be a long list, but this is a start. Good work, Susan.”

      And while Susan wanted to be excited about the fact that they had made some progress on the case, she wasn’t thrilled about the prospect of another dead girl.

      “You think it’s the same guy?” Susan asked.

      Palmer waited a moment before he answered. “I think it’s likely.”

      “I think it’s the same guy,” Susan answered. “And I think we’re running out of time.”

      Susan exited the car and dialed Allie.

      Palmer climbed out of the car, resting his elbows on the hood. “What are you doing?”

      “Detective work,” Susan answered, the phone ringing in her ear. When no one answered, Susan hung up and then tried again. After the third ring, she replied.

      “Hey, Q!”

      “Allie, I appreciate the tip about Box Town, it helped out.”

      “Oh god, did something happen?”

      “Do you know of a girl with red hair? It’d be long and kind of curly.”

      “Hang on.”

      Susan listened as Allie asked the same question to the other girls at the Pink House.

      “There’s a girl with red hair that sells herself sometimes for drugs, but she’s not a regular. Her name’s Ginny.”

      Susan perked up, her heart rate skyrocketing. “You have the last name?”

      Allie laughed. “You know that’s not how things work around here.”

      “Right,” Susan said.

      “But I guess she hangs out—where did you say she works, Nadia? Right. She works the corner a lot over in Beacon Hill on South Orcas Street and 32nd Avenue. I guess she spends most of her time over by the docks though. She only comes over here to work when she needs cash or a fix.”

      “Anyone she hangs out with?”

      “No one over here,” Allie answered, sounding distracted. “I guess she doesn’t chat up the other girls. Nadia says she’s a stuck-up bitch.”

      “Anything else?” Susan asked, though she was almost afraid to know more.

      “Likes the needle,” Allie said. “She gets good business because of her hair. Something about redheads, man. I don’t know what it is.”

      “Thanks, Allie.” Susan ended the call then dropped back into the car with Palmer, who was on the computer. “I have a potential first name on the girl. We can run it for any postings on runaways. She might have even been busted for soliciting. Apparently, she works a corner in Beacon Hill.”

      “All right,” Palmer said. “We’ll head back to the station, go over that list you got from Ancient Oaks, and try and narrow down the search field for this van. We can try running Ginny in the system, but it’ll be a long shot if we find her.”

      Susan nodded. “But it’s a shot I’ll take.”
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      Because it was Palmer and Winterguard’s case, Susan rode with Palmer back to their precinct to start compiling evidence. She checked in with her LT on the way.

      “How’s the head?” Williams asked.

      Susan touched the bandage that still covered the cut on her forehead. She had forgotten it was there in the first place. “I’m fine. Anything on the hit and run?”

      “I’ve got a pair of detectives working on it,” Williams answered. “They’re giving a deposition downtown, but when they come back, I’ll get them up to speed.”

      “Copy that,” Susan answered.

      “I hear you’re doing good work out there, Q. Making me look good.”

      “Let’s hope it stays that way,” Susan said.

      “Yes,” Williams answered, but his tone lacked the usual kindness. “Keep me updated.”

      “Yes, sir.” The call ended by the time they reached Palmer’s precinct, and Susan followed Palmer inside where they met Winterguard, who didn’t bother to acknowledge Susan’s presence.

      “We’ve got the conference room.” Winterguard fell into line beside Palmer, keeping his back to Susan, who was forced to walk behind the pair of large men.

      She caught a few stares on the walk through the bullpen, but that was no different to any building where a woman entered that was predominately male. It had never bothered her, but she always found it interesting that it irked some of them.

      The conference room was filled with what Susan assumed was the rest of the detectives on staff. If this were shaping up to be a serial killer, it would be all hands on deck. Susan found a seat in the very back and off to the side. It was the perfect spot to watch.

      “Let’s settle down.” Their unit sergeant stepped to the front of the room and was the only one dressed in his blues. Everyone else wore a mixture of suits, dress shirts, and polos with slacks. Most wore polos. “So far we’ve got a dead girl and another one abducted, and we think it might be the same guy. I’ve already printed out the packets for you to look over, but I’ll hand it over to Detective Palmer, who will give you a rundown of the particulars and the timeline we’re dealing with.”

      The sergeant took a seat, and Palmer took his place at the head of the room. “Two nights ago an eighteen-year-old girl was found dead in her home. Cause of death was an overdose, and the list of the specific drugs is listed in the packet, but the main point is it was enough drugs to kill her five times over. After the victim’s death, she was put in a flower print summer dress, pictures provided in your packet, and brought to her parents’ house, where she was placed in her bed. A box was found hidden beneath her vanity that contained drug paraphernalia and risqué Polaroid photographs that were taken by another person. There were no signs of forced entry into the house, and there was no physical or sexual abuse by the murderer, leading us to suspect that the victim knew our suspect. The girl was a runaway and hadn’t spoken to her parents in over six weeks. She was an addict and was homeless at the time of her death. Now, last night a young woman, matching the same age and persona of our first victim, was abducted from Box Town, and we believe it was done by the same man who killed our first victim. We have a description of the van the suspect was driving. A Ford panel van, color white, was spotted leaving the scene nearby around the time the girl was abducted. Our potential second victim has red hair, is female, and goes by the first name of Ginny, unsure of spelling. For suspects, I’ll turn it over to Detective Winterguard.”

      The old detective grunted when he stood up and took twice as long as Palmer did to reach the same spot. “The suspect list only comprises individuals from the Katy Matthews murder, seeing as how we don’t exactly know what’s going on with this other girl. But Matthews’ boyfriend is at the top of our suspect list, who we are trying to track down along with a group of workers at a shelter called Ancient Oaks that Matthews was associated with.”

      A hand shot up near the back by Susan. “Do we know if our second girl visited Ancient Oaks?”

      “Unknown at this time,” Winterguard said. “But our money is on the boyfriend. It’s always the boyfriend.”

      Susan rolled her eyes and crossed her arms over her chest as she sank lower in her chair. She knew her body language made her look like a kid in detention, but she didn’t like Winterguard. The bloated windbag was wrong, but she kept her thoughts to herself.

      Teams were split up to handle tracking down leads, and the room was parted down the middle. Half went with Winterguard to track down friends and boyfriends of Matthews, while the rest handled the list that Susan had procured from Ancient Oaks.

      And Susan was instructed to handle looking for the van. Busy work.

      The small workspace that they allowed her to use was covered in dust, crumbs, and sticky coffee stains. She wiped it down the best she could, but the coffee stains lingered, gluing her sleeves to the desk.

      Searching for the van was like searching for a needle in a haystack. There were thousands of the Ford Panel work vans, most of which were used by businesses for transportation of goods or equipment. There were twelve hundred within Seattle alone.

      Susan had narrowed down the number of white Ford work vans to seven-hundred eighty-three, and after staring at the printouts and going through them line by line, she was no closer to finding anyone that stood out.

      The APB was still out on the van, but trying to find it now was like trying to find a needle in a haystack. Susan had a feeling the only way that the van would pop up on their radar was by pure luck. She leaned back from the paperwork and took a break by working over the case in her head.

      The stereotypical murderer for Katy Matthews would be a twenty-five to forty-five Caucasian male with a tendency to be a loner or have a job that allows them to view or be close to their victims. Between the three full-time employees at Ancient Oaks and the seven volunteers, eight of them were men. But one crucial point that Susan didn’t want to forget was how the girl was killed.

      The same drugs that the Matthews dabbled in on the streets were the same drugs pumped into her system at a lethal dosage. Susan bet the killer thought it was some kind of poetic justice, killing these addicts with the same drugs they were using to kill themselves.

      Susan didn’t want to completely rule out the women who worked there, but she wasn’t going to start with them, because three other people stood out to her at the moment.

      The first was Shawn Foster. The man was full of himself, charming, and Susan could see any troubled young teen falling for those doe eyes and a sheepish grin. But she had been around enough sheep in wolves’ clothing to know that’s exactly what he was doing. And while Monica hadn’t actually ‘caught’ him masturbating, Susan was willing to bet that he was looking at a picture of someone underage.

      The second was the other full-time male employee. Like Monica, he had a record, but his only had a few minor drug offenses. What he did have were a few abuse allegations that were never followed up in court and instead were dropped, and the woman denied what she had previously stated to the officer. The exact quote on the arrest card was that she ‘misremembered what happened.’

      And when Susan pulled up a photo of him, she couldn’t help but think of him as anything else but a scumbag. Susan had seen enough of them stalking the streets in search of girls to recognize the type. But until she was able to speak to him, and she had tried to call him three times, she couldn’t be sure. Still, she remembered something about a picture being worth a certain amount of words.

      Growing tired of the stench of the stale coffee beneath her nose, Susan walked over to Palmer, who was following up on the list she received from Ancient Oaks.

      “How is it looking?” Susan asked.

      Palmer kept his eyes on the screen. “Well, so far none of the volunteers have a record, but two of the full-time employees do.” He turned the screen around. “Monica Willet and Kevin Marsh. Both drug-related, but I suppose that’s not uncommon for their line of work.” He positioned the screen back in front of him and jotted down some notes.

      “I saw that,” Susan said. “I spoke with Monica when I was there. She told me that she walked in on Shawn masturbating to one of the girl’s files.”

      Palmer arched his eyebrows and looked up to Susan from his notes. “She said that?”

      “Well, she thought that’s what he was doing,” Susan answered. “She never reported him.”

      “We can’t bring in a guy for allegedly masturbating.” Palmer returned to his notes. “Not until we can’t confirm his alibi.”

      Susan walked around Palmer and picked up the list of names from Ancient Oaks. “Who’s checking their alibis?”

      “I’ve got two guys making calls,” Palmer answered.

      Susan scanned the list, but then stopped on a name she didn’t recognize. “Who’s this guy? Says he only comes in once a month?”

      Palmer snatched the list from Susan and then set it down. “Haven’t checked him out yet.” He typed in the name ‘Jerry Winger’ in the DMV database to see what came up. “Jerry Winger, aged sixty-two, lives over in Denny-Blaine, so he does very well.” He struck a few more keys and then grunted.

      “What?” Susan stepped behind Palmer and looked over his shoulder.

      “He’s a pharmacist,” Palmer said. “Owns a general store in Miller Park.”

      Susan slapped the back of Palmer’s chair. “We have to go talk to this guy.”

      Palmer was quiet for a moment and then checked Winger’s store hours on Google. “He closes in an hour.”

      “Then we better hurry.”

      Palmer cracked a grin and then glanced up at her. “Don’t you have vans to look up?”

      Susan clicked on the DMV tab for Winger and saw that he had a registered white panel Ford work van linked to his general store. “Ask, and you shall receive.”

      “All right.” Palmer stood, locking his computer. “Let’s go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      Glad to be back on the streets, Susan was even more pleased that Winterguard chose to hang back and continue his boyfriend lead. She thought it said something about the old detective. He was too far down the rabbit hole of his own pride to try and dig himself out now. But Susan knew the type. She’d been around enough of the old instructors at the academy to know that it wasn’t that old dogs didn’t know how to do a new trick, they just didn’t want to learn them.

      Susan researched Winger a little more on the ride to the pharmacy and discovered that the pharmacist also owned a brown Mercedes E-class, which they saw parked near the front of the store.

      “Looks like someone has done well for himself,” Susan said.

      “If he lives in Denny-Blaine, he’s got more money than our entire precinct.” Palmer parked and shut off the engine. “I’ll take the lead on this.” He raised his hand before she could protest. “It’s not a macho thing or anything like that. You’ve got a better eye than I do. I want you to watch him while I come up with the questions.” He looked at her and held up his fist for her to bump it. “Cool?”

      Susan bumped her fist with his. “Cool.”

      “I’ll start with his involvement at the shelter,” Palmer said, glancing toward the storefront. “See what kind of access he has to the building. I don’t think we should bring up the girl yet. I just want to see if he squirms.”

      Susan nodded. “Sounds good.”

      Palmer headed into the store first, the door chiming a pleasant three-note tune upon their entrance. Jerry Winger was listed as the sole owner and proprietor of the store, which he had inherited from his father. It was one of the few non-chain pharmacies left in the city, and because there was no big corporate office to report to, Susan was working under the suspicion that Mr. Winger could easily keep a few drug orders off the books if he desired.

      The store was a modest size, the aisles stocked with what most chain convenience stores carried, and Susan saw the pharmacy counter in the back. There was a line at the cash register. A young woman with an apron that said Winger’s Pharmacy over the front of it was scanning and bagging items, her pace leisurely.

      The girl glared at Susan for a few moments before she disappeared from view behind an aisle of cereal boxes, and Susan suddenly realized how hungry she was. It had been hours since she’d eaten, and her metabolism had already burned through her breakfast burrito. She made a mental note to grab something before they left, so long as things didn’t get too crazy before she walked out of the store.

      Three people were waiting in line at the pharmacy counter, and Susan spotted two men behind it. The first one worked the cash register and was young, probably a college student. Susan made a mental note that Old Mr. Winger liked to keep a young employee base.

      In the back behind the small aisles of drugs packaged together was a man with a thick head of greying hair. Jerry Winger was pencil thin, his narrow shoulders stooped forward, his head hung low between them.

      Palmer bypassed the line and flashed the badge to the young man at the register. “I need to speak to Jerry Winger.”

      The old man in the back turned at the sound of his name, and Susan was surprised to find a more youthful face. He squinted at Palmer, and then at the badge, and then to the line of customers that were beginning to whisper amongst themselves.

      Jerry Winger finished up his work and then moved quickly toward the counter, placing a large hand on the cashier’s shoulder. “I have Mr. Delaton’s medication ready, just remind him that he’ll need to get his doctor to refill his prescription order.”

      The young man nodded, and then Jerry pointed toward a small door off to the side of the pharmacy, moving quickly in hopes of getting the police inside and quieting the whispers.

      Winger held the door for both Palmer and Susan, and then shut it and walked to his desk. He didn’t sit down. “What is this about?”

      “Mr. Winger, I’m Detective Palmer, and this is Officer Quinton who is assisting me on the case. We wanted to ask you a few questions about your work over at the Ancient Oaks shelter.” Palmer removed a notepad and then clicked the topper, putting pen to paper.

      Susan hung back, taking a look around the office. It had two windows, one that provided a view behind the pharmacy counter and another that overlooked the rest of the store. They were one-way-mirrored glass, so it allowed whoever was inside the office to see what was happening without anyone on the other side knowing that they were being watched. It was similar to the viewing rooms for interrogations back at the precinct.

      Susan also noted a small cluster of monitors and recording equipment. She counted three cameras when she entered, and she was looking at the three screens they were hooked up to. One watched the counter, the second watched the store aisles, of which there were only five, and the third watched the pharmacy. It was a simple setup, but it provided complete surveillance coverage of the store.

      “I dispose of the pills that are brought in by junkies,” Winger said. “Anything else?”

      Winger planted both hands over his desk, and while he wasn’t as old as his greying hair suggested, his face was pallid, his cheeks sagging and soft. The man looked like he had spent his entire life under the glow of fluorescent lights.

      “How often do you come and pick up the drugs?” Palmer asked.

      “The first Tuesday of every month at four o’clock.”

      “And do you have a key to the building?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you have any interactions with the patients?”

      “No.”

      Palmer tapped his pen against the notepad, annoyed that Winger was playing the short answer game. It was something she heard a lot on the street, especially from people who were hiding something. This guy wasn’t going to give up anything more than what he was asked, and it was always going to be the most straightforward answer to the question.

      “What do you do with the medications you collect from the shelter?” Palmer asked.

      “I organize them, and then incinerate them.”

      “Where does that happen?”

      “Here.”

      “Both the organizing and the incineration?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can we take a look at the room where this happens?”

      “Do you have a warrant?”

      Palmer finished scribbling his notes and then returned both the pen and paper inside his jacket pocket. “Mr. Winger, we can come back with a warrant, but it’s always better to cooperate with the police than to involve the courts.”

      “And I think that it’s better for cops to follow the rules of the law instead of trying to manipulate decent folks into exposing their lives so they can smear anyone’s good name.” Winger gave a firm nod at the end of the statement and then glowered at both Palmer and Susan.

      “Can you tell us where you were on the night of January seventh?” Susan asked.

      “Since I don’t see any charges of arrest or any paperwork saying that I am being detained, I’ll say that it’s none of your damn business.” Winger pushed himself off the desk. “If you don’t have anything substantial, I’ll ask you to leave now. I have work to do.”

      Susan knew as well as Palmer did that without any probable cause, all they could do was fish. While most folks didn’t mind talking to police, that didn’t mean they could force those that didn’t want to speak into confessing their crimes.

      “We’ll be in touch, Mr. Winger.” Palmer turned around, shoving open the door and moving briskly toward the front exit.

      Susan had to jog to keep up, and Palmer didn’t stop or turn around until he was at the car.

      “Arrogant prick,” Palmer said, his nostrils flaring in anger as he took a moment to catch his bearings.

      “Do you know a judge that will give us a search warrant based off of what we have?” Susan asked.

      Palmer tilted his head from side to side. “Maybe, but we’ll need to see if his van matches the same one in the ATM video. He finally turned his fiery gaze away from the store and looked at Susan. “Thanks for sticking to the plan.”

      Susan played it cool. “Hey, I’m just assisting.”

      Palmer smiled. “You’ve got the mind for this kind of thing.” He glanced back to the pharmacy, and the smile vanished. “I don’t know what he’s hiding, but it’s something.”

      Susan glanced back to the building, her cop senses tingling with the same suspicion. “I don’t know if he’d keep anything incriminating at the store. He seems too smart for that. Did you see the way his surveillance was set up? He’s careful.”

      “You’re probably right,” Palmer said. “But I’ll request the warrant anyway, see what we can get.”

      Susan's stomach grumbled, and she realized that she forgot to grab a snack before she left the store. The shakes weren’t as bad as they had been the night before, but she knew that they’d get worse unless she got something in her system, and quickly. “What’s our next play?”

      “We still need to process everyone else on the list, make sure that we either have an alibi for them or put them on the suspect list,” Palmer said. “Do you think that’s something you could handle for me while I follow up on this guy?”

      Susan was surprised at the request, but then quickly realized that it was just grunt work. “Sure. I can handle that.”

      “You want a ride back?” Palmer asked.

      “No, I’ll find my own way. Need to head back to my precinct and check in with my lieutenant anyway. You don’t mind if I work from there?”

      “All good with me.” Palmer returned to his car and then flashed a thumbs up. “Good work, Susie Q.”

      Susan tilted her head to the side, narrowing his eyes. “Who told you about that?”

      Palmer laughed and then shut his door. Once Palmer was gone, Susan walked back into the store. She headed down the cereal aisle, looking for anything that she could eat on the go. From her peripheral, she saw Winger staring her down, but so long as she was a paying customer, she knew that he wouldn’t do anything.

      “Ah, that’ll work.” Susan picked the box off the shelf and walked toward the cashier. She handed the box over to the cashier, and the girl looked it over as she scanned the barcode.

      “I eat these all the time,” she said. “My boyfriend says they’re going to make me get fat.” She giggled as if it were funny, but Susan didn’t smile as she paid.

      “Then you should probably dump him,” Susan said.

      The girl’s face slackened, and she bagged the item and then put the receipt in the bag. Susan grabbed it from her and walked outside, the box open before the door shut behind her.

      “Strawberry Frosted Pop-Tarts,” Susan said, examining the pink pastry. She bit into one and felt immediately better.
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      It didn’t take long for Susan to eat her way through the pastries once she returned to her desk at the precinct.

      She went through the rest of the list from Ancient Oaks along with the individuals that could confirm their alibis, calling folks, and before she realized it, she had checked off everyone on the roster save for Jerry Winger.

      Susan was surprised that Foster and Marsh’s alibis held up. But they were just word of mouth, and until they had evidence to suggest otherwise, she knew that she couldn’t touch them. She looked into the van that Winger had registered a little bit more and discovered that the model was newer than the one she saw from the ATM’s footage.

      Typing with one hand, her eyes glued to the screen, Susan reached for the box of Pop-Tarts, only to find her fingers touching the inside of an empty box. She frowned and then glanced down at the pile of crumbs that had collected on the desk, over her shirt, and between the keys of the keyboard.

      After nearly an hour at her desk, Susan stood and stretched her legs as she walked over to the coffee pot. But when she started to fill her cup, she saw her hand, and she froze.

      The slight tremor in her left hand caused the coffee to slosh back and forth in the cup. Susan knew it was the beginning of her withdrawals. She’d just been so busy she didn’t have the time to think about it, but she knew she would reach the point where she couldn’t hide it anymore. No more than her father could hide his drinking.

      Growing up, Susan had always wondered how her father could have drunk himself to death, how he could have just given up and everyone and everything around him. But after working the streets and going through her own addiction, she thought she finally understood.

      While she might have sought out this kind of work as some redemption and way to understand her father better, Susan felt no closer to forgiving him, or herself, for their tumultuous relationship.

      Sickened by the memories and withdrawals, Susan put the coffee pot down, grabbed her jacket and smokes, then headed out the back door.

      Hands still shaking, Susan pinched a cigarette between her teeth and then cupped her hand around the flame from her green Bic lighter until the tip of the Marlboro glowed red.

      “Hey, Susie Q!”

      The voice came from across the building, and Susan looked to find the Henry Detectives heading her way. One had the first name of Henry and the other had a last name of Henry. They’d been partners for years because no lieutenant wanted to break up the Henry and Henry gang.

      “Henry,” Susan said, immediately smiling. “Henry.” If there was one thing she missed about hanging around the precinct before she went undercover, it was greeting her favorite detectives.

      “You all right? We heard you got banged up in a drive-by?” Last Name Henry asked.

      “I’m all right.”

      “We found the ride that they used,” First Name Henry said. “Plates were taken off, and the VIN was scratched off.”

      “I didn’t imagine it would lead anywhere,” Susan said. “The streets just wanted to make sure they could still get a hard-on, I guess.”

      Both Henrys chuckled.

      “Hey, you two know anything about two detectives over at Fourteen? Palmer and Winterguard?” Susan kept her fist wrapped around the lighter and pocketed it in her jacket.

      “Shit, Winterguard is still on the force? He worked back when my great-granddaddy was a cop,” Last Name Henry said. “That old bastard is a waste of a badge. You remember that serial killer case last year?”

      “The one who hunted girls in the woods?” Susan nodded. “It was all over the news.”

      “Yeah, well, Winterguard was on the task force to catch the guy, and he actually let him get away during a sting. He forgot to lock the back door of the room they were using, and the guy slipped right out.” Last Name Henry skidded his palms together, thrusting the top one forward and making a quick-disappearing sound effect with his mouth. “I don’t think I’ve seen a bigger blown case than that one.”

      “Yeah, the task force didn’t even catch the guy,” First Name Henry said. “It was some guy over at Eighteen. Grant, I think.”

      Susan inhaled until her lungs had a nice warm burn. “Yeah, I remember reading about that.” It was about the same time that Susan had finished up at the academy. All the recruits were talking about it. They were calling the detective who caught him a legend, a real badass that chewed up nails for breakfast. But when Susan finally saw a picture of him, she didn’t think it was a fair assessment. The guy looked like any average Joe she passed on the street. He was cute, but a little too brooding for her.

      “What’s up with Winterguard?” First Name Henry asked.

      “I got pulled on to assist with a homicide they’re working,” Susan answered, then arched her eyebrows as she took another inhale, the cold starting to freeze the tip of her nose. “He’s not too happy about me doing his job.”

      Both Henrys laughed again and then First Name Henry opened the back door. “Well, if you get into too much trouble you can just join our unit.”

      “Yeah,” Last Name Henry said. “Susie Q and the Henrys. Got kind of a nice ring to it.”

      Susan laughed. “Sounds like a jazz band. Works for me.”

      Last Name Henry disappeared inside first, but First Name Henry lingered behind. “What time are you punching out today?”

      Susan smiled, trying to remember to be polite. The first piece of advice that she had received when she signed up for the academy was from a female recruiter. The woman was in her forties, had been around for a long time, and the way that she looked Susan in the eye when she told her to never sleep with anyone in the department made her keep her promise not to. And she had.

      “Probably in a few hours,” Susan answered. “I’m meeting a guy for dinner. What’s up?”

      It was the easiest way for Susan to let down the other cops in the building without actually telling them no. And while she liked First Name Henry, she wasn’t about to risk the entanglement of an interdepartmental relationship with anyone. She had already jeopardized her career enough by sleeping with Charlie.

      First Name Henry smiled, but then backed off the same way all of them did whenever they knew they’d been shot down. “Nice. A few of the detectives were grabbing drinks. Wanted to extend an invite. Maybe next time.”

      “Yeah, maybe,” Susan said.

      He disappeared inside, and Susan finished her smoke.

      It hadn’t been the first time she’d been approached. Men had always looked at her a certain way. She was petite, pretty, and could handle her own in a room full of men. It was a combination that tended to attract more suitors than she wanted.

      But if she were going to sleep with a Henry, she’d much rather have a one-night stand with Last Name Henry. The man had an ass like a snare drum.

      Susan dropped her cigarette and then checked the time on her phone. It was already eight o’clock, and she had no idea where the day had gone. She thought about Ginny and wondered if the girl was still alive. They were now well past the twelve-hour mark, which was the time frame from abduction to murder for Katy Matthews.

      Susan leaned back from her computer and rubbed her eyes. She needed a break, and she desperately wanted a Pop-Tart. She settled for another smoke instead, finding humor in the fact that she was more likely to die from this death stick than heroin, at least at this rate.

      All of the bad things that she sought out in high school, the drugs and alcohol that she funneled into her body, the bad boys that she let inside of her, it had all felt good at the moment but left her empty when they were over. Just like the cigarette would eventually make her feel worse.

      But right now, in the cold dark behind the police station, with her mind struggling to piece together the threads of this case, it made her feel good. And she would take what good she could get.

      Finished with her second, she ground it into the pavement with the tip of her boot, then glanced up to the night sky, unable to see anything but black. The lights from the city blocked out the stars. But somewhere out there in the night was a girl who had done bad things, made terrible choices, and was now a part of something far more dangerous than she could imagine.

      It wasn’t hard for Susan to see herself in those girls. After all, she had spent the past six weeks pretending to be one of them, living the same lives that most of them lived. She experienced the fear, the empty thrills, and the desperation that comes with a life where you don’t know if you’ll survive the next day.

      Susan returned inside and restarted her search, this time checking the files for any redheads that had been arrested on drug or prostitution charges. There were two in the system. One was incarcerated at Belmont, and the second was jailed at King County, both with one year and six months left on their sentences, respectively.

      Susan drummed her fingertips on the desk, knowing that it was possible the information she received was wrong. The girl could have been wearing a wig, or the man she spoke with had misremembered. He clearly wasn’t entirely lucid, his brain fried by drugs and life out on the streets. It was hard to imagine that all of the information that he gave Susan was accurate. She was probably chasing a dead end, so she decided to stick with what she knew.

      She knew that a girl had been taken. She knew that there had been some type of struggle. She knew that the perp drove a white Ford work van. And she knew that she was running out of time before the man did the same thing to Ginny that he did with Katy Matthews.

      Susan continued to drum her fingers on the desk, the motion falling into a hypnotic rhythm as she worked the case over in her mind. She thought about those pictures in the box she found beneath the vanity. She remembered how Katy was smiling, almost happy that she had been taking the pictures.

      Whoever took those pictures of Katy was someone that she trusted, and that thought brought Susan back to the suspects involved with Ancient Oaks. Something about them wasn’t sitting right, especially after her interaction with Winger. But while Winger didn’t want to cooperate, she might be able to check Ancient Oaks’ files to see if a redhead named Ginny ever visited their shelter.
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      Hungry, and not wanting to think on an empty stomach, Susan picked up some drive-through, the scent of grease filling the inside of the cruiser, and she munched while she drove toward the shelter on the outskirts of downtown.

      The burger and fries helped clear the fog from hunger. By the time Susan arrived at Ancient Oaks, the food had provided a needed boost of energy, but she stayed parked outside while she lit a smoke, knowing that she couldn’t do it inside.

      The shelter was much quieter than it had been when she had visited during the day, but she figured that was normal. She knew that a lot of these places had mandated lights-out times to help give the recovering addicts a routine.

      Routine was necessary, and being told what to do, where to go, and when to do it helped keep their minds off of the constant urge to chase another high. Because it was always there, even with the distraction, but a busy mind and busy hands helped to forget about what they really wanted.

      Susan figured that might be what was keeping her from shooting up again. She hadn’t really stopped working the case except to sleep and eat. She had traded one addiction for another, but while the heroin could kill her, at least with the situation she could be productive with her time.

      She studied the layout of the building and the surrounding area more intensively as she finished the cigarette. The lights from inside the shelter shone through the windows, glowing in the darkness like they were some kind of beacon of hope, beckoning all those who were weary and wanted to heal themselves and pull themselves from the depths of despair that had plagued their hearts and minds.

      More than once, Susan had wanted to come to a place like this during her undercover work. But she came close only once, going so far as walking right up to the front door.

      The memory itself was hazy. Susan had been high at the time. She didn’t remember how she got there, only that she was wandering the streets, looking for something. It was late, and most businesses and places had shut down.

      But Susan remembered finding one place like Ancient Oaks, the light on inside, a lantern in the dark. She was drawn to it like a moth to a flame, and at that moment she wanted nothing more than to walk through that door. She was so close to seeking help, to give in.

      Susan couldn’t remember how long she stood there, but she did remember that when she placed her hand on the door handle, tears rolling down her cheeks, Susan saw the fresh needle marks in the crook of her arm, exposed through holes in the ratty shirt she’d been wearing. There was something about the marks that caused her to stop. It was the way that they were exposed, and the way the dots were spread so sporadically on her arm.

      The sight of those scars and needle marks made her let go of the door, and she ran as far away from the place as she could get, pushing the thought of ever going back from her mind.

      Finished with the cigarette, Susan flicked the nub onto the pavement, letting it smolder as she walked toward the front doors.

      Even though the lights were on, there was no one staffing the reception desk. The college intern that she’d met earlier was probably at home, having logged in her hours for the day. The door was unlocked, and Susan entered to nothing but dead quiet.

      All of the tables and chairs that were filled with people earlier in the day had been neatly put away. Susan took the time to walk around the place. She glanced up, finding it strange that there were no cameras on the premises. She would have thought it would be somewhat of a necessity considering that the place was filled with folks coming off the streets. And since it was open twenty-four hours, leaving the doors unlocked would have allowed anyone to walk in, coming and going as they please.

      She was surprised that she didn’t notice the lack of cameras the first time.

      “Can I help you?”

      Susan turned and saw a man exiting one of the hallways, and she flashed her badge. “Kevin Marsh?”

      Kevin stared at the badge, wiping his hands off on his jeans as he approached. “Yes?”

      “I spoke with your boss Shawn Foster earlier in the day about a young girl who was a resident here a while back,” Susan said. “I was hoping to take a look at your files.”

      “What for?” Kevin asked.

      “I just want to double check on a few things, make sure I didn’t miss any details the first time.” Susan hadn’t looked at the files, but she was hoping that Kevin didn’t know that.

      Kevin glanced back down the hallway that he’d just come from. He looked worried. When he turned around, he shook his head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea right now. Why don’t you come back tomorrow when Shawn’s here?”

      Susan nodded, but she didn’t leave. “You work the late shift a lot?”

      Keven narrowed his eyes, then crossed his arms over his chest. “Yeah.”

      “What kind of work do you do around here?”

      “Mostly maintenance stuff,” Kevin said. “Every once in a while, I’ll chat up a few of the residents, see how they’re doing. Sometimes I have to toss folks out that are being a nuisance, but that doesn’t happen often.”

      “Did you ever throw anyone out when Katy Matthews was here?” Susan asked, taking a closer look at Kevin Marsh. He was thicker than Foster, more muscular, and she didn’t have a hard time imagining him being able to subdue someone. He carried himself like he’d taken a few self-defense classes. Probably been in one or two real fights.

      “I don’t really keep a log of it,” Kevin said.

      Susan nodded, keeping it casual. “You remember a girl named Ginny that might have stayed here? Young girl. Red hair.”

      “No.” Kevin drew in a breath. “Listen, I really need to get back to work—”

      “If I could just take a look through your files to see if she was here, it would really—”

      “I said no.” Kevin’s face hardened. “In fact, I think that you should leave.”

      All of the patience that Susan had exercised over the past few hours was slowly starting to wane. She was running out of time, and arguing with this klutz was pointless. She needed to act, and she needed to do it quickly. But she retained her cool, raising her hands and slowly backtracking toward the lobby doors. “I appreciate the time.”

      Kevin followed her all the way to the door and then watched her as she climbed into her cruiser and turned down the path.

      But what Kevin didn’t see was that Susan parked on the road and then sprinted back between the trees to the building. She donned a pair of gloves and then removed the lock-pick set she sometimes used during her undercover work.

      She had gotten a good look at Foster’s door and knew she could pick the lock. It was a standard five-pin tumbler. Nothing fancy.

      Susan curved her head around the door and got a look inside. Marsh was gone. She opened the door and then hurried to the hallway, checking it to make sure it was clear before she pressed onward.

      She moved all the way to Foster’s office silently, removed her picks, and inserted them into the lock. Four quick moves and she heard the lock click open.

      Susan closed the door behind her and then flicked on the light. Luckily the filing cabinets weren’t locked, and they were all labeled alphabetically, but without the last name she would have to go through every single one. She didn’t have time for that.

      Susan opened the first drawer and removed the first file she found, hoping to see a master list, but when she opened the manila folder, she froze.

      Inside the person’s file was a sheet that listed the individual’s name, their background, age, height, and weight, along with a brief description of their affliction. But in the top right-hand corner, attached with a paper clip, was a Polaroid photograph. The same kind that she found in Katy Matthews’s jewelry box when she modeled her lingerie.

      It took a few minutes before Susan could set the file down. She then turned back to the filing cabinet and immediately opened all the drawers and scanned the archives for names that started with Ginny.

      Susan scanned the pages quickly. She found five files that could be her girl. One Jen, one Jennifer, one Jenny, and one Ginny. But only one girl had the flaming red hair that the homeless man had described to her at Box Town.

      Ginny Burtz.

      Susan stared at the picture of a stoic redhead when the door quickly opened, and Marsh stepped into the office.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” Kevin’s face reddened when he saw all the files on the ground. “You can’t be in here, you—hey!”

      Kevin was paralyzed from the shock of Susan moving so quickly, but by the time that she reached for the handcuffs, he started to resist.

      Susan used the leverage she had on Kevin’s arm to keep him pinned, twisting his right arm at an angle that caused him to cry out, and she quickly snagged one cuff on the wrist. But when she tried to muscle the other hand together, he flung his head back, knocking her in the face.

      The pain was hot and quick, but Susan didn’t let go of Kevin. She kicked her foot as hard as she could near his groin. She didn’t make a direct hit, but she got close enough to knock the fight out of him, and he fell forward, Susan landing on top of his back, and she worked the second wrist into the cuff.

      “What the fuck, bitch?” Kevin screamed, wallowing in pain.

      “Stay down!” Susan ordered, then called for backup. “This is Officer Susan Quinton. I need backup at Ancient Oaks. Possible suspect in the Katy Matthews murder.”

      “What?” Kevin screamed. “I didn’t kill anyone! This is insane!”

      “Suspect is restrained but still considered dangerous.” Susan kept her foot on his back as she stood up. “We didn’t have to do this the hard way.”

      “Fuck you!”

      Susan gently touched her upper lip. She was bleeding, but it wasn’t bad and was already starting to clot. When she had confirmation on backup, she called Palmer.

      “Susan, what’s going—”

      “Ginny Burtz,” Susan said. “That’s the girl that was taken.”

      Palmer was quiet for a moment. “Are you sure?”

      “Positive. I’m heading to the parents’ address listed on her file, which surprise, was at Ancient Oaks.” Susan pulled the phone away from her mouth as she heard a pair of officers identify themselves down the hall. “In here!” She returned to Palmer. “We need a judge to get us a warrant for Shawn Foster’s house. And we need to do that now.”

      “Okay, okay, just hold on,” Palmer said. “I’ll contact the judge. You said you’re heading over to the parents’ house now?”

      “Yeah.” As morbid as it felt, Susan had a feeling that the girl was already dead. However, if they could get to the house, sit on it, then they might catch the bastard who would take her there, but she needed to move quickly.

      “All right,” Palmer said. “I’ll meet you there, but don’t do anything until I show up, all right?”

      “Sure.” Susan hung up and then handed Marsh off to the officers before she sprinted down the hallway, hoping that they could get a warrant for Foster’s place before he dropped another dead girl back home.
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      The Burtz house wasn’t far from Ancient Oaks, and Susan was the first on the scene. She turned off the lights and sirens before she got close to the neighborhood, not wanting to draw attention to herself. Once she found the house, she circled around, looking for any sign of a van, and then parked a few lawns down from the Burtz home, waiting.

      Susan bounced her leg up and down, hating that she just couldn’t barge into the place and get the answers she needed. But she had already pressed her luck with Kevin Marsh, and she knew that there would be backlash for the way she apprehended the suspect. But if they could catch the bastard behind this, if they could stop another life from ending, then Susan would gladly take whatever punishment they gave her.

      She glanced around, wondering what was taking Palmer so long. She knew that he had said to wait, but she was growing more anxious by the minute, and that desire to do something, to do anything but sit still became so overwhelming that she opened the car door and walked toward the house.

      Keeping her eyes peeled, one hand on the butt of her pistol, Susan approached the house with caution. At first glance, the sleepy neighborhood provided no indication that a predator was lurking in the shadows, but Susan knew better than anyone that monsters enjoyed hiding in plain sight. Monsters like Shawn Foster.

      While they still needed the smoking gun, Susan was confident that they’d find everything they needed once they searched Foster’s house. And she couldn’t wait to watch him burn in the interrogation room. She bet that Marsh was involved somehow, covering it up. Maybe even Winger too. But they’d turn on one another faster than a firecracker pop to save their own skin.

      Susan stepped through the short, waist-high fence. The neighborhood was similar to the suburban area of the Matthews family, though it was a bit more run-down and rough around the edges.

      There were no lights on in the house, and Susan raised her hand to knock on the door when she noticed that the front door was cracked open.

      Susan entered swiftly and quietly. It was dark inside the house and the front door emptied into a living room, sparsely decorated with furniture as she quickly scanned the area.

      The living room and kitchen were one open area, and Susan saw three doors along the left wall leading to the back of the house, but only one of them was open.

      Susan crept toward the open door, thankful for the carpet that was spread throughout the house that helped mask her steps. She slowed her pace as she approached the door, her heart pounding harder than it ever had on any time during her undercover stint. Fearful that she was too late, that the killer was still inside, that she wouldn’t be able to do what needed to be done.

      It was the first time that she was on the attack. And she didn’t want to waste it.

      Without further hesitation, Susan spun into the room, and the moment her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she lowered the pistol.

      Ginny Burtz lay on top of the covers of her neatly-made bed, her eyes closed and her hand folded gently on top of her chest. Her long red hair with its tight curls flowed over the pillow and down over her shoulders. She was dressed in the same flower print dress that Katy Matthews had worn, revealing all of the bruises and scars from her time on the street.

      Susan walked to the girl’s bedside, arms slack and shoulders slumped, a growing lump of grief in her throat. She had not wanted to find the girl here. She had hoped the bed was empty, and that they still had time to save her, but she had taken too long.

      A cold gust of air hit Susan in the face, and she realized that she was crying, the low temperature freezing the tears against her cheek. She wiped the tears off her skin, then looked toward the source of the cold and saw an open window.

      It took a moment for it to register in her head, but Susan realized that the killer might have just been inside, and he might have just left.

      Susan rushed to the window, which led into the back yard that was backed up against the other houses, and from her position Susan saw a back gate was open, swinging loosely from its hinges.

      Before she thought better of it, Susan jumped out the window, falling awkwardly on the cold, damp grass, but she managed to sit up immediately.

      She stumbled forward, picking up steam the closer she moved toward the back gate, and she shouldered it open, which dumped her into a grassy alley between two fences. She pivoted left, then she rotated right, finding no one. She glanced down at the grass, which was still damp from either the rain or sprinklers. But the dampness made the grass more impressionable, and Susan saw footprints leading to the left.

      Gun up, Susan glided effortlessly to the road, clearing the left side first, and then sweeping to the right where she thought she caught a glimpse of a person walking, turning left at the intersection up ahead. She reached for the rover.

      “This is Officer Susan Quinton, I need air support, possible homicide suspect.” Susan kept her voice hushed, knowing that her voice could carry in the cold and quiet, and she squinted to see the crossroad up ahead. “Suspect is heading South on Mission Avenue.”

      “Copy that Susan, we have put in a request,” the voice answered. “Air is inbound in five.”

      Susan broke out into a jog, the gun dipping slightly from her hastened pace, turning the corner sharply, half expecting to find the suspect waiting for her, knife in hand with his arm raised and poised to strike her down before she could pull the trigger, but when she finally turned the corner, there was no one.

      Susan jogged up a few more houses, looking for any places that someone could hide, but she found nothing. It was like whoever she had seen had just vanished into thin air.

      “Susan, air support is one minute out, please advise suspect’s current position.” The radio squawked in her ear, but she just stood silent, dumbfounded.

      Had she imagined it? Was she chasing shadows like she had been when she was a girl? Trying to find her father, who was out wandering in the streets?

      “Susan, do you copy?”

      “This is Susan,” she answered, her voice harsh and raspy. “I have lost visual on the subject.” She released the talk button on her rover. Her breathing accelerated, and for a moment she thought that she was hyperventilating. She dropped to her knees, her chest tight.

      Susan shut her eyes, trying to regain control of her body. She gulped the cold air that burned her lungs, and her muscles seized up, cramps biting into every part of her body. She curled into herself, fists and jaw clenched tight, fighting against the force that wanted to cause her to implode on herself.
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      I couldn’t stop shaking, not even when I was running. My legs were so tired, but I knew that I couldn’t pause to rest, and after I heard the chopper blades in the air, I hastened my pace.

      How the hell had she known I was at the house? How did she know that I had taken Ginny? It was impossible, I had been so careful, I had made sure to—

      The blood. They had found the blood at Box Town. Someone must have complained and said something. And if they managed to track my blood down at Box Town, then it was possible they could have a description of the van.

      I skidded to a stop, spinning in a circle as my head whirled with more questions that I couldn’t answer. “Fuck!” I shouted, and then quickly covered my mouth when I heard the sound of dogs barking.

      No, I couldn’t lose my cool now, I couldn’t forget what helped me get here in the first place. I had planned for this, I just needed to keep my wits about me.

      They would be setting up roadblocks, and at this hour and with the air support flying overhead, I’d be a prime suspect. I wouldn’t be able to talk my way out of this, the evidence would be too damning. Heading back to the van now was a mistake.

      I could leave the van. It had fake plates, and I had scratched the VIN off. I just needed to double check it, clear it of anything that I might have left behind. But I needed to hurry.

      The van was two blocks south of the house. I had carried the girl in my arms, wanting to feel her for as long as I could. And I was glad that I did because if I hadn’t, that woman would have seen me. She was such a meddlesome bitch. I knew that from the first time I met her.

      I reached the van, still upset, but I had to push it aside for now because the chopper blades were getting louder. I checked the glove box, grabbing a few of the papers I had stashed inside that had some of my handwriting on it and then grabbed any food wrappers and garbage.

      It was too late to try and clean up everything, to do a thorough sweep for fibers. But if they found the blood, then they already had my DNA, so that was out the window. I grabbed the keys and then wiped down the wheel, the door handles, the dash, anything that I thought I could have touched to make it harder to pull a print.

      Finished, I pocketed the keys, locked the door, wiped down the handle one last time, and then sprinted south as fast as I could.

      I managed to keep up my pace for almost three miles, and it wasn’t until my calf cramped up that I finally stopped. Layered for the cold, the exertion had soaked my undershirt, and the sweat was causing my face to freeze.

      Hot streams of breath jettisoned from my lungs, the air so cold that I could see every breath. I hunched over, stopping for only a second to stretch the calf, and then continued to limp forward. The sound of the chopper had faded, and it made me less worried.

      But now I had to figure out what to do next. I had thought it would have taken the police longer to find out what I was doing, but now my window of opportunity was closing. And I had only been able to save two!

      It was maddening. I knew I had waited too long to start. I should have trusted my gut. I should have had the courage to start years ago. But I had been too afraid of being caught.

      And the girls had looked so beautiful when I returned them to their homes. And while their families might have been sad over the death of their child, at least they no longer had to worry about them, wondering what they were doing to themselves or what other people were doing to them.

      Now, it was all falling apart just as it was getting started. This wasn’t how it was supposed to end. I just needed to get rid of that woman. I didn’t think it would be a difficult task, after all, the girl was young, troubled, and out of her league. I just needed to pull the right string and watch her unravel into nothing.
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      Having missed being on the scene for Katy Matthews, Susan experienced a different interaction with Ginny Burtz’s parents. The mother hadn’t stopped screaming when she saw her daughter’s body, and even with Susan outside, sitting on the curb, she could hear the mother’s grief.

      The combination of the helicopter, the police units, and the mother’s screaming had woken the entire neighborhood from their slumber.

      Neighbors had gathered on their lawns, whispering to one another as they tried to figure out just what was happening at the Burtz household.

      The body hadn’t been wheeled out yet, both forensics and the medical examiner's office still working the crime scene. Susan suspected that they’d be there for quite some time. Now that they had two dead girls, the case had just become everyone’s priority.

      Ginny had been displayed exactly like Katy had, dressed in the same gown and brought back to her own room in her own bed. Two girls in two days. He was working quickly.

      Susan was halfway through her third smoke when she saw Palmer approach from her peripheral view. He looked down at the growing pile of cigarette butts next to her shoe, some of them still smoldering, before he looked at her directly.

      “Parents didn’t hear anything,” Palmer said. “They didn’t even hear you until you climbed out of the window.”

      Susan didn’t look up. Her eyes were focused on one of the hubcaps of the cop cars that had pulled up to the house. “Chopper find anything?”

      “No one in the streets,” Palmer answered. “Are you sure you saw someone?”

      Susan still hadn’t figured out what she saw, or if it had been a figment of her imagination. But since she called in support saying that she did see a suspect, she decided to stick with her original story. “I’m sure.”

      Palmer nodded and was quiet for a minute before he finally added. “He ditched the van.”

      Susan stood, dropping her unfinished cigarette to the rest of the pile, and dusted her hands off. “I want to see it.”

      “Susan, you need to take a minute,” Palmer said, raising his hand to try and keep her from getting around him. “You’ve been through a lot tonight, and I want to make sure that you haven’t gotten ahead of yourself.”

      “She’s dead, Palmer,” Susan said, raising her voice loud enough to catch the attention of the police nearby, maybe even a few of the neighbors. “I’d say I was behind, wouldn’t you?”

      “Calm down.” Anger briefly flashed over Palmer’s face, and he stepped closer, trying to intimidate her. “You want to make a big deal about this? Just remember that the family is still here. People who really lost something.” He thrust a finger closer to her nose. “Don’t forget that.”

      But that was the problem. Susan couldn’t forget it. She couldn’t remember the last time that she was able to let something go. It was one of the reasons she had been top of her class at the academy, it was the reason she was the youngest female recruit to work Vice, and it was the reason why she had been asked to assist with the homicide investigation.

      “I remember everything,” Susan said, tapping her temple. “Even if I don’t want to.” She straightened up, lifting her chin so she was extended to her full height, which was still a foot shorter than Palmer. “Show me the van.”

      Palmer eventually acquiesced, but Susan figured that it was just because he wanted to get her away from the house and away from the parents.

      Susan would talk to them eventually, but with the mother still screaming, she couldn’t bring herself to go inside and face the parents. Maybe that made her a coward. She wasn’t sure yet.

      The van was parked two blocks south, far enough away for Susan to have missed it when she did a quick sweep before she approached the house.

      Susan and Palmer stepped beneath the yellow tape that kept back news reporters and interested neighbors, and neither Palmer nor Susan stopped to acknowledge any of their questions that were spit rapid fire on their walk past.

      “The van was wiped down,” Palmer said once they were out of earshot of the microphones. “Our team is checking for prints anyway, trying to pull anything off, but right now it’s not looking good.”

      “Registration?” Susan asked, though she wasn’t hopeful since Palmer hadn’t led with it.

      “Nope,” Palmer answered. “Fake plates and no VIN either. It was abandoned. I think our guy ran on foot after you saw him.”

      Susan nodded. It was further confirmation that she had seen someone. And the van matched the description of what they saw on the ATM video. “What about blood, hair, any fluids?”

      “We found some bleach stains between the floor that had been cleaned pretty good, and forensics found a few fibers that we can see if it matches with the DNA from the blood samples we found over in Box Town,” Palmer said. “But it seems like our guy was prepared to ditch the van if he needed to.”

      Susan took a slow walk around the van to see if there was anything out of the ordinary, anything that the perp might have missed since he was in such a hurry. But Susan found nothing. “He’s been planning this for a long time. He already knows who he’s going after. It’s why he’s been able to move so quickly. Sick bastard probably already has someone else picked out.”

      “That’s our line of thinking too,” Palmer said, then checked his phone. “Winterguard is hanging back with Marsh, but he’s already got counsel with him, and he’s saying that you broke into his office?”

      “He’s involved in this,” Susan said. “Regardless of what he says or what anyone says, he’s involved. I don’t know how yet, but if we get that DNA sample and we can match it, or if we can get him to roll on Foster and Jerry—”

      “Shawn Foster and Jerry Winger both have alibis for tonight,” Palmer said. “We’ve already checked it out. Had an officer go to both of their houses. Foster had a girl over, and they were hanging out all night, and Winger has video footage from his doorbell that has him coming home at six thirty, and he didn’t leave the house all night.”

      “He could have walked—”

      “It’s not enough, Susan.” Palmer flapped his arms at his side, exasperated. “We don’t have enough to get a judge to give us a search warrant. Trust me, I’ve tried. We need to start looking elsewhere.”

      “Palmer, both of those girls went through the system at Ancient Oaks during the same time frame that a new person takes charge,” Susan said. “We found Polaroids of Katy Matthews in lingerie, and Foster takes all of his pictures of people that enroll in the shelter program with a Polaroid camera. That’s not a fucking coincidence!”

      Palmer opened his mouth to speak, but the radio interrupted him before he could get his point across.

      “Officer Quinton,” Dispatch said. “Lieutenant Williams needs to see you at the precinct.”

      Palmer crossed his arms and raised his eyebrows. “I guess you better go and get that taken care of then, huh?”

      Susan said nothing as she walked away, then shouldered her way through the storm of reporters that continued to swarm the line of yellow police tape. They shoved cameras and lights in her face, microphones pressed against her shoulders as she fought her way through.

      It was nothing but noise and distractions to take away from the real problem, and the real threat that was still out there, still waiting in the darkness to strike again. Susan didn’t care what kind of alibi Foster and Winger had. They were guilty as sin. She just needed to prove it.

      The ride back to the precinct didn’t help calm her down any, in fact, she was more wired and raring to go when she pulled into the lot. She knew that Williams wanted to talk to her about why she put those cuffs on Kevin Marsh.

      Susan stepped through the doors, and the moment she got a good look at the detectives in the bullpen, she knew she was in trouble. The only time every officer in the bullpen eyed a cop when they walked in was because they had heard LT either screaming about that officer or he was getting yelled at by someone higher up the chain of command.

      Susan had never known Williams to lose his temper, even when the situation called for it, so she was betting it was probably the latter.

      “Susan.” Williams stepped out of his office, and the room went silent at the sound of his voice. He said nothing else as he returned inside, knowing that his message had been clear.

      Susan walked over, feeling all of the eyes on her as she walked the green mile like an inmate on death row.

      When she reached his office, the lieutenant was already behind his desk and sitting down.

      “Shut the door,” Williams said.

      Susan complied, but she didn’t sit, and he didn’t ask her to. She figured the conversation would be short.

      “You're suspended pending further review for illegal search and seizure,” Williams said. “I need your gun and your badge, and you will report to administration tomorrow morning for a full psych review—”

      “You have to be fucking kidding me,” Susan said, shaking her head.

      “And upon completion of the review, that report will be made available to—”

      Susan lunged forward, slamming her hands down on the desk and getting in LT’s face. “Girls are dying out there! And we’re just sitting here with our thumbs up our asses trying to figure out our next move!”

      Williams stood so quickly that he flung his chair back and it smacked against the ground. His face had reddened, but he didn’t raise his voice, though the muscles along his neck were trembling, which only made his calm voice more menacing. “If, and only if, the board decides to pass you on your psych exam will you return to this department, and you’ll be lucky to be doing traffic stops downtown.”

      Susan didn’t back down, she was too heated, and she’d already lost her gun and her badge, so it didn’t really matter what happened next. She wasn’t going to quit. “How many more girls do you want on your conscience, Lieutenant? Hmm? Three, four, five?”

      Williams dropped back into his chair, no longer looking at Susan. “You’re only making this worse for yourself, Susan.”

      “You know how many girls are out there for him to pick up?” Susan asked. “More than you and I can handle. The streets are like a goddamn all you can eat buffet out there!”

      Susan realized that she was screaming and that she had worked herself into a breathless frenzy. But it hadn’t stirred any type of revelation within the lieutenant, who only stared at her, his cheeks no longer red, waiting for his request to be fulfilled.

      And for the first time in a long time, Susan was filled with hopelessness. It hurried through her veins like wildfire, burning everything and leaving behind only the silky ash for her to sift through with her fingers. She handed over her badge and gun, stripped of the title that she had worked so hard to earn.

      “You’re wrong, Lieutenant,” Susan said, placing both the gun and the badge on the desk, no longer shouting.

      “Let me be clear,” Williams said. “In no way are you a part of this investigation. And if I see you sneaking around it, I will be the first one to slap the cuffs on you for obstruction of justice and save the review board the trouble of taking up your file, because your future would be over. Now, get the hell out of my office.”

      Susan lingered, but only for a minute. She knew there wasn’t anything else she could say, and as she stormed back through the bullpen heading toward the front doors, she could already hear what everybody was thinking.

      The little girl from Vice finally snapped. It was only a matter of time. She’s a kid, how the hell would she be expected to handle it? It was hard for a woman to separate their personal life from their professional one. Another one bites the dust.

      The stuffy heat inside the station only made her anger worse, and she was thankful for the cold air when she stepped outside.

      Lost in thought, Susan didn’t realize her phone was ringing until the fourth buzz. She glanced down at the number and was glad to see it was Charlie.

      “Hey, I’m glad you called,” Susan said. “Listen, about this morning, I—” She cleared her throat and scuffed her heel against the blacktop. “You caught me off guard. But we definitely need to talk about some things. I’ve got some time now if you want to meet up?”

      Susan waited, but Charlie didn’t answer on the other end.

      “Charlie?” Susan asked. “Hey, are you there?”

      Susan checked the screen to make sure she was still connected. When she confirmed that no one had hung up, she placed the speaker back to her ear.

      “Charlie, are you there? What’s—”

      A raspy wheeze broke through the silence, followed by coughing.

      “Charlie?” Susan couldn’t hide the concern. “Are you all right?”

      More raspy breaths filled her ear, Susan growing more panicked until she was able to make out a single, precise word. “Help.”
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      Susan didn’t hang up the phone, staying on the line with Charlie as she checked out a cruiser and flicked the lights, weaving through traffic

      “Just hang on, Charlie!” Susan put the phone on speaker, shouting over the siren.

      Susan arrived at his house, which sat on the edge of a small neighborhood of single family homes that were built in the fifties as low-income housing.

      But the past seventy years had seen the houses fall apart, held together with scraps, barely able to keep the people who lived in them protected from the elements. The moment she reached the neighborhood, she dropped the siren but kept the lights, wanting people to know that she was there in case whoever had hurt Charlie was still hanging around.

      Unlike other neighborhoods when police entered, bathing the houses in blue and red emergency lights, no one stepped from their homes to investigate what was happening. Because out here the police only meant trouble, even when all they were trying to do was help.

      Susan pulled into the driveway, screeching to a halt, and then parked the cruiser. Because of adrenaline, Susan forced herself to slowly approach the front door, which was cracked open.

      The curtains on the windows were drawn so she couldn’t see inside, but she paused at the door, listening for anyone inside before she shouldered the door open. “Police! Identify yourselves if you are in the house!”

      Susan wasn’t sure how by the book she should play it, so she decided to go in all the way. She had been to Charlie’s a dozen times and already knew all of the choke points in the house, so she was able to move more quickly through than had she not been familiar with the house.

      The moment that Susan entered, she could smell something off, like something was burning. She passed from the foyer and into the living room, which was sparsely furnished with furniture that looked like it had been pulled from a landfill, but Susan noticed the blood on the dirtied carpet and saw that it trailed into the kitchen.

      Susan followed the blood, dreading what she would find, but praying that Charlie was still alive, and when she hit the tile, she wasn’t sure.

      “Charlie!” Susan dropped to her knees to examine Charlie’s lifeless body. She checked for a pulse and felt one, though it was faint, and then she gently cradled the back of Charlie’s head in her palm. “Charlie? Charlie, can you hear me?”

      His face was bloodied and swollen, far different than the handsome face she remembered from this morning. His body was completely limp, and she saw the blood that stained his clothes as she searched for any other injuries to his body, such as stab or gunshot wounds, but she found none. He had only been beaten to within an inch of his life

      Susan looked up and saw what she had smelled when she first entered the house. He had been cooking something in a pan, and it was burning. The house didn’t have any fire alarms, so there was nothing to alert anyone to the burning save for the smoke.

      Susan got up, turned off the burner, then removed the skillet and its blackened contents from the stove. She then retrieved her phone and dialed an ambulance.

      Susan dropped back to Charlie’s side, grabbing his hand and squeezing it tight, never letting go of his hand while she spoke to dispatch.

      “This is Officer Susan Quinton, badge number eight-five-seven-one-three.” Susan cleared her throat, struggling to keep her voice steady. The rush from the adrenaline made it difficult to keep anything steady, and she felt the vibrations from her trembling. “I need an ambulance at 47 South Torrent Street.”

      “Stand by.”

      Susan felt the tears coming, but she pushed them back. She knew that she’d have to come up with some story of why she was here, and then guilt flooded her veins because her first instinct was to lie to save herself and her career. But that might not matter anymore.
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        * * *

      

      Susan stood by the cruiser, distancing herself from the ambulance that was parked on the street. The paramedics were in the house, and more officers had arrived on the scene to handle processing.

      The presence of more police vehicles and emergency vehicles also garnered the attention of the rest of the neighborhood, and Susan noticed more than a few curious eyes had arrived on the scene. Susan knew that Charlie was well-liked, and she recognized some of the faces in the crowds. Faces that had only ever known her as the addict who sometimes came over to visit Charlie.

      Susan knew it was a tight-knit community, and they were folks who looked after one another. And part of that closeness was a disdain for the police because while Susan had joined to help protect people and to help guide the hand of justice, she knew that not everyone saw the police that way.

      The growing faction between authorities and the communities they policed were never more present than they were right now, right here.

      People kept their distance, not wanting to get too close in fear of being questioned. Out here silence was the only rule when it came to the police. It was the only way to ensure that their lives didn’t get worse, because as much as the police tried to help them, the South Siders and others had a hold on the community, and that silence was just as much for their own protection as it was the gangs.

      Most people around here might not have been actually affiliated with the gang, but most folks had friends or family members who were a part of it. The leaders of the gang used those relationships as leverage, threatening violence against the innocent when necessary.

      In Susan’s opinion, it was one of the worst ways that gangs affected the communities because every time that one of those family members was arrested or killed by a police officer, it only provided more fuel for the gangs to recruit other family members.

      “We didn’t kill your brother,” they would say. “It was those pigs. They’re keeping us down. They’re making sure that we can’t survive because that’s all we’re trying to do. The cops put that bullet in your son, not us. The only thing we ever did for him helped put money in his pocket and a roof over his head.”

      Susan had heard that conversation more times than she cared to admit, and it was heartbreaking at how often it worked. But there were those that hated the gangs as much as they hated the police, but even those folks were rare to come forward.

      While she had waited inside with Charlie until the ambulance arrived, she tried to come up with her own story of what happened and how she managed to get the call.

      “He was an informant during my undercover work,” Susan said, knowing that keeping as close to the truth was the best policy when coming up with a lie. “He called me and said he needed help. After the attack I experienced earlier today, I came over to check on him and found him beaten on his kitchen floor.”

      “So you believe that this was gang-related retaliation?” the officer asked.

      “Yes,” Susan answered, watching the paramedics wheel Charlie out of the house.

      He was still lifeless, strapped onto the cot, his head and neck in a stabilizing brace. He was carefully loaded into the back of the ambulance.

      “And you were aware of him being a dealer?” the officer asked.

      “Yeah,” Susan answered.

      The ambulance doors were shut, and the emergency vehicle drove off.

      “Where’s Ch—the victim being taken for treatment?” Susan asked, hoping that the officer didn’t notice the slip-up. He didn’t.

      “Seattle General,” the officer answered, and then cleared his throat. “Is there anything else that you’d like to disclose about the scene when you arrived?”

      Susan couldn’t see the ambulance down the road anymore, and she turned back to the police officer and shook her head. “No.”

      “All right.” The officer closed his notebook and then tucked it in his belt. “We’ll wrap up here.” He pointed to her face. “Did that happen here or—”

      “It was from the wreck,” Susan said, suddenly growing defensive over the fact that the guy presumed that Charlie had hit her. He wouldn’t do something like that, even though the cop hadn’t specifically said that. “Did anyone talk with the neighbors yet?”

      The cop laughed. “Yeah, like these people are going to talk to us. We’d be better off trying to turn a gang banger into a priest.”

      But while the officer sloughed the question off, Susan walked down the driveway and across the street where the crowd had gathered. “Hey, did anyone see who went in?”

      Before she even finished the question, people started walking away, turning their backs on what they considered to be one of the problems of their circumstance. But Susan didn’t have anything to do with their lives, at least not directly. If there was any cop out there that understood this community, it was her.

      “Please, if you can just—”

      “Trust you?” The voice came from the back of the crowd, and after everyone dispersed, Susan saw Lynn standing behind the rusted chain-link fence of her yard. She had a baggy t-shirt on with a graphic of a Miami Sunset on the front. The shirt was long enough that Susan couldn’t tell if she had any pants on, and she had a cigarette in one hand. “Isn’t that what Charlie did?”

      Susan walked toward her but kept the width of the sidewalk between them. She knew Lynn and Charlie used to be an item. She had never liked Susan, and that opinion had only strengthened now that she knew Susan was a cop.

      “Guess I should have known that you were police,” Lynn said, narrowing her eyes as she smoked, exposing slightly bucked teeth that were starting to yellow from smoking. She was older than Susan, in her early thirties, and the hard life she’d lived had been one that had aged her beyond that. Susan saw the cracks starting to form. “Is that what got Charlie killed?”

      “He’s not dead,” Susan answered.

      “Not yet.” Lynn scoffed. “You think Marco and his boys are going to stop?”

      “Is that who was here?” Susan crossed the sidewalk. “Was it Marco? Lynn, I know that—”

      “You don’t know shit, honey.” Lynn flared her nostrils, and she took another puff from the smoke, holding this one in. It was probably laced with something. PCP, crack, the fact that she was smoking it out in the open like this even with the police presence was a symbol of her defiance. It just screamed come and get me, coppers. “You came into this neighborhood and really fucked some shit up, you know that? You think that you can disrupt the balance and just walk away? No, honey, the world corrects itself, and things just get worse instead of getting better.”

      After the past twenty-four hours she’d had, Susan wasn’t in the mood to go tit for tat about who had done the most harm to the neighborhood or how it had affected Charlie the way that it did, but she was in the mood for answers.

      “How about you tell me what you saw before I slap steel on your wrists and arrest you for possession.” Susan gestured to the cigarette. “I’ve got more than enough probable cause to pat you down.” She looked past Lynn and toward the house. “And it looks like you have some structural damage on that roof. Probably not safe to live in. I send that report in, and county comes out, searches the place, and I wonder what we’d find?”

      Susan knew that the South Siders kept certain drug stashes in different parts of the neighborhood to remain diversified, and she knew that Lynn was always a potential holder.

      Lynn said nothing as she dropped the roach to the ground, leaving it smoking on the sidewalk and then pushing herself off the fence, the old rusted chains rattling from her movement. “You want to go down that road? Be my guest. But if you really want to know what happened to Charlie, why don’t you go find out for yourself.” She cast a glance down the road before she turned around and headed toward the house.

      Susan watched her leave, then looked at the roach on the ground, snuffing it out with the tip of her shoe when she felt eyes on her just like she did whenever she was working the streets, and when she turned her head, she saw the very people that she had set up the previous day.

      Marco stood at the helm of his South Side gangbangers, and even though he was a block away, she could see the smug expression on his face. She wasn’t sure how long he’d been there, but she imagined that he had been there since the start of it, had maybe even seen her go inside when she arrived at Charlie’s.

      And before Susan even realized she was moving, she was halfway down the sidewalk, fists clenched and pissed.

      “Evening, Officer,” Marco said. “Can I help you with something?”

      “You think you're clever?” Susan wasn’t shy about getting in Marco’s face, even though she was half his size. But she had never been one to intimidate easily. “How about I take you downtown right now and see how clever you are then?”

      Marco wiped his upper lip. “Have I done something wrong, Officer?”

      It was the arrogance that Susan couldn’t stand, even if the man hadn’t done anything wrong. She’d only met Marco a handful of times on the street, but their few limited interactions had left her feeling sick to her stomach. Marco had transformed the South Siders from small and obscure to the largest distributor of drugs in Seattle.

      “What happened?” Marco looked past her toward Charlie’s house. “Was someone hurt?”

      Susan knew that she couldn’t touch him. She didn’t have a badge, but he didn’t know that.

      “How long have you known?” Susan asked.

      “Know about what? Marco asked, keeping up the dumb charade.

      “How long have you known that I was a cop?” Susan asked.

      Marco rubbed his jaw, giving the question considerable thought. “You know, I don’t quite recall. I guess you shouldn’t have been so obvious, Officer.” He smiled, and it took all of Susan’s will to not punch him right in the face.

      “I’m still coming for you, Marco,” Susan said. “Because you can play this tough, smart, know-it-all character all you want, but at the end of the day, you’re nothing but a punk thug.”

      But Marco kept his mouth shut as Susan walked away. Both had said their piece, both had been pricked by each other’s words. As Susan returned to her car, she knew that this wasn’t over. Marco had only wanted to send a message, to show that he knew who she was and that the lines in the sand had been drawn. Susan hoped that she’d be able to get in front of whatever he had planned next.
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      Watching people had always been something interesting to me ever since I was little. Maybe it was because I still enjoyed being able to learn about what made people tick. What made them decide what to do with their lives.

      I remembered one time when I was little, I snuck home from school early and followed my mother around the house. She didn’t know I was back, and I saw things that I didn’t even know she did. She smoked and drank a little, while she walked around the house.

      It was strange because I had never seen my mother act that way before. She was always so strict, so serious about the order of the house and how things were supposed to be. She even wore shoes as she walked into the sitting room, where I was never allowed to go.

      And as I continued to watch her throughout the house, drinking, and smoking, I was even more surprised at how happy she looked and how she sang. I’d never heard my mother sing before.

      Her voice was soft, but sturdy, and had such a soothing, calming quality to it that I thought I’d become hypnotized.

      That day taught me that everyone pretends to be something else around certain people. And it showed me that the only way for someone to truly be themselves was to be alone.

      I’ve watched all kinds of people while they thought they were alone. It was how all of this started for me, all the way back to high school. Of course, back then, there was more of a sexual motivation for my peeping, but as I grew older, I used it as another way for me to learn about people. Because learning about someone’s true self was the only way to help them, the only way to bring about change.

      People lied all the time, even when there was nothing to lie about. Lying was the built-in mechanism to survive the mundane, to protect yourself against the harsh realities of the world, and it was a way for you to develop your own persona, the image that you wished to project to the world.

      It was a useful tool, one that I had used very often to make sure that I was able to get what I needed. Some people might consider that to be manipulative, but everything I have been doing has been to help people. To bring them closure and peace, to end the suffering that they had experienced for so long. To bear witness to that single moment of realization that their presence was ending, and to see the relief in their eyes, to watch all of that pain dissolve into the dark void of death, to be the person who helped guide them down that path…

      I knew it was wrong to enjoy it, but every time I felt guilty about what I was doing, I would only remember that time I watched my mother when she was alone in the house.

      Growing up, she was always telling me not to smoke, not to drink, and to always follow the rules and be a good boy. But rules were nothing more than invisible handcuffs that people voluntarily placed upon themselves that would inhibit the beautiful possibilities of what life could offer.

      I decided to disobey those rules, finally letting myself experience those joys. And because I was experiencing my pleasures, I could provide that joy to other people. The desire to have their daughters returned home, the relief of knowing that their child was no longer on the streets.

      And it was because of that relief that I kept up my work. Because that was what altruistic values were all about, it was about putting others above yourself and creating hope for others even though it might destroy you.

      I was trying to help. And now that bitch cop was getting closer to the truth, closer to stopping me from saving all of these young girls. But there was someone I had seen her with. Someone who was her friend.

      The girl lived in the house where all of the whores who didn’t have pimps lived. I had known about the house for a while. I hadn’t gone to the place before because there were too many people, but I was looking for someone particular today.

      I had briefly considered trying to infiltrate the house like I had done in Box Town to grab Ginny, but this was too risky, and after the mistakes I made, I didn’t trust myself to be able to pull off something even more difficult.

      It didn’t take long before I spotted her. She was young, pretty, the version of the bitch cop should she have taken a different path in life. It was almost frightening how similar they were, but I figured it was those that were most like us that we were attracted to.

      We all seek out our counterparts in the form of another kindred spirit. Hers just happened to be a whore, something I found to be amusing.

      Once I found her, it was only a matter of time before figuring out how to proceed next. There was the tried and true method of getting her into the van by paying for services. But I wanted to make this more personal, as personal as the bitch cop’s interest in me.
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        * * *

      

      Allie walked out of the house, already dressed and ready to go with a dozen rubbers in her pocket. Most of the work she’d been getting was just blow jobs. For whatever reason, some men didn’t consider it cheating so long as he didn’t stick it in anything but her mouth.

      She had more gum than condoms because of that. But it had just kind of been the way the business was rolling these days. It was more casual, quicker, a little rougher, or maybe that was just the way that she remembered everything.

      Allie had been working the streets since she was fifteen. At twenty-one, she was already considered a veteran. The past six years had been a blur which she tried to forget by way of drugs. She made sure to get tested every few months down at the free clinic, and so far she’d only gotten the clap a handful of times.

      Allie had seen enough over the years to know how lucky she’d gotten. And every year that came and passed, she promised herself that she’d find a way out. It was a resolution she made at the beginning of every year. But it was nothing more than something to distract her from the reality of the situation. Except this year had been different.

      At the end of last year, Allie had started to score some downtown clients. Guys who had money and paid for the evening instead of by the hour. Now, she didn’t have any delusions of grandeur about marrying any of them. Pretty Woman was just a movie.

      She had been able to save up a little more money, and she didn’t have to work the slums as much as she used too. She was also getting enough business to where she got to pick who she slept with.

      It was a good feeling, and the moment Allie caught her first taste of that kind of control, she knew that she wasn’t going to let it go, no matter what happened. It was as addicting as any drug and gave her a high that nothing else had come close to providing.

      Allie reached the corner, already smiling as Cherie walked up behind her and nudged her with her arm, gesturing to the unlit cigarette in her mouth. Allie flicked her lighter and Cherie brought the tip of her cigarette to the flame and then inhaled.

      When the spark caught, Cherie leaned back and then smirked when she noticed Allie’s smile. “What’s got you all giddy? You get a big score or something?”

      Allie shook her head, still holding the lighter in her hand. “No. Just thinking about what comes next.”

      Cherie laughed as she exhaled, and then adjusted the pink fluff around her neck to keep her warm. “Honey, the only thing that comes next after this is a speedball and a one-way ticket outta this reality.” She cackled loudly and then took another drag.

      “Not for me,” Allie said, pocketing the lighter in one of the hidden pouches inside her pants. It was where she also kept her cash. She had learned quickly that it was important to keep anything of value hidden.

      It was quiet for a while, a few drivers passing, but only one girl got the call over. That was another thing that Allie learned early on. Just because traffic was busy didn’t mean that guys stopped to buy. A lot of the people that drove through here were just looking, and that’s all they wanted.

      A lot of college kids would drive by, shouting things at them from a distance. But the moment that any of the girls approached them, they’d take off running with their tail between their legs. The boys were all bark and no bite.

      One time Cherie managed to coax one of them out of the car and said that she’d give him a free blow job if he proved big enough. The boy blushed so hard as he said nothing and then turned back to the car, his shame propelled further by the girls’ laughter and the goading of his friends.

      Allie didn’t mind the laughter on the slow nights, and while most of the looky-loos were harmless, they still had to be careful.

      She had taken Susan’s warning seriously about the guy that had been snatching girls. It wasn’t as uncommon as most people thought, but most of the bad stuff was limited to name calling and maybe a few punches were thrown here and there. Most of the girls could smell that kind of thing out before they got into the car. It was like a sixth sense.

      But that didn’t mean they got it right all of the time.

      Allie had been subjected to the rough rides a few times over the past six years. But only one of them was really terrifying. A guy choked her out in the backseat of his car, and then she woke up on the side of the road.

      It was Cherie who had been home and found her stumbling up the sidewalk to the front door. She’d been gone for three hours, and she stank of sweat, semen, and blood.

      Cherie took her to the emergency room, even helped cover some of the expenses. Allie understood how rare that type of kindness was around here and she paid Cherie back every penny. She was out of work for a week because of some bruising around her pelvis, but she didn’t get pregnant, and she didn’t get any diseases. Considering how bad it could have been, she was thankful to have made it out of there alive in the first place.

      But that was three years ago, and she hadn’t had a rough ride since. Part of that was because she talked a client up more before she got into a car. She spent no less than five minutes in conversation. That was considered way too long for most girls who wanted to close the deal immediately, but it was because Allie knew that she was a ten that guys stuck around. She used that to her advantage. And sometimes when she walked away, it helped drive the price up. Men always wanted what they couldn’t have.

      After nearly two hours without any business, Allie was about to try some of her contacts to see if they were lonely, but a sedan caught all the girls’ attention.

      It was slow on approach, and it passed all the girls who waved their hands and tried to get the man’s attention, but he didn’t stop until he reached Allie.

      She put her phone away and walked up to the passenger side door, her heels clicking against the pavement. The window was lowered when she reached the car, and she peeked inside.

      “Hey, baby,” Allie said. “What are you looking for?”

      The man’s face was concealed in shadow, and a ball cap helped cover the rest of his face. He kept his chin tilted down as he looked around. It wasn’t uncommon for guys to be nervous about trolling around here, but he seemed more nervous than usual.

      “I’ve never done this before,” he said.

      Allie smiled. “Me either.”

      The man looked out the back window again at the other girls. More often than not, the guys that started out fidgety ended up scramming and paying the girls anyway for their time. He was looking to shape up as an easy score.

      “You have a place, or do you just want to stay in the car?” Allie asked.

      The man cleared his throat. “I have a place.”

      “Where is it?”

      “Over in Denny-Blaine.”

      Allie smirked again. The man had money. More money that his sedan suggested. This could be a way for her to score another regular to help get her off the streets. “Sounds nice. You looking for company for the whole night?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, well, it’ll be five hundred now, and five hundred when I leave.”

      The man was quiet for a while, and just when Allie thought that he was going to drive off, he reached into his wallet and pulled out cash, handing the money over to Allie, who didn’t bother to count it.

      “Okay then,” Allie said, leaning back from the car and pocketing the money in her bra. She opened the door and climbed inside. She had her seatbelt on when the window rolled up. “Smells nice in here.”

      “Thanks,” he said, then shifted the car to drive and headed off.
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      Susan took an Uber to the hospital, and because she didn’t have her badge, she had to sign in like everyone else and get a visitor’s pass. She was lucky that the woman at the nurses’ station on Charlie’s floor recognized her from her previous trips to the emergency room.

      Working Vice had seen her come here to talk to suspects who had been brought back from the dead after they nearly overdosed. She had spent several early mornings hoping that their suspect would wake up alive so she could get them to turn on their suppliers, their dealers, the people that were slowly killing them every day.

      But when she found Charlie’s room, the door open, she stopped cold, afraid to enter, because she was the person who had hurt him.

      A breathing tube had been shoved down Charlie’s throat, and every few seconds the machine would spit air to inflate his lungs to keep him alive. It was a process that was repeated over and over again until it was time for him to wake up and he could breathe on his own.

      Bandages covered most of his face, and casts had been applied to his right arm and his left leg, which hung suspended in the air from the bed.

      Susan had seen some people in rough condition over the years, but seeing Charlie like this, someone who she cared about, it was different.

      After the shock of the scene had subsided, Susan finally stepped over the threshold from the hallway and into the room, passing the far side of the room. Susan still kept her distance, avoiding getting to close to Charlie, afraid that if she got too close that she might hurt him again.

      Since he was unconscious, Susan knew that he couldn’t hear her, or see her, or even know that she was around. And so, she grabbed the one chair that was in the room and pulled it up next to the bed and sat down, folding her hands in her lap.

      The weight of her actions pinned her down in the chair, and after she leaned her back against the soft cushion, which had that damp smell that most old, public seating collected over the years, she didn’t think that she would be able to get up again. She didn’t know if she wanted to get up.

      “You said something to me earlier,” Susan said, her hand touching the crook of her arm where she’d put more needles than she should have. “You said that I’m someone who’s chasing ghosts. And I think you’re right.” She stopped touching her arm and then looked to Charlie.

      The breathing apparatus pumped another breath into Charlie’s lungs. It was his only response.

      “When I was a little girl, I would come home from school, and I would find my dad passed out on the couch, dead to the world.” Susan crossed her arms, and she suddenly felt cold. “No matter what I tried to do, he just wouldn’t wake up.” She shifted in the chair, then pulled her feet up onto the seat and hugged her knees into her chest. “When he was passed out on the couch, I used to tell him about my day. I pretended that he could hear me. I would have entire conversations with him as he lay on the couch with an empty bottle of Jack Daniels resting on his stomach.” She nodded along to the memory, still able to see him sleeping in those ratty, greasy clothes, having not showered for days.

      “It actually wasn’t too bad when he was passed out,” Susan said. “As I got older, I appreciated the alone time a little more. But the truth was, I was always trying to find my father. I tried finding him in other men.” She flicked her eyes to Charlie, his face so bruised and bandaged from the beating he took, and she felt the tears start to come. “I tried to find him in you.” She grabbed the crook of her arm. “I tried to find it in the drugs, everywhere but the one place I didn’t want to look.” She tapped the side of her head. “I’ve always hated walking down memory lane. Everything is just so vivid—It’s like I can smell the booze and body odor, the stench of stale cigarettes and hot, humid summers after the power had been shut off because my father spent the utility money on another bender instead of the bill.” She wiped her eyes, and she didn’t feel like crying anymore. “After he died, I didn’t want to care about anybody again. I thought, fuck it. Screw the rest of the world if it wants to screw me too, you know?” She wiped snot from her upper lip, and it smeared on the cuff of her jacket sleeve. “But I do care about you, Charlie. And I know I can’t undo what happened to you, but I can make the people who hurt you pay.” She returned her feet back to the floor and then stood, walking right up to the bed until her hips touched the mattress.

      Tufts of Charlie’s hair poked through the tops of the bandages, and she reached up on her tippy toes and gently kissed the one patch of exposed skin and brushed her fingertips through the exposed hair.

      “I’ll hurt them,” Susan said. “Because hurting people seems to be the only thing that I’m good at.”

      Susan stepped out of the room and walked down the hallway, and by the time she made it to the elevators and the doors opened, that hopelessness that left her so empty after she walked out of the precinct was replaced with purpose. And while she didn’t have a badge, where she was about to go, she knew that it would be better if she didn’t have one.
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      At night, most of the city slept, resting until the sun rose again. But for some, darkness was needed for their deeds. Predators would prowl the streets when the city was at its weakest and when the addicts and prostitutes and gang bangers went to work.

      Susan had always been a night owl, which fit well with her type of work. And despite the long day, the fatigue from working the homicide case, she experienced a surge of adrenaline now that she was back in her element.

      She had journeyed to the heart of the south side, where she watched the stronghold of the gang by the same name. Despite her questionable tactics while undercover, Susan had always remembered that she still wore a badge, even when it wasn’t hanging around her neck.

      But she didn’t have one tonight.

      Susan remembered the woman who had recruited her into the academy. The same woman who told her not to sleep with anyone in the department.

      The pair had stayed in touch through her time at the academy, and when she graduated at the top of her class, the woman departed some other sage wisdom to her once the pair were bonded by the badge.

      “Listen to me,” she said after Susan had told her that she was going to work for Vice. “You’re going to see some shit out there, and while I know you’ve seen some bad shit, it’s going to be different, because you’re going to be interacting with it on a different level than you ever have before. And the moment you step out onto the street, you remember that the one and ONLY rule, is to survive. That’s it. That’s the mindset that is required to make it out of Vice in one piece. And the only way you can survive is to break the rules, and make sure you don’t get caught doing it.”

      The recruiter handed Susan a revolver, the weapon untraceable with its serial numbers scratched off. She also handed over a box of bullets, reloads that she picked up from random gun ranges. It would make ballistics a nightmare.

      Susan had taken it without question. The woman hadn’t led her astray before, and Susan didn’t believe it was going to happen now. She always kept the revolver tucked into her ankle in case a situation turned south. And right now, Susan was as south as she could get.

      She walked into the south side neighborhood, keeping her hood up and her head down, shuffling forward the way she did whenever she was looking to buy. She knew that no one would bother her. The only people that got mugged in this area were the people who looked like they didn’t belong, and Susan had never really left the shitty trailer park where she lived with her father.

      Once she got close to the South Siders hangout, which she knew Marco frequented, she hung back, posting up on a nearby corner, and waited. Even from where she sat she could see his car, the gaudy late eighties Cadillac with the massive rims and tinted windows.

      The house was quiet, but Susan spotted the pair of watchdogs that Marco kept on the porch at all times. At least until it got early in the morning, and that’s when Susan would make her move.

      Marco was a creature of habit. On weeknights he’d spend most of his time bouncing around the smaller crews, checking in on business and making sure they were all selling out of the product.

      But on Thursdays, the gang banger started his weekend early and partied all night at the main clubhouse. And then, just before morning, he would drive, by himself (apparently he enjoyed the solitude) to his private apartment out in the sticks to recover, where there was usually a woman or two waiting for him upon his arrival, arranged by his people beforehand.

      While she waited for the early grey of dawn to return, Susan worked the plan over in her mind. She picked a spot on the street corner that she knew he would drive by, which was far enough away from the main house that it would take too long for his people to respond. Marco didn’t use much protection when he was on his own turf, and Susan suspected that he was feeling pretty invincible after his altercation with Charlie.

      Susan removed the revolver from her ankle, keeping it hidden beneath the sleeve of her jacket. She sat there, rocking back and forth, waiting for Marco to show up. She ran through the scenario repeatedly, seeing it in her head, so there weren’t any mistakes.

      Time passed slowly as she waited. Eventually, one of the house’s doors opened and let the music thumping inside escape into the night. Susan could see Marco on the front porch, speaking to the pair of men.

      The door swung shut, and the music ended, and then Marco walked down the pathway from the front door and to the car, alone.

      It took a minute before the car started and then the lights flashed on. Susan got up from the curb and then walked back down the street, never taking her eyes off the vehicle, but she started to sway and stumble back and forth, moving her left hand sporadically like she was talking to herself. She moved slow, not wanting to get closer to the house than she needed to, and then stopped and walked the opposite way when Marco drove forward.

      The sound of the car’s engine grew louder, and Susan’s heart was pounding so hard in her chest that she thought it was shaking the jacket covering her body.

      When Marco neared one of the intersections, Susan veered into the road, the turn sharp like she had just stumbled because she was drunk or high or crazy. But she moved far enough into the street to force Marco to stop and lay on the horn.

      The window rolled down, and Marco stuck his head out the window. “Yo, what the fuck you doing? Get out of the road!”

      Susan used the hood to help her get upright, and she paused, making sure the ruse was sold as she pretended to vomit, keeping her head down.

      Marco groaned, and then Susan held up her left hand and then slowly walked around to the driver side door where Marco was laughing now.

      “Damn, girl, you looking for a score?”

      Susan mumbled some nonsense, her head tilted down so low she couldn’t even see Marco’s face, but she didn’t need to see his face, and she only needed to see the door handle that she knew was unlocked. The car model was so old that automatic locks weren’t a safety feature yet.

      “Hey, let’s see that pretty face,” Marco said, still laughing, and she knew he was high.

      Susan ripped open the car door and then punched Marco in the face with the snubbed nose of the revolver.

      Wanting to keep up the momentum from the surprise attack, she opened the back door and climbed behind the driver seat, then placed the pistol of the weapon against the base of his skull. “Time to drive, Marco.”

      He tried to reach for his piece but Susan cracked her revolver over the top of his head, and he stopped.

      “I don’t think you heard me,” Susan said, pressing the tip of the revolver into the base of his skull. “Drive!”

      Marco nodded, holding up his hands. “All right, bitch.” His eyes found the rearview mirror, and Susan didn’t make any attempt to try and conceal her face. She wanted him to see her now. “You really wanted to see me, all you had to do was ask.” He smiled. “The brothers would have loved to see your tight ass walk through our door. Where to, Officer?”

      “Forward will do for now,” Susan answered. “Foot on the gas, fucker.”

      It wasn’t a quiet ride like Susan would have wanted as Marco drove, keeping both hands on the wheel at all times. He continued to make idle threats.

      Susan only spoke to tell Marco to turn left or right. It took him a while to realize where they were going, but when he did know it, he turned all the way around in his seat. “You fucking crazy?”

      Susan used the tip of the revolver to push his chin forward. “Just keep driving.”

      She knew of an old parking garage that had been abandoned after a prominent land developer pulled out of the neighborhood. They hadn’t received the needed support from state and local officials to make the renovations worthwhile, but because some of the infrastructures had already been started, the abandoned locations made for great spots for dark deeds. And the neighborhood that hadn’t been developed also happened to be the heart of Third Streeter's territory.

      “You know I thought there was a reason why you didn’t want to show for the deal,” Susan said. “You knew that it was going to be a bust. You knew I was a cop and let it happen. Why? Why let your own guys fall? Why sacrifice your top lieutenant to the cops. Did you hate the Third Streeters that much? Is that it?”

      “Fuck you, bitch.” Marco stopped the car and whipped his head around. “You think—GAH! FUCK!”

      Susan cracked him in the same spot where she’d hit him before and triggered more blood. She waited for him to compose himself amid the cursing, and then she pointed to the old parking structure. “Go park over there.”

      When the car was in the park, Susan kept the revolver trained on the back of his head as he stepped out and shut off the wagon. She took his keys and then his weapon, and told him to keep his hands on the back of his head as they walked forward up the concrete ramps.

      “Just keep going to the top,” Susan said.

      “You going to push me off?” Marco asked.

      Their footsteps echoed in the darkness, and by the time they reached the top, that early grey of the morning was starting to break through and shake away the cold night that would take all day to thaw.

      Susan walked him over to the ledge. The parking structure was six stories, but because the top hadn’t been completely finished, there was rebar where there should have been a concrete ledge to enclose the structure, making one wrong move a long way down.

      “I want to know who gave me up,” Susan said. “I want to know how you knew my cover was blown.”

      “You were sleeping with him,” Marco said. “That was your first mistake. You know that you don’t mix business with pleasure, honey. That only leads to trouble. And you’re in a shit ton of trouble right now, aren’t you?” He leaned his head to the side and grinned. “They find out that you were fucking Charlie?”

      “So I was sleeping with him,” Susan said. “That doesn’t explain how you knew that I was police. I never wore a wire. I never carried a badge, so how did you fucking know?” she shouted.

      Marco nodded along. “So that’s what this is about? You want to clear your guilty conscience of Charlie’s beatdown? You want to know that it wasn’t you who fucked up, that it had to be someone else?”

      Susan kept the pistol aimed at Marco and stepped closer, the gang leader only taking a half step back before he realized he didn’t have any more space that separated him and a long fall.

      Marco looked down at the ground and then back to Susan. “You’re one crazy bitch. I knew that the moment I saw you. You have that look that a lot of the girls I know have. But I’ve always liked the crazy ones. Call it my Achilles heel. Honestly, you’ve always scared the shit out of me. Like you were one of those women that could chop a man’s balls off without any remorse and then shove them down their throats.”

      “He was a good man,” Susan said. “He didn’t deserve what you did to him. And how many others have you killed, huh? How many other lives have you destroyed by what you do and who you are? You’re just cancer that’s eating this city from the inside out.” She shook her head, and her voice was calm. “No one is going to miss you. In fact, I bet you’ve got some guys just waiting for you to kick the bucket so they can step into line and be the next Number One.”

      Marco’s face went slack, and he shook his head, gently waving his hands as well. “Whoa, hold on now, think about this. You’re a cop. You can’t go around killing me.”

      “No badge tonight, Marco,” Susan said, stepping forward. “They took it away from me. Right now I’m just a civilian with firearms training. I could put one right between your eyes from this distance. You know how many bullseyes I hit in the academy? I set a record for it.”

      Marco’s desperation slowly faded to anger and he stomped his foot. “I’m not the one who even beat down your man!”

      “But you made the call,” Susan said.

      “No, I didn’t!” Marco shouted, hands still in the air, shuffling his feet back and forth like he had to pee. “It was Charlie. He was the one who made the call. He was the one who wanted out.”

      It took a moment for the news to break through the wall of rage that Susan had built up around her, but when it finally did, she lowered her revolver. “What are you talking about?”

      “He wanted out of the gang,” Marco answered. “Out of the life. I figured he’d been making a move for a while, but I couldn’t figure out why he was so hell bent on making a break until I saw you rush over after my boys beat the shit out of him. That’s when I figured something was going on between the two of you. But not before.”

      Susan remained still and quiet. There was no way for her to be sure if Marco was telling the truth until Charlie regained consciousness, and there was no guarantee that would happen.

      Sensing Susan’s confusion, Marco continued to talk. “Look, I don’t know why he wouldn’t have told you. He came to see me personally about it. Said he knew the cost, knew the price about getting out. He knew it could kill him—”

      “Shut up!” Susan screamed, spit flying from her lips. She suddenly realized that the sky had lightened and that dawn was fast approaching. She heard the increase in traffic noise on the highway to the east. She knew that it wouldn’t be long before the morning would bring more attention to her deeds. She needed to figure out what she was going to do with the human piece of garbage standing in front of her.

      Deep down, Susan knew that this was all a bad move and that despite the justification for killing the man in front of her, she knew that this was one brand of justice that she couldn’t walk down. Because it was a slippery slope, and she knew what happened when she started down one of those paths that she couldn’t get back out.

      Finally, Susan gestured for Marco to step away from the ledge. He moved slowly, keeping his hands up and never turning his back to Susan, the pair locking eyes.

      “So we straight?” Marco finally asked after he was away from the ledge. “I mean, it was your man who asked for the beat down. It’s just part of our protocol.”

      Susan wasn’t sure if that was the whole truth, but she knew that she didn’t have the time to figure it out. The morning was in full bloom, and she couldn’t hold him any longer. “Just stay right there.” She kept the pistol aimed at him and then walked back to the car, continuing a line of sight on him. She opened the car door and then grabbed the keys. She then searched the inside, quickly, and seized the extra weapons out of the glove box and trunk.

      Once Susan was confident that all the weapons had been collected, she motioned for Marco to come over and then zip-tied his hands to the steering wheel.

      “And what the fuck am I supposed to do now?” Marco asked.

      “Do what everyone else does when they’re in trouble,” Susan said, holstering her weapon. “Call the police.”

      Susan headed down the ramp, knowing that Marco wouldn’t make too much noise since he was in the heart of Third Streeter's territory, but she wasn’t worried that he wouldn’t be able to squirm his way out of there eventually. She had left the ties loose enough for him to wiggle out, and she’d be long gone by the time he did.
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      To say that Susan was exhausted by the time she returned to her apartment building was an understatement. She had never been so tired in her entire life. She could barely keep her eyes open. It took three tries before she managed to get the key into her apartment door.

      She slammed the door shut, turned the lock, and then kicked off her shoes on the way to the bedroom, swaying drunkenly until she collapsed onto her bed still wearing her clothes.

      The sleep that came was fast and hard, and she was thankful that it was dreamless. When she finally woke, she saw the time on her alarm signal that it was already past noon. She’d slept a solid six hours, and her mind was filled with the heavy weighted lead of an accelerated REM cycle.

      Susan lay there for a moment, her memories momentarily blocked by the groggy effects of sleep. In those few seconds she forgot about Charlie and the dead girls, she forgot about her childhood and her father, she forgot about the fact that she no longer had a badge.

      But it only lasted for a moment.

      Reality flooded back fast and hard, and Susan rolled off the bed, heading to the bathroom to wash yesterday from her body and soul since she couldn’t remove it from her mind.

      It was one o’clock when Susan stepped out of the shower, wet and pruned. She wrapped her towel around her head and walked to the closet, picking out a pair of jeans and an old t-shirt. She crawled back into bed and lay there, enjoying the silence and trying to resist the temptation of another needle in the arm. But she didn’t know how long she’d be able to hold that desire off.

      It was going to be a hard monkey to shake because after the six weeks undercover she had grown used to the crutch that the drugs had provided. It had made the hard, dirty work of integrating herself with those animals more palatable.

      But not all of them were evil. There were a few like Charlie, people who were bound by circumstance. Most people who had never been in a world like that didn’t understand how difficult it was to escape. Hell, Susan had only been in that world for a few weeks, and she was still trying to claw her way out.

      It was like everything was on a loop, and the only way to get out was to stop the circuit. But ending the loop meant breaking things, and whenever things started to break, there was always a cost to consider, and in these scenarios, those costs were the number of lives that were affected by the destruction of that loop.

      A harbor horn broke through the silence, the noise carrying from the bay all the way to her downtown apartment building.

      Susan had never been out on a boat before, never grew up near the water, and while she didn’t enjoy the smell of fish that always seemed to linger by the port, she found the water itself oddly soothing. There was something primordial about it, something that called her back to her ancestors that came from the sea and slithered their way onto the land.

      Seattle was the first place Susan had ever lived that wasn’t landlocked. It was comforting to see an end to something so fast as the land, even if that end meant the beginning of something even greater like the ocean.

      So what did she do now? Did she have to go through life alone, bouncing around like a wandering tumbleweed until the wind stopped blowing? She wasn’t sure of the answer, but she was tired of running away from her problems, and she was tired of starting over.

      Her phone rang, but Susan didn’t reach for it. Her mind had glazed over with fatigue, but when the phone kept ringing she forced herself to check the caller, surprised to find Williams calling her.

      “I’ve been trying to call you all morning,” Williams said, avoiding the usual pleasantries.

      Susan perked up in the bed. “Lieutenant, what happened.”

      “Some interesting developments,” Williams said. “Palmer and Winterguard picked up the boyfriend, but there found surveillance of him at a bar during the time of death, so he’s out.”

      Susan knew that Williams wouldn’t be calling her just to let her know that a lead didn’t pan out, and she waited for more.

      “So, Palmer and Winterguard started traveling down the rabbit hole you started. “Turns out Foster and Marsh’s alibis the night that Katy Matthews was abducted and killed have a hole. They were together at Foster’s house, and then left for about two hours during the same time that Katy Matthews was determined to have been murdered.”

      If two girls hadn’t already been killed, then Susan would have reveled in the validation. But that time had passed.

      “Palmer made a convincing argument to bring you back on,” Williams said. “I was inclined to listen to him.”

      “Thank you, sir, I—”

      “Thank me later. Palmer is on his way to pick you up. He has your gun and your badge. Finish the job, Q. It’s about the only thing your good for.”

      The call ended, and Susan rolled out of bed. She kicked off the jeans and shirt and changed into a fresh pair of slacks, a white blouse, and a blue blazer. She wore flats instead of wedges, her feet still throbbing from the walk from the south side.

      She headed into the kitchen to make some coffee when something caught her eye on the floor by the front door. It was a white, square piece of paper. At least that’s what she thought it was until she moved closer.

      It was flipped upside down, but Susan knew what it was before she picked it off the ground. And with a trembling hand, she turned the Polaroid photograph around and saw a picture of Allie passed out on a cot.
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      It was rush hour traffic by the time that Palmer picked Susan up, and when she handed him the Polaroid of Allie, he flipped the lights.

      “I didn’t find out about their false alibi until after Marsh’s attorney demanded his release since we couldn’t provide any substantial evidence to hold him.” Palmer made sure to cast Susan a heavy dose of side eye to hammer home the point that she had fucked up, but he didn’t linger on it long. “I could tell that Marsh was acting more nervous than he should be if he didn’t have anything to worry about, so I checked for any public footage that might have still been in the area that we missed to confirm the story. Turns out there wasn’t, but then I remembered how Winger had that door ring camera at his house and wondered if any of Foster’s neighbors had one, and there was a guy right across the street. He let me watch the footage, that’s when I saw our two boys scurry out in the dead of night.”

      “Did you get a copy?” Susan asked, placing the badge around her neck, and holstering the pistol.

      “Gave it to the judge an hour ago,” Palmer answered. “He’s still reviewing it to make sure we have all of our I’s dotted and our T’s crossed. My boss doesn’t want any more missteps. Everything we do now has to be by the book.”

      “That’s why you want to go to Ancient Oaks first?” Susan asked.

      “Following up with questions about the case at work doesn’t look as bad as if we were going to his house,” Palmer answered. “But if he’s not there—”

      “It gives us an excuse to go to his house and establish a line of questioning.”

      Palmer smiled. “You’re learning.”

      Susan stared at the picture of Allie. “Not fast enough.”

      “We’ll find her,” Palmer said.

      Palmer didn’t say anything after that, and Susan took the silence to collect herself before they reached Ancient Oaks.

      When they reached the shelter, Palmer parked near the door, and they walked into the lobby together. The college intern was back at the greeting desk, and the girl walked up to Susan and Palmer as if she were meeting them for the first time.

      “Hi, how can I help you?” The girl kept that smile plastered onto her face as if it were painted on, and her only default setting was that of chipper and eager helper.

      Palmer flashed his badge and Susan stayed off to the side and behind him, scanning the lobby for any sign of either Marsh or Foster.

      “Are Shawn Foster or Kevin Marsh in today?” Palmer asked.

      “Oh, um.” The girl spun around, checking the lobby as Susan had done, and then faced Palmer again, that smile back on her face. “I’m not sure. I just got in a little bit ago. Let me go ask Monica.” She hurried away from the desk and disappeared down the right hallway. A few minutes later Monica Willet appeared.

      “Detectives,” Monica Willet said. “What can I help you with?” She sounded agitated, and Palmer cut right to the chase.

      “We’re looking for Kevin Marsh and Shawn Foster,” Palmer said. “Are they working today?”

      “No,” Monica said. “But they should be at home. Both of them called in sick.”

      Susan and Palmer exchanged a quick glance.

      “When did Mr. Foster and Mr. Marsh call out?” Palmer asked.

      “Foster has been out since yesterday,” Monica answered. “But I don’t know where Marsh is.” She looked at Susan. “I heard there was a bit of an incident yesterday that you were involved in.”

      Susan said nothing.

      Monica placed her hands in her pocket and shrugged. “Do you need anything else? I’ve got a bunch of people waiting for a session to start, and it’s never wise to force a bunch of one-week sober addicts to wait very long in the same place. They start to talk, start to wonder.” Monica looked over to Susan again as she spoke.

      “No, Ms. Willet,” Palmer said. “That’s all we need. Thank you.”

      Palmer motioned for Susan to head to the door, and on her way out she saw all of the faces she’d seen from the night before. She tried not to let it bother her, but it did. It was as though by revealing the mistrust of those that had taken care of all these people made her just as guilty as those that had betrayed them in the first place.

      Once they were back in the car, Palmer waited until they were already driving away before he spoke. “Looks like our boys might be trying to hide something after all.”

      Susan studied the trees they passed on their slow drive toward the community’s exit. “How much longer do we have to wait on that warrant?”

      “I don’t know,” Palmer answered. “But I don’t like to bother the judge too often. Makes you look desperate. She said she’d review the request, and right now that’s all we’ve got.”

      Susan only nodded and hoped that they wouldn’t receive the warrant too late like they had with Ginny Burtz.
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      It was the pounding in Allie’s head that finally woke her from the slumber. She was groggy, both physically and mentally. She blinked a few times, unsure of where she was and no recollection of how she got there. She smacked her lips together. There was a foul taste on her tongue, something metallic and sharp.

      Allie shifted from her back and onto her side, cradling her head as she shut her eyes and tried to get her bearings. After a few seconds, or it could have been minutes, it was hard to tell, she opened her eyes and got a better look at her surroundings.

      The room was nothing but bare concrete walls and a door with a small mirror in it. Allie was lying on a cot that barely had any cushion and had no sheets to cover herself.

      Allie was still dressed in the clothes she wore to work, but in addition to the pain in her head, there was also a pain in her right shoulder. She pressed her finger against it and then winced. It felt like it was bruised.

      But the pain triggered a memory, and Allie remembered the car she got into. She recalled driving with him, and how nervous he had been, but once they were away from the street where the rest of the working girls had been, he suddenly became much calmer.

      Still gently rubbing the shoulder that felt bruised, Allie remembered the man smiling as he stuck a needle in her arm. It had happened so quickly that she didn’t even realize what was going on until she saw the empty needle syringe.

      And then by the time she realized what was going on, that she had just been drugged, the chemicals were already working through her body. She had tried to scream, she had decided to fight back, but there was nothing that she could do. The drugs had done their job.

      After a few minutes of failing to remember if she’d woken up before she was placed in this room, Allie swung her legs over the side of the cot and just tried sitting up for a little bit.

      The room swayed back and forth, almost as if she were on a boat, but she’d come down from enough drugs to know that she was just feeling the effects of whatever had run through her system. Whatever it was, it provided a hell of a hangover.

      Once the room was level, Allie pressed her bare feet against the floor. The concrete was smooth and cold, and she looked into the corner of the room and saw her shoes neatly placed together.

      Even though the room was empty save for the bed, Allie glanced around to make sure that she hadn’t missed anything. She thought that there might be some kind of camera, but there was nothing, only the mirror on the door.

      She approached it, catching her reflection. She had expected to find someone else staring back at her, or some kind of indication that she had been harmed, but there was only the same face that she always saw in the mirror.

      “Hello?” Allie asked, looking at the mirror. “Is someone out there?”

      She was surprised at how calm her voice was, but she knew that the longer she was forced to stay in here, the more she’d get worked up. The reality of the situation just hadn’t sunken in yet.

      “Hey!” Allie pounded on the door, which barely made anything but a thud. The door was thick, and its weight muffled the sound. “Let me out!”

      She pounded a few more times, but when no one came, she stepped back, her right hand still rubbing the sore shoulder where the needle had been injected.

      Just to make sure, she pinched herself, but she didn’t wake up. This was real. This was way too real.

      With no way out, Allie paced around the room a few times, keeping her shoes off. She ripped the mattress off the cot but found nothing. She then tried removing some of the springs on the base of the bed, but they were secured too tightly. She looked back at the door, then to its hinges, then to the high heels in the corner. She wondered if the heel was around the same size as the hinge, because she knew that if she could hammer one of the bolts out, then the door would fall.

      But before she could walk over, the door opened, those heavy hinges groaning and the man who’d picked her up in the sedan stepped inside, his hands hidden behind his back.

      “Hello, Allie,” he said.

      Allie wanted to retreat, but she stood her ground. She wasn’t going to show the man that she was scared. Fear was a choice and she chose to fear no man. “Who the fuck are you?”

      “I’m someone who wants to help.” He spoke calmly, and a pair of sad eyes looked her up and down. He shook his head. “And you are someone in desperate need of help.”

      “The only thing I need is to get the hell out of this room.” Allie stepped toward him but stopped when he revealed his right hand, which brandished a knife from behind his back.

      “That is what you want,” he said. “Not what you need.”

      Allie took a step back and then cleared her throat. “Are you going to kill me?”

      The man widened his eyes as if he were surprised by the question. “Kill you? No.” He looked to the knife. “This is more for show than anything else.” His gaze hardened. “Unless you force me to use it.”

      It was the first time since she’d met him that he had looked like that, and Allie watched as his face almost turned into a different person. And that was more frightening than anything he said.

      But as quickly as the killer’s aggression appeared, it vanished.

      “I want to help you, Allie,” he said, once again wearing that sympathetic smile. “I know the vicious circle that you’re caught up in. And I know how much you want to get out.”

      Allie stepped backward until her calves bumped against the steel cot. She tried to place him, to see if she’d seen him before, but she was drawing a blank. And just when she thought he was going to get close enough to touch her, he stopped, as if he was fearful of what he might have to do should she try something.

      “I can offer you a way out,” he said. “But it has to be your choice, your decision. I can open the door, but you have to walk through by yourself. Do you understand?”

      Allie was quiet as she studied the man in front of her, and his knife, and how he still kept one hand behind his back. “What’s in your other hand?”

      The man smiled. “It’s your test.” He knelt, then revealed his left hand and set a bottle of pills on the ground. “I know these are your drugs of choice. Oxy.” He rattled the little bottle to prove they were inside. He stood, a sad expression returning to his eyes. “If you can resist the temptation that is right in front of you, then I will let you go.” He paused, almost as if he were waiting for another question, and then he turned for the door.

      “Why are you doing this?” Allie asked.

      The man stopped and turned. “Because I can.”

      A heavy lock turned, and Allie stood there, staring at the door, then staring at the bottle of pills on the ground. It had been less than a day since she used, and she knew that in a few hours her nightly ritual would kick in and she would want to pop a few to help her sleep.

      She hadn’t slept without the pills in years. But if she took the pills, then what did that mean? Would they kill her? Would he kill her? She wouldn’t be able to fend him off if she was high. But she wouldn’t be able to fend him off once she slipped into withdrawals. She’d been down that road before, and it wasn’t something that she wanted to experience again.

      Allie walked to the door, bypassing the pills, and then stared at her reflection in the mirror in the door. She stood there for a long time, and she knew that if she were going to get out, she would have to do it herself.
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      I stared at her through the window for a long time. The one-way glass prevented her from seeing me of course, but we had locked eyes for so long that I suddenly forgot the glass existed. It was like the girl could really see me, but when she finally turned away, I realized that was a lie.

      I watched her for a little while longer and then saw her return to the door with her shoes in her hand. She studied the hinges for a minute and then started hammering away at the bolts. I smiled and shook my head. She was smarter than most. But I knew that she couldn’t get out. The heels would break long before they managed to dislodge any of the steel pins of the hinges. That or she’d get too tired.

      The soundproofing of the room didn’t allow me to hear her pound against the door, which I was thankful for. I didn’t need any distractions. I still had work to do.

      If the police only knew what I was trying to do, if only they understood my purpose. I was really trying to help people, I was really trying to be the one who made a difference.

      But the girl might be my ticket to ending their chase. At the very least it would stop that bitch cop from coming after me. The death of the girl would break her to the point to where she might even quit. Because she was one of those girls that had all of those walls built up around her to keep her safe.

      I was good at tearing down walls. And I would down her walls too.
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      Foster didn’t live far from the shelter, and even with traffic, it only took Palmer twenty minutes to get to Foster’s house.

      Before they arrived, the pair had decided that should the warrant not be approved by the time they showed up, they would just inform Foster that they had a couple of follow-up questions.

      “It’s right up there,” Palmer said, slowing down before they approached, and pulling off to the side a few houses down.

      “Looks like there’s another car in the driveway,” Susan said, then squinted. “Let’s run the plates and see who’s visiting.”

      While Palmer couldn’t read the plate numbers from this distance, Susan was able to squint and read off the numbers.

      “Looky what we have here,” Palmer said, shifting the screen around on the computer so she could see. “The vehicle is registered to a Mr. Kevin Marsh.”

      Susan raised one eyebrow. “Think he brought his friend some chicken soup?”

      “He brought him something, that’s for sure.” Palmer reached for the radio. “This is Detective Palmer, I need a backup unit to 27 Maker Street.”

      “Copy that, Detective. I have a unit five minutes out.”

      Palmer hooked the receiver back onto the radio and then shut off the engine. “Let’s go see how Mr. Foster is feeling.”

      Susan followed Palmer up the street, keeping eyes on the house. The curtains were drawn, but Foster had to be home with both those cars in the driveway. The only question was if he was going to answer when they knocked.

      Susan peered into the windows of both cars as they walked up the driveway. She didn’t see anything suspicious, but if they were smart, they’d be keeping items in the trunk. They would most likely have to get a second warrant to search the vehicles if it came to that.

      Susan hung back, letting Palmer take the lead, and drawing her weapon. The fact that Marsh had come here after being released from custody screamed alarm bells in Susan’s head.

      Palmer knocked, the door rattling from his massive fist. “Seattle Police Department.” The greeting triggered a howl from a neighboring dog, but there was no movement inside the house. Palmer knocked again. “Seattle Police Department. Mr. Foster, are you home?”

      Susan glanced toward the front living room window with the closed curtain and looked for any movement in the window, but she saw none.

      Palmer knocked again. “Mr. Foster, if you can just—”

      The gunshot popped from inside the house, and both Palmer and Susan ducked. Susan cleared the line of sight from the door, making sure that she wasn’t in the path of any bullets that decided to fly through.

      Palmer tried to shoulder open the door, but it wouldn’t budge. “I’m going to head around back. Keep an eye on the front.”

      Susan didn’t have time to protest as Palmer flew around the left side of the house. But she inched closer, gun in both hands. From inside the house, Susan heard the echoes of a struggle.

      One of the neighbors stepped from their home and onto the front yard, trying to see what the commotion was about.

      “Ma’am, go back inside, now!” Susan barked the order with authority, and the old woman slunk away. Susan returned her focus to the house just as more shouting echoed from inside and she heard Palmer barking orders as well.

      Another gunshot popped, followed by more shouts, and Susan sprinted toward the back of the house, knowing that she couldn’t sit there and wait for Palmer to get himself killed.

      Susan found the sliding glass door that Palmer had used to enter the home, and just as she approached, a body collided into her shoulder, spinning her around and knocking both her and the assailant to the grass.

      The contact from the collision cost Susan the grip on her pistol, and it flung from her hands. When the world stopped spinning from the hit, Susan saw Kevin Marsh scrambling back to his feet.

      “Stop!” Susan barked the order, quickly jumping into pursuit, picking up the pistol from the grass as she managed to catch him by the fence, and as he stopped to open the gate, she charged him, slamming him into the wooden boards and knocking him back onto the ground. “Don’t move!”

      Kevin threw his hands up as Susan aimed the gun at him.

      “Get on your stomach and put your hands behind your back!” Susan barked the order, keeping her finger on the trigger, hoping that she wouldn’t have to squeeze.

      Kevin remained frozen for a minute, but finally complied with her request, and she slapped the cuffs on him, then bound his feet with some zip ties so he couldn’t move.

      Once Kevin was secure, Susan moved toward the house. “Palmer?” She paused at the open door, growing more anxious when he didn’t respond. “Palmer!”

      “Yeah!” Palmer answered, his voice faint. “You all right?”

      “I’m fine,” Susan answered, relieved that he was okay. She glanced back to Kevin, who was still on his stomach on the ground and then entered the house.

      A few pictures had been knocked from the walls, the glass shattered on the ground, and she followed the heavy grunting and breathing all the way to the living room where she saw Palmer wiping his upper lip and Foster in cuffs.

      “Bastard almost knocked my teeth out.” Palmer examined the blood from the hit and then holstered his weapon.

      “I want my fucking lawyer!” Foster shouted.

      “You’ll need a pretty fucking good one, pal,” Palmer said.

      Susan let Palmer deal with Foster, and she quickly searched the rest of the house. “Allie!” She screamed the girl's name as she explored the bedroom, finding clothes strewn about the bed and floor, along with an open suitcase that had yet to be packed. But no girl.

      Susan then found the second bedroom, but it was filled with nothing but old furniture and boxes. “Allie!” She checked in the bathroom, the living room, and the kitchen. She hurried into the garage and turned on the light, expecting to find the girl on a steel slab wearing that same floral dress that Katy and Ginny wore.

      But there was nothing.

      Susan returned to the living room and saw that Palmer had moved Foster to the couch, his hands still cuffed behind his back.

      “Where is she?” Susan's breathing was labored, and she couldn’t calm herself down no matter how hard she tried. She walked over to him, the gun at her side but still gripped in her hand. “Where is Allie?” She hovered nearby, but Foster kept his head down, blubbering to himself.

      “I didn’t fucking do anything,” Foster said.

      “Hey,” Susan reached for his collar and forced his eyes up toward her. “Tell me where she is, Foster, and I’ll go easy on you.”

      “Susan.” Palmer stepped closer toward them, his tone foreboding.

      Susan knew that he wanted her to stop, but she was going to get an answer from him. “Where is the girl?” She cracked the pistol against his face, and he dropped to the floor. Susan flipped Foster onto his back, aiming the gun between his eyes. He sported a bloody lip and nose, either from his confrontation with Palmer or what happened with Marsh. “Where is the girl?”

      Foster bunched up his face like he was in pain. “What are you talking about? What girl?”

      Susan jammed the barrel of the pistol into Foster’s cheek. “Allie! Where’s Allie?”

      “Susan, enough!” Palmer came over and peeled Susan off. He glared at her, standing between the justice she wanted. “Enough.”

      Susan finally relinquished the fight and let Palmer do his job.

      Palmer knelt by Foster, his voice calm. “Help us, and we might be able to help you.”

      Foster’s eyes were red, his cheeks puffy from crying. “I told you I didn’t do anything.”

      “Then tell us who did,” Palmer said.

      Foster trembled, and he wouldn’t look Palmer in the eye. “W-what do you mean?”

      “You said that you didn’t kill anyone,” Palmer said.

      “I didn’t!” Foster looked Palmer in the eyes, but the confidence was fleeting as he quickly turned away. “I didn’t kill anyone. I didn’t kill those girls.”

      “Did Marsh kill those girls?” Palmer leaned closer, building his intensity. “Who else was involved?”

      Foster wouldn’t stop trembling, but this time he didn’t look away from Palmer, holding the detective’s gaze. “He’s dangerous. He’s… He’s the one who started all of this. He’s the one who approached me and told me that we wouldn’t get caught.”

      Susan leaned closer. She knew this was it.

      Foster lowered his voice to a whisper. “He can do things to you.”

      “What kind of things?” Palmer asked, his own voice dropping to a whisper.

      “He gives you things that make you crazy,” Foster said. “Drugs. Strange drugs. Powerful drugs.”

      Susan knew the man Foster was talking about, but she needed him to say it out loud.

      “What’s their name?” Palmer asked.

      Foster was quiet, his lower lip quivering. He opened his mouth to try and speak, but the words wouldn’t come.

      “Who is it, Foster?” Palmer raised his voice a little, unable to conceal the eagerness to know the truth. “Give me a name. I want the name.”

      Foster’s trembling worsened, and he shook so violently that Susan thought he might disintegrate into nothing, his knowledge vanishing with him.

      “Give me a name!”

      “Winger!” Foster screamed. “Jerry Winger!” He turned his eyes up toward Palmer, who had stood, and he shook his head.

      Palmer glanced back to Susan. They had what they needed. Palmer stood, and he and Susan stepped out of earshot from Foster.

      “How soon can we get a SWAT team ready?” Susan asked.

      “They always have a unit on standby,” Palmer answered.

      “We need to hurry, Palmer,” Susan said, her voice shaking. “We’re running out of time.”
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      The shakes had begun. They rippled through Allie’s body in frigid waves. Her skin was slick with sweat, clammy to the touch. She had curled herself into a ball on the cot, pushing herself all the way to the back corner, and her eyes never left the bottle of pills on the floor.

      It was a staring contest that Allie knew she couldn’t win. She had lost all track of time, and every fiber of her being wanted to ease the growing sickness in the pit of her stomach. It was like something was eating at her from the inside out and she didn’t know how to stop it no matter how hard she tried.

      The disease that was killing her was the same disease that could end the pain she was putting herself through. All she had to do was walk over and pick the pills off the floor. It was that simple.

      But the man who had taken her, his words echoed through her shaky memory every time she thought she had enough of the pain. Because there was no way for her to really know what was in the pills, and what would happen if she were to take them

      It could be a relief. It could be death. But it was getting harder to tell the difference between the two.

      Allie groaned, the verbal dissent born from the struggle of her choice as much as it was the physical pain of the withdrawals. She was reaching a breaking point, and she knew it. She had never been strong. Growing up, she had always drifted. Her father had called her tumbleweed when she was little. He called her other things as she got older. Hateful things. Things that she only started to remember when her mind cleared.

      Because Allie didn’t just take drugs to escape the present and to sleep, she used them to help drown out the past.

      Another wave of crippling pain ripped through her body, and Allie crawled to the edge of the cot, vomiting what was left in her stomach onto the concrete floor where it splashed with the rest of her innards. She caught the brief, foul, and warm stench of her own bile, but then flung herself back on the cot to avoid looking at the mess.

      She didn’t think that she had anything left to eject from her body, but there was always something left in the tank. The smell of the vomit had stopped bothering her, as she had gone numb to everything but the pain in her own body. It was festering and boiling like a disease, and no matter how many times she thought that she’d overcome it, it came back with raging fury.

      That was how life worked for Allie. Whenever she got close to being free of all the things that bound her to the world, something else would pull her back in, and she’d be right back to where she started. That was the problem with tumbleweeds. They had to go where the wind took them.

      And that was why Allie slowly moved off the cot and stepped around the vomit on the floor. It was why she slowly walked toward the bottle of pills that had been placed on the ground. And it was why she picked the container from the floor and removed the cap.
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      Chatter over the radio had increased dramatically on the ride to Winger’s residence. Palmer kept the channel keyed into the SWAT unit that they were following. They knew that Winger wasn’t at the pharmacy, confirmed by a pair of officers that went to investigate.

      The warrant Palmer requested was approved the moment they left Foster’s house. They were good to go.

      “Two minutes out,” Palmer said.

      Susan stared at her pistol. She wondered what she’d do to the old man if Allie were already dead. Maybe put a bullet through his eyes. That would be his justice. That would be the cost he would pay for his crimes. But they had to catch him first.

      “Thirty seconds,” Palmer said.

      Sirens and lights had been disengaged on their approach into the affluent neighborhood. The last thing a raiding party needed was to lose the element of surprise. Susan had done a few simulations with SWAT during the academy. It was a way for the unit to identify any potential candidates, and also a way to show recruits that they’re the real badasses of the department.

      It was always a flashy show of force, what with their body armor and military grade weapons and formations. It was a full display of machismo that Susan had seen reflected in all elite fighting forces she’d ever witnessed in action.

      But the SWAT units were efficient, and they were excellent.

      Palmer slowed the vehicle as the SWAT van continued forward. The SWAT unit had a strict no-sharing policy when it came to the execution of their raids. Unless you were in the group, you stayed back until the mission was over.

      However, Williams had approved them to be keyed into the communications device and the radio frequency that the team used on their approach. It had been mostly quiet on the ride over. But when the van approached the house, the chatter came alive.

      “Command, Alpha Unit is in position.”

      “Copy that Alpha, Command has approved deadly force.”

      “Copy.”

      The back doors of the van flooded open, and the SWAT members poured out. All of them were dressed in their tactical gear, masks covering their faces to protect their identities, and Susan understood the need for anonymity.

      The unit of six officers split into groups of three, one group heading toward the front door of the house, and the second snaking around the back.

      The first unit paused at the door, waiting for the second unit to move into position around the back. Even from a distance in the car where Susan sat, she could tell that the lights were off in the house. And because the garage door was closed, there wasn’t a guarantee that Winger was home.

      What if the man had taken Allie to a different location? What if this wasn’t the site where he made the killings? It would make sense that he would have a secret location, a place separate from his normal life as to not attract attention to himself and the dark deeds that he was doing.

      “Bravo Company set.”

      “Copy that, Bravo.”

      The lead officer of the unit at the front door motioned for the man in the back to come forward.

      “Brace for breach. Countdown of three, two, one.”

      At zero, the door was broken down by the heavy battering ram. Bits of wood flew off from the frame, and the three uniformed officers hurried inside, the radio exploding with confirmation as the pair of units moved through the house.

      “Seattle PD! Show yourself! Seattle PD! Show yourself!”

      The orders were repeated several times as they cleared the living room, then the kitchen, a spare bedroom, and then finally what Susan had been waiting to hear.

      “Suspect in custody. House secure.”

      Once the all-clear was echoed through the radio waves, Susan was the first one out of the squad car and sprinted toward the house.

      The lights were turned on before Susan entered, and she walked in to find the old pharmacist sitting in a living room chair with his wrists cuffed behind his back. He was in his pajamas, what little hair he had left on top of his head disheveled and wispy.

      “Where is she?” Susan asked, ignoring the sergeant on her way into the house. “Where’s Allie?”

      The old man said nothing as he hung his head, his jowls hanging loosely from his neck, wiggling back and forth. Susan wasn’t sure if he was trembling from anger or fear.

      “Allie!” Susan shouted.

      “There isn’t anyone in the house.” The SWAT Sergeant’s voice was muffled through the cloth that covered his mouth. “We’ve cleared it—”

      “Hey, Sarge? You wanna come to take a look at this?”

      The voice came from down the hall near the back of the house where the second team had entered. The sergeant followed, and so did Susan, praying that Allie was still alive.

      In one of the bedrooms they a hidden door in the floor, almost like a cellar. The officer lifted it up and shone a light down the stairs.

      Susan took a step forward, but the sergeant held her back. “We’ll clear the area first.” She stayed off to the side as the SWAT team descended into the darkness. She tapped her foot impatiently as she waited to hear from them downstairs.

      “Officer Quinton?”

      By the time Susan made it to the stairs, Palmer had entered the house and joined her in the spare bedroom, and the pair descended the hidden staircase together.

      Susan was the first one down, mindful of the steps in the darkness and watching her footing. The staircase was steep and provided no guard rails. The wood was old, and she was afraid that it would snap in half.

      Light flooded the bottom of the stairs, and the silence that filled the small room was noticeable as Susan's eyes adjusted to the fluorescent bulbs that had been turned on.

      Susan stood next to the sergeant, both of their jaws slack as they scanned the room. It wasn’t until Palmer joined them at the bottom that anyone spoke.

      “Jesus Christ,” Palmer said, then quickly covered his mouth.

      The set up was simple. A bed had been pushed in the far corner of the room. The mattress had a single sheet laid over the top, and there were no pillows in the vicinity. The sheet that covered the head was stained with different bodily fluids.

      A camera was on a tripod aimed at the bed, and there was another light kit that could be used to highlight the mattress if the camera needed more light. There was also a desk with a computer tower next to it that was hooked up to a monitor on the counter along with a mouse and keyboard.

      But what was more disturbing about the set up wasn’t the fact that there was a camera, or lights, or a bed where there was clearly something sexual being filmed, but it was what lay on the opposite corner of the room, away from the camera and bed, tucked away in the darkness.

      Toys.

      Three boxes lined the ground filled with dolls, cars, playhouses, and other games. Every eye in the room was focused on those boxes, the shock of what they’d found slowly transforming into anger the longer that they stared at it.

      And above the boxes of toys, all along the back wall, were photographs. Polaroids. But they were not young women from the streets. They were children. Boys. Girls. None of them over the age of twelve. They were all topless, some of them completely nude. Each of their expressions was a blank stare, their eyes lifeless at the moment, their childhood was stolen from them by the worst scum the earth has to offer.

      But as Susan studied the wall, forcing herself to confront the product of evil, she saw none of the girls that had been killed. Only who had their innocence defiled by a monster.

      It was Susan that finally broke from the group first, heading back up the stairs with a focused authority. She knew exactly where she was going. And she knew exactly what she was going to do when she got to the top.

      If the others had tried to call out to her to stop her, Susan didn’t hear them. The blind rage coursing through her veins had also made her deaf to the world. She only listened to the beat of her own heart as she moved toward the front of the house, finding Jerry Winger still in that chair, slumped forward in his pajamas.

      Without realizing it, Susan had her hand on the butt of her pistol. She squeezed the handle so hard that her knuckles flushed white against the black composite.

      “Where’s Allie?” Susan asked.

      The old man said nothing.

      Susan stepped closer, her breathing accelerated. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up, and the rage made her cheeks flush, her skin burning hot beneath her street clothes. “Hey!” She barked the order, and the rest of the house fell silent. “Where’s the girl?”

      “There are no girls here tonight,” Jerry answered, keeping his head down.

      Susan's nostrils flared. “I know you took her. I know you’re the one who put her picture in my apartment. I know you’re the one who killed the other girls. Just go ahead and confess now, because your life is already over, and it might offer you a hint of absolution, you sick fuck.”

      Jerry Winger, the sixty-something-year-old man, was still and silent for a moment. There wasn’t a single person in the house that wasn’t focused on the unfolding scene between Susan and the pharmacist. He finally lifted his eyes and showed his face.

      But unlike Foster and Marsh, there was no remorse in Winger’s eyes, and the shadow of a smile appeared. He knew what he had done. But Susan also knew that he wouldn’t admit it.

      “I want my lawyer,” Winger said.

      The words left his lips with such a small demand that when Susan aimed the pistol at him, she hadn’t even realized she’d done it until a pair of officers restrained her. She was held back as the pharmacist was whisked away, leaving Susan to wallow in her own anger as the rest of the house returned to their duties of cataloging evidence and making sure that everything was ready for the court battle that would follow.
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      Three different detective pairs were working the suspects in the interrogation room back at the precinct. All of them now had their lawyers present, and because of the overwhelmingly damning evidence, the Assistant State Attorney General had also arrived to get ahead of this before the press caught wind of it.

      The viewing room was crowded. It was the high-profile nature of the case and the fact that everyone wanted to witness the suspects crack under pressure. Foster and Marsh rolled on one another before Palmer and Winterguard asked their first question, which was probably a good thing considering that Winterguard looked about as interested in the case as he was in losing weight. Winterguard remainedin his chair, looking at the floor, while Palmer led the efforts to pull a confession.

      Susan had wanted to be in that room. She had wanted to sit across the table from each of those smug bastards, but she knew that she was lucky to even be able to watch. She stood off to the side, keeping away from Lieutenant Williams, Captain Hart, and Chief Pierfoy, who had come all the way down from command. It was a regular who’s who of essential authority figures within the department.

      After Susan’s initial quick sweep of the house, they found stashes of kiddie porn in the boxes that were in the spare bedroom. Hundreds of photos and videos of children who shouldn’t have had to endure what they went through. It was one of the most disgusting things that Susan had ever seen.

      After Marsh and Foster folded, Palmer and Winterguard pressed Winger hard on the connections to the two murders and Allie’s disappearance. But aside from the Polaroids on the wall, he admitted to nothing, and there was no further evidence found at his house that suggested that he was lying.

      Both Marsh and Foster had met Winger years ago through a mutual friend who was looking to get rid of a bunch of drugs. Winger had long been selling confiscated medications on the black market for cash to fuel his child pornography addiction, but when he met Marsh and Foster, he decided to make an arrangement with the two.

      Because Winger was limited in the number of drugs that he could sell without getting picked up by the FDA, the dirty cash that he was able to obtain was also limited. He’d been looking for an opportunity to work with shelters to dispose of old narcotics and, in return, the shelter would look the other way when cataloging what exactly had been turned in.

      Most shelters had to keep records of all the medications that they collected in case they were robbed. But because of the arrangement made with Winger, Foster and Marsh didn’t keep accurate bookings of what was collected, and what little records they did have were in no way reliable.

      In exchange for their cooperation, Winger provided both Foster and Marsh with cash from his dealer on the black market, a man that Susan had never heard of, had never dealt with during her time on the streets.

      Winger wouldn’t divulge the name, not even at the urging of his attorney, and for the first time since Susan had seen him since the arrest, the man was genuinely terrified.

      “I’ll give you any names you want,” Winger said. “People I sold the pictures and videos, the places where I know others like me exist, where people meet, other distributors, methods… But I won’t tell you where I sold the drugs.”

      Winterguard and Palmer had tried to their best to press him, but they also had strict instructions to get as much about the child pornography as they could. That was right in front of them, and the Attorney General’s office didn’t want to miss their chance to nail him on it and build a case against other kiddie porn pushers and buyers.

      And while Susan was glad that they managed to stop all of this, to catch some evil men, it was a hollow victory. Because Allie was still out there. The killer was still out there.

      The buzz on the precinct floor was electric. Congratulations were thrown Susan’s way, but the bulk of the feedback went to Winterguard and Palmer, along with Captain Hart and Lieutenant Williams.

      But Susan didn’t care about the praise. She still just wanted to nail the guy who had done all of this. And now that they had reached a dead end with the three main suspects, Susan had to go back to the drawing board, and she walked to the conference room that had acted as their central hub for catching the killer.

      No one was in the room when Susan entered, everyone too busy still watching the interrogations. She knew that some of the evidence in here would be used in their prosecution, the rest would remain up, at least for a little while longer, until the killer was either caught or the bodies stopped appearing.

      “I can’t remember if I suspended you or not.”

      Susan turned around and saw Williams by the door. “I’m having a hard time remembering myself, sir.”

      Williams drew in a breath and nodded. “Well, since I still haven’t officially filed any paperwork, I suppose we can leave it where it lies.”

      Silence lingered between them for a moment, neither sure of what to say next. Finally, Williams just walked toward the door, but Susan couldn’t let the moment pass without anything said.

      “Thank you, Lieutenant,” Susan said.

      Williams paused at the door and then turned around. “You’re a good cop, Susan, and you’re going to make a great detective one day. Hell, you’ll probably sit in my seat before you’re thirty. But if you can’t remember to do things by the book, if you can’t check yourself out of the job when you need to and detach, you won’t just lose the badge, you’ll lose your life.” He bowed his head, studying the grey carpet as if there were answers hidden among the dirt and stains. “You’re young. You’ve got a lot of things that you can look forward to. Just make sure you stay whole enough to enjoy them. And while you might think you don’t want them now, you might change your mind about the kind of life you wished you could have had when it’s already too late.”

      Williams didn’t look at her again after he left the room, and once he was gone, Susan ran her thumb across the shield, unable to grasp all of the lieutenant’s words of wisdom. But she understood the general theme of what Williams said. That was something to worry about down the road. Now, she needed to focus on what was in front of her.

      Susan didn’t understand how she could have been so wrong about the killer, about who had been behind it. Winger and the others were the perfect suspects for the crime. And it wasn’t a coincidence that both Katy and Ginny had been killed and both of them had attended the same program at the same shelter. But then again, Allie had been the anomaly. And the girl was still missing.

      Staring at the evidence now only gave Susan a pounding headache. The adrenaline that she had been running on for the past several hours had finally run its course. Her mind was fried, her nerves were shot, and she could barely keep herself upright.

      “You all right?”

      Susan turned to find Palmer standing in the doorway. He had his jacket off, his tie undone, and his sleeves rolled up to his elbows. From the looks of him, Susan figured that the interrogation was over. It had been a long day for everyone.

      “I’m fine,” Susan answered, and then rubbed her eyes, hoping that she’d stay awake long enough for the ride home.

      “Hard to believe that all of this led to what we found.” Palmer joined Susan’s side, gesturing to all of the evidence that they’d collected. “I still can’t believe that all of this happened. Doesn’t seem real.”

      “It’s real,” Susan said. “More real than we want it to be. But the killer is still out there, Palmer. Allie’s still—” She looked away, shutting her eyes. She kept her face away from Palmer until the moment passed, then took a breath as she opened her eyes. “She was taken because of me.”

      “Don’t do that,” Palmer said, then placed his hand on her shoulder and spun her around. “Hey. We’re still going to catch him.”

      But not in time to save Allie. Susan had wanted to say that aloud but kept the comment to herself. The chances of Allie still being alive were close to zero.

      “You need to head home,” Palmer said. “Get some sleep.”

      “No, I’m—”

      “You’re the walking dead right now,” Palmer said. “And you’re not going to do anyone any good if you can’t keep your eyes open. Go home. Get some sleep. Even if it’s only for a few hours. I’ll still be here working. Why don’t you let me carry the torch for a while?”

      “He’s right.” Winterguard stood in the doorway. Though he hadn’t undressed like Palmer had, he leaned against the door frame as if he were exhausted. “You go home and rest.”

      Winterguard didn’t mock her or follow the line up with anything meant to be cruel, and Susan took it as a sign of an apology. Or at least, as much of an apology as the old detective could muster.

      Either way, Susan knew that both men were right. She was in no condition to do anything but catch a nap. She collected her weapon and then headed home.

      It was a short ride from the precinct to her apartment, and she rated the Uber driver five stars for keeping quiet while she nodded off in the backseat.

      The world started to fade as Susan entered the building and then rode the elevator to the third floor. She rode up alone, and again dozed off, awoken by the ding of the elevator as it lurched to a stop. She stepped off into the hallway and fished her keys out of her pocket.

      Her mind struggled to stay awake, part of her still going over aspects of the case, thinking about Allie, wondering where she was and if she was alive, and between the fatigue and the distraction of her own thoughts, she didn’t notice that the door was open until she went to place the key into the lock.

      Susan froze, her sluggish mind unable to make the connection of the door being unlocked, but when the neurons finally connected, she dropped the keys and pulled out her weapon. She aimed the pistol into the crack of the door, and then slowly pushed it open.

      It was dark inside. Whoever had opened the door had left the lights off, but there was no guarantee that whoever had been here had already left. She waited until the door was all the way open, and then paused, gazing into her apartment. She expected to find a mess, or a dark figure standing inside and waiting for her, but it looked untouched.

      Susan entered, gun still raised, finger poised to shoot. A kick of adrenaline jumpstarted her heart, and it pounded wildly in her chest, pulsating in her brain. She knew who had been here, and as she made her way to the bedroom, she knew what she would find before she saw it.

      Once the bedroom was in view, Susan lowered her weapon. Because it was so dark, it was hard to make out the shape on the bed, but Susan knew it was a body. Allie wore the same floral dress as Katy and Ginny. Susan dropped to her knees as a blood-curdling scream crawled out of her throat.
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      Susan wasn’t sure how long she stared at Allie’s body before she called the police, but she knew that she had stood there for a long time. Staring at the lifeless girl on top of her neatly-made bed was a surreal moment.

      It didn’t take long for the police to show up. Officers went from door to door to question neighbors to see if they heard anything or saw anyone. No one heard anything.

      Susan waited in the living room as the forensic team went about their business. She knew that she technically wasn’t supposed to hang around, but she wasn’t in the mood to walk out of her own apartment. She didn’t have anywhere else she could go, anyone else she could call.

      Palmer and Winterguard arrived on the scene, both of them staying in the bedroom for a long time. They didn’t say much when they entered, only asking how she was doing.

      It was a question that Susan didn’t know how to answer. Because the truth was she wasn’t doing well at all. Three girls were dead. And Allie had been targeted because Susan was involved. The people that she thought were behind the deaths had no affiliation to them, and they were no closer to catching the guy that had done this than they were when they received the first body.

      The killer was winning.

      After a while, Palmer and Winterguard came out, speaking to one of the uniform officers that was helping to work the scene.

      “Two cameras watch the entrance of the building, but there are no other recording devices inside.” The officer was short, just a few inches taller than Susan. He had long arms and broad shoulders. “The camera that was watching the back of the building was destroyed, and the lock that was on the back had been broken, most likely with a crowbar.”

      “Let’s start narrowing down the streets nearby where we might be able to pick up any extra CCTV footage,” Palmer said.

      “He would have checked for that,” Susan said. “He picked the back door because it was the least visible. He knew the cameras would be where they were. This was something he planned. Something he wanted me to see. He’s been a step ahead of us since the beginning. We’re not going to find him on video. Not unless he wanted us to find him.”

      Palmer and Winterguard exchanged a glance, but then reiterated for the officer to check for footage anyway. It was the smart play, though she still didn’t believe that they would find anything.

      “Susan,” Palmer said, speaking as though it wasn’t the first time that he’d said her name. “Do you have a place that you can go for the night?”

      She knew she didn’t, but she wasn’t about to be put into some surveillance house. It was the last thing that she wanted, and it wouldn’t do her any good otherwise. “I do.”

      “Okay,” Palmer said. “You can go in and grab a change of clothes after they move the body.”

      “Detectives?”

      Both Palmer and Winterguard were pulled away to speak with one of the techs that were taking a look at the door frame, leaving Susan alone on the couch again.

      From her position in the living room, Susan had a clear view of the bedroom, and she saw Allie’s body being placed into the bag after the team from the medical examiner’s office had finished with their work. What was the killer trying to do? Was he trying to piss her off? Egg her on? Break her?

      Susan circled that last thought and then nodded slowly to herself. He went after Allie to make a point. He was trying to get Susan to back off.

      Allie’s body was wheeled out, led by one of the blue-suited medical examiners in the front, and another in the back. They had the hoods of their jumpsuits pulled down, and neither of them looked at Susan as they pushed Allie’s body out into the hallway.

      Susan knew that the neighbors who had poked their heads outside would see the body bag. She knew there would be questions, and press, and more attention than she wanted to deal with.

      With the body gone, Susan entered the room, putting a few things in a bag from the dresser, which had been cleared to use by the techs from the state crime lab on the scene.

      She had already checked to see if there had been anything out of place, but she found nothing. She hoped that they would have better luck than she did.

      Both Palmer and Winterguard offered to give her a ride, but she turned them both down. She didn’t want either of them to know where she was going.

      Susan requested another Uber, ignoring the blatant stares and whispers from her neighbors as she left the apartment.

      When she reached the elevator, she hung back, seeing that the two workers from the medical examiner’s office were still trying to figure out how to get Allie down into the lobby with the lifts that they had.

      Susan then remembered that the only service elevator required a particular key from maintenance. She was about to offer to call when he showed up. After they left, Susan decided to take the stairs. Her footsteps echoed all the way down, and by the time she reached the side exit of the building, she received a notification on her phone that her Uber was ready.

      Susan paused at the front of the building, peeking her head outside to check to see if the news crews had arrived, and already saw a few of the vans setting up. She emerged from the cover of the building, keeping her head down as she spotted her ride and then headed toward the vehicle. She held her breath as one of the news crews started to set up a camera, spotting her out in the open, but it was either too early in the morning, or they didn’t think Susan knew anything. Either way, it was fine with her.

      Susan hopped into the Uber, the driver greeting her with a gruff hello that was muffled from behind his morning coffee.

      “South side?” the driver asked, checking the destination that Susan requested.

      “Yes.”

      “Everything okay?” He asked.

      Susan glanced back to the building and the news crews that were set up. “No. Not really.”

      The driver made a comment about all the police in the area, but Susan said she didn’t know what was going on. After that, he kind of got the hint that she didn’t want to talk and he kept quiet. But while the only noise came from the low hum of the talk radio show that played over the speakers and the hum of the tires against the asphalt, inside Susan’s head, there was a shouting match with herself.

      She was upset about what happened to Allie, about what happened to Charlie, about what happened to all of the kids that had been affected by Winger’s sick mind. She wondered how long he must have been doing unspeakable acts to those kids and shuddered over the truth that it was probably a very long time.

      The man was in his sixties, and even if he started just ten years ago, the numbers would have been insane. She remembered all of those pictures on the wall, the dead stare in their eyes.

      When the buildings they passed on the road signaled they were in the right part of town, Susan asked the driver to pull over. He offered to stay, and she told him she wouldn’t be long.

      Susan kept her head down as she walked around the next corner and out of sight from the driver. It didn’t take long to spot the nearest dealer. The exchange was quick, Susan giving him the cash for the drugs with a quick sleight of hand, and then returned to the car.

      Once she arrived at the hospital, Susan checked in with the nurse at the front lobby before heading to the ICU.

      Susan was glad that she had her badge because, without it, she knew that she wouldn’t have been able to see Charlie. She wasn’t a relative or a spouse, and the hospital was strict about who they let in to see their patients. But when she checked in with the floor nurse, she discovered some news that not only relieved her but also terrified her.

      The swelling in Charlie’s brain had gone down, causing him to wake from his coma. He had been taken off of life support and moved out of the ICU to one of the recovery floors.

      “Miss?” the nurse asked after Susan kept quiet after hearing the news. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes.” Susan didn’t smile and quickly backtracked toward the elevators. “What floor did you say he was on now?”

      “Seventh,” the nurse answered.

      Susan nodded, and turned, her mouth suddenly dry as cotton. She smacked her lips and rolled her tongue around the inside of her mouth to try and get some saliva working, but she wasn’t successful. She hit the up arrow button on the elevator and waited for her ride.

      Butterflies wreaked havoc on her innards, and Susan wondered what was next for her and Charlie. If he was out of the gang, then it meant that he was more serious about their relationship than she had previously thought. But was she ready for something like that?

      The elevator doors opened, and her nerves gained momentum as she headed for his room. She had expected to find him awake but was glad to see him asleep.

      Susan remained in the doorway for a moment and watched him. The swelling on his face had gone down, but they’d put fresh bandages on him, which helped him looked healthier than he had been the first time she saw him.

      Susan tiptoed into the room, heading to the far side of his bed, and gently placed her hand on top of his. He was warm. He was always warm. Even in a cold place like this and still trying to fight for his life, he was warm.

      She let him go and sat in the chair watching him sleep.

      It was hard looking at him in that condition, especially after finding Allie dead. But that was why she stopped at the south side before heading here.

      With the room empty, Susan quickly removed the speedball and rolled up her sleeve. Less than a minute later, the needle was in her arm, but she kept the presence of mind to put the paraphernalia back in her jacket before she passed out.
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      Susan slept hard, the sleep needed and deep. But the morning slumber wasn’t without those nightmares that she knew would plague her. The faces of those that had been killed now haunted her.

      But while they followed her through the streets of her dreams, she was thankful that they didn’t speak. They only clung to her like shadows in the bright of day, stretching far behind her. A shadow was always connected to who you were, to the whole of your being. And while that darkness might always follow her, she didn’t have to keep looking back at it.

      Slowly, the longer Susan slept, the more the ghosts started to whisper. At first, she could only see their lips moving, and she heard no words. But eventually, their whispers filled her ears, the dead questioning why Susan didn’t save them from their terrible fates.

      Just when the whispers reached a crescendo, the voices of the dead vanished and Susan was awoken by the sound of doctors being paged over the hospital speaker system, and the darkness that she had fallen asleep in was now replaced by the sunlight through the open blinds.

      The light was divided into horizontal lines, and Susan adjusted herself so one of the tracks was out of her eyes. The fog of sleep lingered in her unconscious mind, and she struggled to stay awake.

      “Good morning,” Charlie said.

      “Hey.” Susan straightened up in her chair and cleared her throat. “How long have you been up?”

      “Not long,” Charlie answered.

      It had been little more than a day since the last time she saw him when he had been whole and healthy, but it had felt more like a lifetime.

      Susan reached for his hand. She was quiet for a moment, staring at their fingers, which were intertwined. “Why didn’t you tell me you were going to get out?”

      Charlie sighed. “Because I knew what you would say. And I didn’t want you to worry about it, to think that this happened because of you.”

      Susan lifted her gaze to meet his. “But it did happen because of me.”

      “No,” Charlie said. “It happened because of choices I made a long time ago. Because of a path that I took, and it’s no longer a path that I want to go down.” He tightened his grip on her hand. “It’s over, Susan. I’m out.”

      “They could have killed you,” Susan said. “They nearly did.”

      “It could have happened, but it didn’t,” Charlie said. “And now that it’s over, we can start fresh for ourselves. I’m not just out of the gang, Susan, I’m out of that life. Got rid of my stock. I had to give Marco half my cash too, but I’ve got enough to float me for at least a year. And that’s enough time to find a real job, maybe go back to school. I want to fix my life so we don’t have to hide.” He raised her hand to his lips and kissed the top of her skin so gently.

      “I’m glad you’re out.” Susan quickly reclaimed her hand from Charlie’s and leaned back in her chair. Her heart cracked when she saw the look in Charlie’s eyes, the brief expression of betrayal and hurt. Hurt because she couldn’t give him the one thing that he wanted: her.

      The pair lingered in uncomfortable silence until a nurse came to check on Charlie.

      “We’ll keep you here for at least another forty-eight hours to ensure you’re still on the right track to your recovery.” The nurse was short, with shrew-like features. It was the nose and glasses, the way that her eyes, nose, and mouth were clustered tightly in the center of her face. “We’re going to change your antibiotics, get you something that will help speed up the recovery process.” The nurse made a few more notes on the file, checked the IV levels, and then placed the folder back in its holder before she made her way to the door. “The doctor will be in to check on you in a little bit. In the meantime, if you need anything, just buzz.”

      Charlie kept his eyes focused at the end of the bed. “You don’t have to be here if you need to go.” He never looked at her in the eyes when he was upset.

      “I don’t have anywhere to be,” Susan said, and then, hoping to change the subject, she brought up the case. “Allie’s dead.”

      Charlie peeled his eyes away from his toes, and the passive-aggressive nonsense disappeared as quickly as it had come into existence. “What are you talking about?”

      “There’s a man,” Susan answered. “He’s killed three people already. All of them were drug users, all of them were runaways. All of them female. The first two victims attended the same recovery shelter, so we thought it might have to do with the people who ran that facility. But they were caught up in something else.”

      And Susan went through all of it. She talked about the kiddie porn that they found, and how Winger used the shelter as a way to confiscate the drugs and then sell them on to pay for his child pornography ring, and how the two men who worked at the shelter were complicit in what they knew about Winger’s intentions.

      By the time she was finished with the story, it had sounded crazy even to Susan, and she had witnessed the events first-hand.

      “Sounds like things kind of fell apart after I went down,” Charlie said.

      “They did,” Susan said. “Maybe try not to be gone for so long next time.”

      Charlie held her gaze, and she noticed that his eyes had gone glassy. “Are you sure you want a next time, Susan? Because if that’s not what you want, then tell me now.”

      Susan hesitated. “I care about you, Charlie. I do. More than I’ve cared about anyone in a long time. And I think that it’s great that you want to go straight. But you’ve only seen a part of who I am.”

      Charlie nodded. “Just do me a favor?”

      “What?”

      “Don’t make me wait too long?”

      Susan nodded. “I won’t.”

      “Thanks.” Charlie sighed and then readjusted himself on the bed, trying to get comfortable. “So, what are you going to do about this killer?”

      Susan slouched further in her chair and then rubbed her eyes. She was still tired, but she made it a point to keep herself from sliding all the way down. She knew that if she fell asleep again, she might not wake up until tomorrow.

      “I don’t know,” Susan said. “I’m at a dead end. No leads. No new evidence. Nothing.”

      Charlie was quiet for a minute before he spoke. “How do you know it was only three girls?”

      “What do you mean?” Susan asked.

      “You said that there were only three victims,” Charlie answered. “What if these girls weren’t the first ones he killed? What if there were others and no one knew about it?”

      Susan considered it. The way that the girls had died, and the execution of his plans (save for his hurried abduction of Ginny) had been nearly flawless. And that perfection could have come from previous practice.

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Susan said.

      “I'm chock full of them,” Charlie said.

      Susan stood. “Are you going to be all right if I head out? No plans on leaving any other gangs, right?”

      “I only have one more appointment,” Charlie answered. “But I’m hoping that they’ll go easy on me when they see that there really isn’t much to break.”

      Susan shrugged. “I don’t know about that. You still have that other leg and that arm.” She pointed at each of them half-heartedly and without emotion, playing it up the same way that Charlie had. “Still plenty of things to break.”

      “Good to know,” Charlie said.

      Susan didn’t know what else to say and instead kissed him on the forehead before she walked out of the room. She knew that she would eventually need to give him an answer on what she planned to do, but she didn’t know how much more time she would need. And right now she needed to focus on finding the killer. Because he was still out there, and Susan knew that it was only a matter of time before he struck again.
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      Susan made a detour back to her apartment, unsure of what she’d find when she arrived. She called Palmer on the ride over, asking if they had finished processing the scene.

      “We’re all done,” Palmer said. “But you’re probably going to get quite a bit of questioning from your neighbors. I don’t think they enjoyed being up all night with our crews there.”

      “Well, it’s not like I knew them very well to begin with.” She cleared her throat and then glanced out the window. The sun was shining. She hadn’t seen it in a few days and forgot how beautiful the city could look when it was out. It had even warmed up, and despite the wind, she hadn’t caught a single whiff of seafood all morning. “Any updates on the case?”

      Palmer grunted. “We analyzed the DNA samples from Foster, Marsh, and Winger against the blood we found at Box Town and no one was a match.”

      “Right,” Susan said. “Anything else?”

      “The media is having a field day, and we have our first national news story tonight about the killer,” Palmer said. “Once that story goes viral, we won’t be able to stop the flood of calls that will come in from every corner of the country and every person with something to say.”

      “I can’t imagine what Winterguard thinks about it,” Susan said.

      “I’m pretty sure he’s still having a stroke,” Palmer said.

      Susan laughed at the thought of the old detective actually going through a stroke. She knew that it was wrong to laugh, but she couldn’t help herself.

      “I’m gonna change and shower and then head into my precinct,” Susan said.

      “I’ve gotten approval from Captain Hart to let me leave you all of the depositions from the interviews. Maybe you can find something in them that we couldn’t get. You tend to do that.”

      “Thanks, Palmer,” Susan said.

      “You’re welcome, Q.”

      The call ended, and Susan rubbed her eyes again. She still couldn’t shake the fog from her lack of sleep, and she wondered how much longer she was going to last without coffee.

      When she arrived at the apartment building, she was glad to find that the news crews were gone, at least for now, and she was able to walk through the front door instead of sneaking around the back.

      But while the news crews had vanished, the inquiries from her neighbors had not. When she reached the floor for her apartment and stepped off the elevator, Susan was greeted with her neighbors who were coming home from work.

      Most of them did a double take when they saw her, either surprised that she had come back, or surprised that she wasn’t in handcuffs for what happened at her apartment.

      But the people were either too tired, too busy, or too frightened to really ask her about what happened, and Susan kept her head down all the way to her apartment, the crime scene tape still crossed over her door to prevent anyone from the building’s maintenance team from entering without permission.

      If Susan hadn’t been told that the apartment was okay, then she wouldn’t have been here. She tore down the crime scene tape and entered her apartment.

      Even though Susan had owned the place for eighteen months, the area had never really felt like home to her. It was like it was a waystation or a rest point between stops, and now that the entire place had been combed through by the state’s forensic crime team, it was like the place was no longer hers. If it ever had been.

      The living room dark save for the light that streamed through the blinds of the window. The broken light created lines on the floor and highlighted the boot prints that covered the faux-wooden planks.

      Aside from the few crime scenes that Susan had visited for the killer's case, she hadn’t been involved in being on scene at other locations very often. But seeing the aftermath of what it was really like after a team of officers stormed through your home, it was a very sobering experience.

      Because even though this place had never felt like a home, the fact that there were so many people combing through her life made her feel violated in a way that she never expected. People she didn’t know had seen what her life was like away from the job. The crime that had affected Susan here in her apartment had been part of her civilian life.

      Susan made a mental note to clean the apartment, unable to put it off now that the place had been dirtied from top to bottom with fingerprint dust and the dirty shoes of police officers and forensic teams. She walked into her bedroom, and then stopped when she saw the bed.

      The sheets had been removed, taken up to the crime lab to search for any more fibers that the killer might have left behind.

      From the doorway, Susan could still see the indentations from where Allie’s had been placed. She filled in the outline until every detail was recounted. She saw the floral print dress that exposed her shins which were bruised from her time as a prostitute. She remembered the way that her hair had been brushed, and her eyes had been closed.

      Susan finally broke her staring contest with the bed and walked to the bathroom, disrobing as she headed for the shower. She needed to clear her head, get in a better mindset so she could start combing through the records of the case back at the precinct.

      Even after she was clean, Susan let the hot water run until the entire bathroom hung heavy with steam. It lingered in the air, and the heavy moisture made breathing easier than the cold, dry air outside.

      Susan shut her eyes and stood directly beneath the spigot, her brown hair flat against her head like a helmet. She hugged herself, her fingers finding the bruises and the scars from her work on the streets. Even now, after all of the drugs, all of the fighting, all of the sleepless nights, Susan could still remember nearly every detail of the life she had lived that brought her here.

      A hard childhood had led to rough teenage years, which had led to a hard life that had sharpened her into the point of a knife that hurt the people around her even when she didn’t want to, including herself.

      Susan ran her fingertips over the needle marks in her arm and wondered how much longer she would be able to hold out before the monster of addiction reared its ugly head. Even now, relaxed in the shower, trying to wash away the past few days and cleanse her body and mind, she could feel the monster lurking in the darkness, just waiting for Susan to walk close enough for it to reach her.

      Her time undercover had brought her toward that darkness more times than she wanted to admit, and each time that she stepped toward the edge and faced the monster, she lost a little piece of herself. Small enough for no one else to notice, but large enough for her to see that it had gone.

      It was like that monster just nibbled on her, taking piece after piece. But every time the beast took something from her, it became easier to walk to the darkness. And while Susan had been able to justify those trips to the night in the name of stopping bad guys, she knew that one day she would step into that darkness and she would not return.

      The monster would swallow her whole like it had so many others. People stronger than she had succumbed to its power, and Susan knew that she wasn’t as strong as she portrayed herself to be. It was all a carefully-crafted and practiced role and one that she was beginning to forget how to play.

      Susan turned off the water and then stepped out of the shower, standing in the lingering warmth that the steam provided. Naked, she walked to the mirror and wiped away the condensation that had fogged the glass.

      Staring at herself now, she realized how young she looked and how different her life had become ever since she started on this road. She never would have expected to last as long as she did, she never expected to become a cop, let alone a narcotics officer. But this was the road that she set herself down, and she intended to stay on it for as long as she possibly could.

      Out of the bathroom, the bed once again caught her eye, but she quickly looked away and opened her dresser drawers, some of the fingerprint dust smudging her clean fingers. The whole place was going to need a good scrub after what the forensics team had done to it.

      Susan dressed, grabbing the only pair of new slacks and blouse that she owned, and then donned the blazer she wore the day before. It still smelled a little funny from the hospital, but she was able to cover it up with a little bit of perfume. She didn’t usually like to wear it because the guys tended to make fun of her at the office, but she figured that a little ribbing was better than smelling like a hospital all day long.

      Susan grabbed her badge and the gun and then headed toward the door. The shower had cleared her mind and boosted her energy. She thought about what Charlie had told her, about looking back through what she had already seen with fresh eyes. It was a good idea, and Susan intended not to waste any more time.

      But with her hand on the door, Susan stopped, remembering the paraphernalia in her other clothes. She returned to the bedroom and removed the needles and what remained of the speedball. She stared at it, knowing that it had taken over too much of her life, taken too much of her mind. It needed to end.

      She bagged up what was left and made a mental note to dispose of it properly before she had the urge to use again.

      When Susan returned to the precinct, she found the building surrounded by the horde of news vans parked along the road.

      Susan looked to see if there was any path that she could take to avoid walking through the cameras, but the only way into the station was through the sharks circling the water, and the longer she put it off, the worse it would be.

      Susan snuck along the news blockade’s front side, snaking around to the side and hoping that the others wouldn’t pick up on her trying to head toward the building, but her path was suddenly blocked when one of the reporters noticed her badge. And when one shark smelled blood, the scent quickly traveled through the rest of the group.

      “Officer? Excuse me, Officer, do you have any comment on the case?” The woman followed her with a microphone and a cameraman. “Do you have a suspect in custody? How many other girls have died?”

      Similar questions were repeated to Susan as she moved closer to the door, her pace significantly slowed. But she plowed forward, batting away the questions with a stoic gaze. They weren’t going to get anything about the case. Not from her. The leeches would have to go searching for blood somewhere else.

      When Susan entered the precinct, she was greeted with a few friendly hellos, and more than one or two surprised expressions, including Lieutenant Williams.

      “Q,” Williams said. “Didn’t want to take the day off?”

      “I’m good,” Susan answered.

      “All right.” Williams returned to his office, and Susan found her desk and the files that Palmer and Winterguard had said they would give her.

      Susan still planned on searching through the database to see if any recent overdoses had been mislabeled. She knew that the sheer number of ODs had caused some MEs to rush through the autopsy to help ease the burden of their workload. She just wanted to make sure that she wasn’t missing anything.

      Susan started with the murder book that had been put together, detailing everything they knew about the case to date.

      The first section of the book was the chronological timeline that had been put together for the murders, which had been compiled into one book since it was believed they were done by the same man.

      Katy Matthews was last seen alive three nights ago, leaving a party with her boyfriend, who they later confirmed was innocent after they peeled his prints off him, along with his alibi that had him hanging out with other friends during the time that Katy was abducted and killed.

      Somewhere between midnight and three o’clock in the morning, Katy was murdered, and then at some time before six o’clock in the morning, her body was placed in the home of her parents where she was found by her father just before dawn.

      Susan examined the notes from the ME’s office again, recalling in her mind the way that the examiner had run through the details, noting the lack of trauma on the victim.

      Finished with Katy Matthews, Susan moved on to the Ginny Burtz case, again finding that the last persons to see her alive were at Box Town, where they believed the girl was blazingly taken with witnesses around and blood was found at the scene of the abduction with no matches in the DNA database for previous offenders.

      Again, the body was found after less than eight hours after the time of abduction before the girl was returned to her home. Susan scanned the ME’s note for this one as well, which she hadn’t been a part of, and there were no signs of trauma or sexual abuse.

      Hesitant, but knowing that she couldn’t put it off any further, Susan opened up Allie’s ME report and read.

      But unlike the previous two girls, the ME who examined Allie’s body had found some signs of trauma on her palms. Most likely from striking something repeatedly with the palm of her hand.

      Based off of the killer’s pace, it was likely that he already had his next victim picked out. And with no idea who might be the next victim, Susan followed Charlie’s advice and looked to previously marked overdoses in the past few years to see if she could find any correlation with the work of their killer.

      Susan had initially tried to narrow the search field to anything pertinent to their three victims, but nothing about dresses yielded anything useful.

      It was difficult going through the files. All of the faces shared the blank-eyed stare of death. They were people who had given up and crawled into their boxes and ditches after sticking needles in their arm. She looked, but she was still no closer to finding any similarities.

      Susan pushed back from the desk and rubbed her eyes. She checked the different cups of coffee until she found an empty one that wasn’t crumpled, and then stretched her back and shoulders as she walked over to the coffee pot.

      With a fresh cup of caffeine, Susan returned to searching the database and used all of that uncertainty and uneasiness flowing through her veins as fuel for her search.

      It was another hour before anything caught Susan’s eye, and she was moving so quickly through the files that she nearly missed it.

      The victim was young, female, and from the photographs of the deceased before she died, was very pretty, but it was the beauty of the innocence of a child before the girl realized how dark and cruel the world could become.

      Susan scrolled down to the ME’s notes, which cataloged the scars that covered the girl's body. What was interesting was the amount of drugs that were found in the girl’s bloodwork. The ME noted it was ten times the standard lethal dosage. And there was something else.

      The ME said the dress that the girl was wearing looked newer, homemade, and had a floral print. There was a picture of a dress. It wasn’t the same dress, but it was close. But because the girl was found in the summertime, they didn’t think anything of it.

      Susan knew that it was their guy’s handiwork. She downloaded the file and then printed the copies so she could add the notes to the murder book.

      Susan looked at the name of the victim and then did a quick search, and she found a man with the same last name along with the same last known address of the victim. It matched the same name as the individual who signed the death certificate. It must have been the girl’s father.

      Lost in thought, Susan didn’t notice the sergeant walk up to her until he spoke up.

      “You’re the girl who stopped those kiddie rapists.”

      While Susan had never enjoyed being called “girl” or “kid” or “short stack” by any of the more senior officers of the department, there was something about the desk sergeant that made her think of a loving grandfather. Though he probably appreciated that sentiment as much as she did being called girl.

      “Me and a few others,” Susan said.

      The old desk sergeant held out a large, weathered hand and gripped Susan’s hand firmly as the pair shook. “You did good work, Officer.”

      It was silly, but a sense of pride rushed through her at the old man’s words. She didn’t know why it made her feel that way, but it did.

      “Thanks, Sarge.” Susan tapped her knuckles on the desk, and then spun back around. “Hey, who’s command tonight?”

      “Lieutenant Balker.”

      “If you see him, let him know I checked out a cruiser.”

      “Will do,” Sarge said, flashing a thumbs up. “Stay safe out there.”

      Susan reciprocated the thumbs up and then smiled as she walked back to her desk, shutting down her computer. She had the address of the deceased’s family and wanted to ask them a few questions about their daughter.
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      Pulling up to the house was like a case of déjà vu. The neighborhood was so similar to the others that Susan had visited. And just like her previous visits, she experienced a sick dread that spread through her body like a disease.

      Susan parked on the street outside of the house, and before she even made it up the drive, the front door opened and a man stepped out.

      “Can I help you?”

      From the driver’s license photo that Susan saw earlier, she pegged the man as Rick Hathaway, the father of Sarah Hathaway, who Susan believed was the killer’s first victim. The man had short cropped brown hair that was starting to grey on the sides and stooped shoulders that rounded forward, giving him a strong look, though his arms and legs were skinny. He wore a jacket, jeans, and work boots. The beard that covered his face was thick and ungroomed. Susan pegged him as a fisherman, which she further confirmed when she moved closer to him and smelled the sea on his clothes.

      “Mr. Hathaway, I’m Officer Susan Quinton with Seattle PD,” Susan extended her hand, and it lingered in the open air between them for a moment before the man finally shook it. “I was hoping I could come inside and ask you a few questions.”

      Hathaway gave Susan a look up and down, and then looked past her to the police vehicle that was parked on the street. “You have identification on you?”

      Susan showed him the badge.

      “And what’s this about?” Hathaway asked.

      Susan wasn’t sure how the father would react to questions about his dead daughter. She was getting the feeling from him that he wasn’t in the mood to talk, and she was hoping to get inside where there would be a higher probability that he would speak to her.

      But with the father refusing to back down, Susan knew that she was going to have to play her cards regardless. “I wanted to ask you a few questions about your daughter Sarah.”

      Hathaway’s expression slackened, and the color disappeared from his cheeks. “What about her?”

      Susan gestured to the still-open door. “Do you think we could talk inside?” She shivered to help sell the point home. “I’ve never done well in the cold.”

      Hathaway remained stoic but then finally walked toward the door. He made no motion for Susan to follow, but she did so anyway. She found the inside of the house to be just as cold as outside even after Hathaway shut the door behind her.

      “Thanks,” Susan said, remaining in the foyer as she got a good look at the rest of the house.

      It was an open floor plan, the only doors at the back of the house, which she suspected were the bedrooms and bathrooms. The living room and kitchen bled into one another, and the furniture that decorated the inside of the apartment was old, dusty, and faded. It looked like furniture from the seventies with its yellows, greens, and browns. Susan never understood the fashion of the seventies. She couldn’t imagine it looked good even when it was new.

      “You’re in the wrong place if you can’t stand the cold.” Hathaway walked past her and to the kitchen stove where there was a boiling pot of water. He dumped some spaghetti noodles in it and then stirred a skillet that had some sauce simmering. “What do you want to know about Sarah?” He kept his focus on the stove and stirring his dinner.

      Susan got a good look at the place as he walked over, and she was able to recognize a bachelor pad when she saw one. “Can you tell me when Sarah ran away from home?”

      Hathaway wiped his upper lip and nodded. “It was three months before she died. March thirtieth. It was a Wednesday.”

      Susan nodded, but prodded forward gently, not wanting to go too fast too soon. “And did you have any contact with your daughter when she was on the street?”

      “Only twice,” Hathaway answered. “The first time she called was a few days after she left. She wanted us to know that she was safe, but that she wasn’t coming home. Her mother and I tried to convince her otherwise, to let us know where she was so we could come and pick her up, but she wouldn’t tell us.”

      “And the second time?” Susan asked.

      “A few weeks before she died,” Hathaway answered. “She sounded different on the phone. Was really quiet and meek-sounding. It was like she was another world away.”

      “What did the two of you talk about?”

      “She wanted money.”

      “Did you give her any?”

      “I told her that the only way she was going to get money from me was in person,” Hathaway said, adding some salt to the pasta. “Then she hung up on me.”

      Susan nodded. That final conversation had probably been played in his mind for a very long time, and she couldn’t imagine the misplaced guilt that he had put on himself after his daughter had died. She suspected that it had put a strain on their marriage.

      “Do you remember anyone that Sarah might have hung around with right before she ran away?” Susan asked, walking to the kitchen table, where she saw a stack of bills piled up high. Most of them were stamped with past due notices. “Anyone she might have mentioned.”

      “There was a boy she started hanging around with,” Hathaway said. “Donny, or Donald, or something like that. Late twenties. He came by the house to pick her up once for a date, and the moment I saw him sitting behind the wheel of that car, I knew he was trouble. Sarah said he was nice, but I told her that there is only one thing that a twenty something is looking for from a seventeen-year-old girl. I tried to have the police press charges on him, but they said I couldn’t do anything until there was substantial evidence of sexual coercion. And my daughter stood by his side.”

      “This man, Donny, was she involved with your daughter wanting to run away?” Susan asked.

      “Probably,” Hathaway said, then dropped the spoon back on the skillet and cleared his throat. “Why are you asking all of this stuff? My daughter died over a year ago, and I’ve already gone through all of this with the police when they came and told me—” He cut himself off and looked to the floor and then away as he composed himself for a minute before he faced her again. “This isn’t something I want to relive.”

      “I understand that this is difficult,” Susan said.

      “Do you?” Hathaway asked. “Tell me how you understand? Tell me how many daughters that you’ve lost?”

      Susan was quiet and hoped that Mr. Hathaway’s anger would calm before he kicked her out. It was only after he returned to the stove and removed the boiling pasta from the pot and dumped it into a strainer that she spoke again.

      “I’ve never lost a daughter,” Susan said. “But I lost a father.”

      Hathaway turned from the sink, steam rising from the freshly boiled pasta.

      “He was an alcoholic,” Susan said. “He was like that all my life. Even when I was little. At first, I thought he was that way because of me. Like there was something that I did to make them that way, and it made me try everything within my power to help him, to make him stop, but I couldn’t.” She shrugged. “It’s an incurable disease.”

      Hathaway was quiet, and then he nodded and walked to the kitchen table, setting the still-dripping strainer of pasta next to the pile of overdue bills. “I can’t tell you how many nights I’ve stayed up wondering what would have happened if I had just agreed to give her the money. I wonder where she went to get it again, and what she did to get it.” He gripped the back of the chair with both hands and then bowed his head. “I shouldn’t have tried to be so stern with her. I just thought that…” He sighed. “I don’t know what I thought.”

      “If you had given her the money, she would have bought more drugs,” Susan said. “Just like no matter how many times I tried to hide the bottle of booze from my father when he was passed out, he would just buy another one. You didn’t kill your daughter, Mr. Hathaway.”

      The man kept his head bowed, but only shook his head. “It doesn’t feel that way.”

      Susan knew that telling him that his daughter might have been murdered would push the man over the edge. So she decided to bend the truth a little. “I think that your daughter was involved in a case that I’m working.”

      Hathaway pushed himself off the chair and grabbed the skillet of sauce from his stove, then grabbed a plate from the counter and returned to the kitchen table. “So what do you need from me?”

      “Did your daughter go anywhere or speak to anyone in particular either right before she ran away or during her time on the streets? Besides the boyfriend you mentioned.”

      “We tried looking for her, but the only two times that I spoke to her were over the phone.” Hathaway combined the sauce and the noodles onto his plate and then sat down with a fork, spinning the concoction in a swirl on his plate. “We found out a few places she was living, but she’d only stayed there a couple of nights.”

      “Do you remember the name of the place?” Susan asked.

      “No.”

      “What about the name Ancient Oaks. Does that sound familiar?”

      “No.” Hathaway glanced up from his plate and looked at Susan’s hands. “You guys don’t write things down anymore?”

      Susan didn’t think she was going to get anything else from him. “I appreciate your time, Mr. Hathaway.” She turned to leave but stopped at the door. “If I have any more questions for you, I’ll be in touch.”

      Hathaway nodded, and Susan stepped outside. She might be able to talk with the officer who worked the Sarah Hathaway’s crime scene, but unless he had a good memory she didn’t think it would lead anywhere.

      Susan climbed behind the wheel of the car when her phone rang. She thought it might be Lieutenant Balker, upset that she checked out a car after not being on the clock, but it wasn’t the LT. It was Nate.

      “Hey,” Susan said, hoping that he might have something. “What’s up?”

      “Susan, I need to talk to you,” Nate said, his tone stressed.

      Susan frowned. “What’s—”

      “I know, Susan,” Nate said, exhausted. “I know you’re using. One of the nurses that I work with down at the hospital told me she saw you.”

      The color drained from Susan’s cheeks. She thought no one had seen. She thought she’d been careful and put the paraphernalia away. Wasn’t that what happened? Her mouth gaped open like a dead fish. She didn’t know how to respond. “Nate, I don’t—”

      “I want to help,” Nate said. “But it has to be now. Either you come to me, or I go to Lieutenant Williams, and we order you to take a drug test right now.” He waited. “What’s it gonna be?”

      Susan sat there for a minute, contemplating. She grabbed hold of the steering wheel and squeezed it tight to help keep her steady.

      “Susie?” Nate asked.

      “Okay,” Susan said. “I’ll meet you.”
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      When Susan reached Nate’s house, she didn’t know what to expect, but she was uncharacteristically nervous. She hadn’t heard him talk like that before on the phone, and when she walked up the driveway, she couldn’t hide the tremble of her hand.

      Susan knocked on the door, and Nate answered with a sad smile.

      “Hey.” Nate stepped aside, leaving her a gap so she could pass, then shut the door behind her when she entered. “Are you thirsty? Hungry?”

      “No. I’m fine.” Susan had never been to Nate’s house before, but she was surprised to find it so… homely. For a younger guy, a bachelor no less, she would have expected something a little more barren.

      But the living room was fully furnished. Pictures hung from the wall. A small but solid wood dining table sat off to the left of a modest kitchen that needed an update. From her position at the front door, she could see a hallway that led toward the back of the house where she suspected were the bedrooms and bathroom. It felt like a real home.

      “Please, have a seat.” Nate gestured to the couch, and the pair walked over together.

      The cushions buckled when the pair sat down, and Susan inched away when Nate sat a little too close. She folded her hands, and for the first time in a long time, she felt like she was being interrogated. A coffee table was in front of the couch, and beneath it rested albums and books, along with a remote for the television.

      Nate held his tongue for a moment, drumming his fingers on his leg, but then finally pressed forward. “How long has it been since your last hit?”

      Susan wasn’t sure how much to tell him. If he decided to tell Williams or make this some kind of an official visit, then that badge she’d just had returned to her would disappear. And that terrified her. But she couldn’t run from the truth any longer. “This morning. At the hospital, as the nurse said.” The tears came quickly and unexpectedly. Embarrassed, she wiped them away. “I’m sorry.” She shook her head and then covered her eyes.

      “It’s okay,” Nate said. “It’s not your fault. None of this is your fault.”

      Susan had been hiding for a long time, and a part of her believed that she wanted to be found. She wanted to be caught. Despite telling herself that she could quit anytime, she knew that was only denial.

      “The burden of secrets can be the hardest to carry,” Nate said, remaining understanding and sympathetic. “But you don’t have to walk down that path alone.”

      “It feels like I do,” Susan said, sniffling and wiping her nose with her sleeve. “It feels that’s all I’ve ever had to do. Go it alone. At home. At work. Everything. And I’ve done it for so long that I don’t think I know how to do it any different.” She looked into Nate’s eyes and saw the understanding.

      “You know,” he said. “My sister was a lot like you. It’s always kind of surprised me how much you remind me of her. She was your age when she died. God, it seems like only yesterday.” He reached beneath the coffee table and removed one of the albums, flipping it open and showing it to Susan, pointing to a picture of a pretty dark-haired girl in a backyard wearing a bathing suit and a sun hat. “There she is. My Kat.”

      Susan smiled. “She’s beautiful.”

      “She was,” Nate said. “You can’t imagine how many boys my dad had to scare away at the door.” He laughed, but it faded quickly. “She was always the charmer. Smart too. I know it sounds like the classic cliché of good girl turned addict, but… that’s the way the story unfolded.”

      Susan looked up from the photographs and at Nate when he paused. “How long?”

      Nate sighed. “She started using in college. But it wasn’t a year later that she flunked out and moved out on the streets. My parents tried convincing her to just come home, I tried too, but she wouldn’t listen. She kept saying that she needed to do it alone, that it was the only way for her to beat it.” He shook his head. “If I had known then what I know now, I—” He turned away and then composed himself.

      “It’s a disease,” Susan said.

      Nate faced her again, then nodded. “Yes. But you, like my sister, don’t have to go in alone. And I don’t want to watch another good person die because of what they can’t control.”

      Deep down, Susan knew that he was right. It was high time that she got help, and while now wasn’t the best time, she knew that there would never be a good time. There were only excuses.

      “I didn’t mean to scare you the way that I did, but—”

      “No,” Susan said, sounding confident. “No, you were right. And I appreciate you coming to me before going to Williams. I think he might know that I used when I was undercover, but I don’t think he believes it carried over.”

      “How did you hide it from the academy?” Nate asked with curiosity.

      “I got clean,” Susan answered. “Really. I did. I guess I wanted to be a cop more than I wanted a needle.” She stared down at the badge around her neck. “Maybe I forgot that along the way.”

      “Hey,” Nate said. “Better late than never.”

      Susan laughed. “Right.”

      “You sure you don’t want some water or something?” Nate asked.

      “Actually, yeah,” Susan answered. “That would be great.”

      “Be right back.”

      Nate disappeared into the kitchen and Susan returned to the photographs. She had never had any family albums growing up, but she wished she did. Seeing the smiling face of Nate’s sister only made what happened to her even more tragic.

      “Lemon?” Nate yelled from the kitchen.

      “Sure.” Susan turned the page in the album, and her eyes caught a flicker of a familiar pattern in the bottom right-hand corner of the page. She recognized it immediately. It was a dress that she had seen three times. Once on Katy Matthews. Once on Ginny Burtz. And once on Allie. And Nate’s sister was wearing the same dress in the picture.

      “My ice machine is on the fritz so I hope you don’t mind—” Nate had two glasses in each hand when he turned the corner, and then stopped when he saw Susan’s face. He glanced down at the album, then quickly back up at Susan.

      The realization hung between them in the air, causing time to stand still, until Susan made the first move.

      “Nate, don’t—” Susan stood just as he chucked the glasses at her, one shattering on the wall, the second landing harmlessly on the couch. He bolted for the back door, but Susan was close behind, reaching for her weapon as he disappeared into one of the bedrooms, then shut and locked the door.

      Susan rammed the door with her shoulder, but it did nothing. She pounded her fist against it. “Nate, open it now!” But realizing that he wasn’t going to comply, she stepped back and put two rounds through the lock, and then kicked the door in.

      Gun up and aimed, Susan entered an empty bedroom, the window open, with the screen popped out. She hurried to the windowsill, but when she looked out into the backyard, he was gone.
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      The feeling was dread, and it was an emotion that Nate hadn’t experienced in a very, very long time. The moment he turned the corner, the moment he saw her look at him with the photo album in her hands, he knew she knew.

      It was stupid, stupid to forget that Kat was wearing the dress in one of those pictures. But he had gotten cocky. He had thought that he had broken the meddling bitch after he killed that prostitute.

      Only she hadn’t quit. She kept pressing him, kept pursuing him, and now he was on the run from his own house, and a manhunt would be issued to find him. The jig was up.

      Still, even though Nate understood his fate, he continued to run, continued to flee the scene, adding distance between himself and capture for as long as he could muster.

      Fatigue eventually slowed him after a few miles, but he had made good time. Now it would be important to figure out his next steps. And the more he thought about it, the more he realized that he was fucked.

      The media would blast his photograph across the internet. He would be front and center of every phone and computer screen across the country. There would be no quarter given to him, no mercy shown.

      “Fuck!” Nate screamed, raking his fingers through his hair in frustration. It was all her fault. He had even tried to help her, to convince her to give up her ways of addiction. But he had been too lenient with her. Not anymore.

      No more hiding, no more turning around, no more lurking. He was out now, and it was time for him to do what he wanted. It had been a long time since he’d been able to make that decision.

      Nate’s phone buzzed in his pocket, and he jumped, startled by the sudden intrusion of his thoughts. He removed the phone from his pocket, but before he snapped the SIM card in half to erase any possibility of them using it to track him, he checked the number.

      Susan.

      Nate smiled at the sight of her number. She was trying to stop him, to convince him to come back, to turn himself in. She must have thought he was dumb and desperate. But he was quite the opposite.

      Nate snapped the SIM and flipped the collar of his jacket up and continued moving south. In the distance, there were chopper blades, and he knew it wouldn’t be long before the police helicopters circled overhead. But he had time to figure out his next move.

      He couldn’t go after the other girls, the police would eventually find his lab once they searched his house. He would have to find a new target, someone that he hadn’t gone after before.

      And just like that, a small thought pricked the back of Nate’s head, and he smiled. It was sinister, it was cruel, but it would be oh so beautiful. It would be the exclamation point to his final act. And it would make the score with Officer Susan Quinton even.
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      The neighborhood came alive when the chopper started doing its passes overhead. The whine of the high powered turbine engine grew louder and quiet against the backdrop of the sky.

      An APB was sent out, and with every eye in the city searching for Nate, Susan suspected that it wouldn’t be long before the man was caught.

      Palmer walked out of the house and joined Susan in the street where they remained on the inside of the crime scene tape. He glanced over her head to the media vans that were parked fifty yards from the crime scene, which also happened to be outside of the neighborhood.

      Susan had her arms crossed over her chest and was staring at Nate’s house, a fire in her belly. “He was in our building. We paid for him. Gave him an office. The bastard was using us as a way to get to girls.”

      “Sometimes it's hard to find the person that’s hiding in plain sight,” Palmer said, mirroring Susan’s stance. “You want to go and check out the other address?”

      Susan had called Palmer first after Nate fled, and then she, him, and Winterguard took a look inside the house before forensics showed up. They looked for anything that might give them insight into where Nate might have gone, and they found a billing address for a property in a fake name. A little digging and they even found separate bank accounts for the same name.

      Nate had gone to great lengths to conceal his true nature. But now that he was exposed, it was about finding him and making sure that he was in cuffs before he snatched another girl off the street.

      Susan and Palmer rode together while Winterguard hung back as the detective on the scene. Because the second forensic team was out on another call, and with the primary group working Nate’s main house, they would have to wait for them to do a proper scan, but both Susan and Palmer were eager to figure out what they would find at the second location.

      The location was down in Beacon Hill, an area riddled with drugs and crime. The building itself didn’t look like much, but from what Susan could tell, the place used to be some kind of dry cleaning operation. It was small, with a drive-through drop-off lane for people coming to and from work.

      Susan suspected that it had been quite the operation a few decades ago, but the neighborhood that it once served had long since disappeared. All that remained were the skeletons of businesses that had long since closed, leaving the surrounding homes without the life-sustaining commerce that they needed to survive. She thought of the old building where the sting had been set up a few days ago and wondered what the deal was with criminals and Laundromats.

      Palmer pulled right into the drive-through and parked. “Let’s go see if we can get your suit pressed.”

      Susan stepped out, walking to the door with him. “You think we should wait for a warrant?”

      “He ran,” Palmer said. “I’d say these are extenuating circumstances.” He tugged at the door and found it locked. “Shit.”

      “Let’s check around back,” Susan said.

      The pair circled the property, and a couple of dogs barking caught Susan’s attention. They were far off, but their howls made their search of the place more frightening than it needed to be. But she knew that she couldn’t just sit there and do nothing.

      When they made it around the back of the building, they saw a second utility door, but it was also locked. However, the back door was far less sturdy than the front side, and Susan knew they’d have a better shot at breaking down the back door.

      Susan stepped in front of Palmer and worked the lock pick that she’d brought with her.

      “You know you’re not supposed to carry those anymore,” Palmer said, his tone bordering between playful and accusing.

      “Yeah, well, it comes in handy when you’re working undercover,” Susan said.

      It took a little time to work the lock open, but when she finally managed to get it free, Palmer let out a low whistle.

      “I’m impressed,” Palmer said.

      “So that’s what finally did it?” Susan pocketed her lock pick tools and then opened the door.

      The pair of flashlights cut through the darkness, and the moment Susan stepped inside, she had to bury her nose in the crook of her arm.

      “God, you smell that?” Susan asked.

      “Chemicals,” Palmer answered, his voice muffled by his own shirt covering his face.

      “No,” Susan said, remembering the smell of some of the meth labs that she had entered during her time undercover. “Drugs.”

      Susan used the beam of her flashlight to locate the light switch that illuminated the small, cramped space.

      Beakers, tubes, and different-colored powders in clear plastic bags lined a small desk shoved up against the west wall. To the right of the desk was a wall with pictures, and that was where Susan gravitated towards.

      When she counted the number of pictures that were up there, she nearly dropped the flashlight. She counted sixty. Sixty pictures. She scanned them until she found both Katy Matthews and Ginny Burtz, both of whom had a red X drawn over them.

      “Jesus,” Palmer said, tilting his head up to look at all of the faces that would never find their way home again. “He went after all of these women?”

      “He wanted to,” Susan answered, but she didn’t see Allie’s picture on the wall, and that only made Susan feel more responsible.

      Palmer turned away from the pictures and then walked over to a door that had a window in it. “Susan.” He waved her over and then pointed inside as he opened the door. “It’s viewing glass like we use in the interrogations.”

      Even before Susan stepped inside the cage, which was precisely what it was, no matter how the bastard tried to slice it, she had to hold down the hot bile of acid that wanted to crawl up her throat.

      The bed was nothing but a mattress, which was dirtied and stained with the sweat and fear of those that came before them. And a stale scent hung in the air. Body odor and something else, something Susan couldn’t quite place.

      It was almost like the aurora of those that had died were still here, still trying to cling to life before they faded away into nothing.

      Susan noticed that the bed was the only furniture in the room, and then she walked back to the door. She stood there, staring at her own reflection the way that the other girls must have done.

      Susan imagined Nate standing on the other side of that door, peering through the one-way glass, staring at the victims the way an exterminator stares at a cockroach, just waiting for his chance to stomp them with his heel. She imagined that he felt powerful staring from that side of the door. She believed that he felt like he was in control. Like he was the puppet master pulling strings.

      And the longer that Susan stared at her reflection in the glass, the more she was able to collect all of that fear and that hate and that pain, and she converted it to anger and focus. She had trusted the wrong people, had forgotten that just because someone worked with the badge didn’t mean that they were the badge.

      It was Palmer who finally broke the silence. “This is where he must have kept them.” He turned, his shoes scuffing against the concrete floor to accentuate the quiet of this place.

      But it wasn’t always quiet here. Susan knew that the girls must have screamed their throat raw. Especially Allie, who didn’t understand why she had been taken, why she had been put here to die.

      Susan moved closer to the door and examined the hinges. The bolts that kept the door in place were now slightly askew as if they had been pushed from their original positions. Susan then remembered the trauma and bruises that she saw on Allie’s hand.

      Susan followed the crack of the door all the way to the floor and saw a piece of plastic. It was black and only about one-quarter inch long. Susan donned a glove and then picked it up, examining it under the light.

      “What’s that?” Palmer asked as she walked over.

      Susan had never been a woman who enjoyed getting dolled up the way that some women did, but she knew her shoes. “It’s a piece of a stiletto heel.” She lowered it and then glanced back to the door, pointing at the hinges she found. “Those bruises we saw on Allie’s hands, she was banging on the door. She was trying to hammer the bolts out of the hinges.”

      “Smart,” Palmer said. “Too bad he was probably looking through that window when she was doing it. Goddamnit, how did we miss this?” He spun around and walked to the bed.

      Susan continued to face the door. “We saw what we wanted to see. It’s why I thought that Foster, Marsh, and Winger were behind all of it. We were all wrong.”

      Susan stared down at the broken heel in her hand and then felt her phone buzz. With her free hand, she checked the screen and saw a text message from an unknown number. She frowned, opening the message, dreading who might have sent it.

      The text had no words, only a picture that filled her phone’s screen. She dropped the heel and brought both hands to the phone to make sure that it didn’t fall as well. The noise from the heel hitting the concrete prompted Palmer to come and look over her shoulder.

      Palmer was asking questions about who that was in the picture, and what was happening, but Susan couldn’t speak, because Nate currently had a needle stuck into Charlie’s neck with this thumb on the syringe.
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      Susan did nothing but stare at the picture while Palmer drove them to Seattle General. She was aware that he was talking to someone and that they were locking down the hospital. But it wasn’t until he mentioned Charlie that Susan started to pay attention.

      “Is he alive?” Susan asked.

      Palmer nodded. “Nate has a needle in his neck and is threatening to squeeze the syringe. He’s got a gun and nurse in the room as well. SWAT doesn’t have an angle on the window, but they’re taking a look at the hospital’s layout.”

      Susan nodded and then returned her attention to the picture. Charlie was still bandaged up, though the swelling in his right eye had gone down. That one dark eye, staring into the camera, looking at Susan because the man who shoved the needle into his neck said so.

      It was a tit for tat from a man who had the emotional maturity of a child who never made it past the fourth grade.

      Susan knew that once SWAT had a bead on how to get a shot off at Nate’s head that it would be game over for Charlie. And why should they care about him? To the outside world, Charlie was nothing more than a drug dealer who got stomped by his own crew. He wasn’t a life that the authorities would be keen on saving. But that didn’t mean his life was of any less value than the nurse that had a gun pointed at her. And his life wasn’t worth any less than her own.

      Susan finally put the phone down, knowing that Nate wasn’t going to contact her again from the hospital. If they wanted to talk, then she’d have to do it in person.

      The radio crackled and Susan heard the news that SWAT had just arrived at the hospital and was setting up a communication link.

      “They can try and use the phone,” Susan said. “But I don’t think he’s going to answer.”

      Palmer glanced over at Susan, zipping through traffic with his hands at two and ten. “They won’t let you go in, Susan. You know that, right?”

      Susan did know that. But she wasn’t going to give them a choice. “You let me worry about that.”

      Palmer was quiet for a moment and then faced forward again, his eyes on the road, the traffic clearing in front of them from the sirens and the lights.

      Even from the highway, Susan could see the gathering cluster of police vehicles. The news was spreading through the wire about what was happening at the hospital. Susan wouldn’t be surprised if she saw the chief make his way down.

      That was the kind of figures you garnered after three homicides and an attempt to go for a fourth and fifth, maybe a sixth if he took his own life.

      As Palmer pulled into the parking lot, Susan wondered if that was Nate’s endgame. Was he merely trying to push the envelope? Was this his last stand? A way to get back at her by going down in a blaze of glory with a man whom he knew she was involved with? Or did he have a separate play?

      Susan didn’t think Nate was smart enough to come up with something that clever so quickly. It was the reason he sent the picture. It was the only thing he could think of to do. And now he was stuck waiting for Susan. Waiting for her to come and watch her lover die.

      Palmer flashed his badge to the cop at the checkpoint in the parking lot. The perimeter being set up meant that the hospital was already in lockdown.

      “You can put your vehicle by the command unit, Detective.” The officer guarding the post pointed toward the pair of trailers that had been set up to act as the offices for those that were calling the shots. It took a rare breed of criminal to bring out the chief.

      Palmer parked and then shut off the engine, the pair lingering inside the car as they watched the chaos engulfing the hospital.

      Officers were moving through the parking lot, clearing vehicles and making sure that there wasn’t anyone lingering behind. It was quite the show of force, and Susan knew that things were only going to get worse for Charlie the longer that she remained behind.

      “I need you to vouch for me,” Susan said.

      Palmer turned to her quickly and sported a scowl. “What are you talking about?”

      Susan turned toward him, and then she raised an eyebrow. “You know what I’m talking about.”

      Palmer nodded to himself and then stared at his lap while he spoke. “Just because the chief is my uncle doesn’t mean he’s going to listen to me.”

      “I just need a chance to explain,” Susan said. “That’s all I’m asking for.”

      Palmer remained silent, and when he opened the door and started to get out, he paused, looking back at Susan over his shoulder, and then cleared his throat. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      Susan got out and followed Palmer to the command station. Because of his standing within the department, he managed to get inside the command post, but Susan was forced to wait outside.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Palmer said, before leaving her to speak with the chief. “But I can’t promise anything.”

      Susan nodded and then glanced to the hospital. She was nervous because the truth of the matter was that she had no idea what she was doing. Whatever plan she hoped to accomplish was about to fly out of the window the moment she walked into that room and saw Charlie with that needle in his neck.

      The only thing that she might be able to do was a bargain. One life for another. After all, Susan had always noticed the way that Nate had looked at her when she was at the precinct. And she was around the same age and body type of the girls that he hunted out on the streets. She wasn’t sure if it would work, but she hoped it would.

      The longer that Susan waited outside the more worried she became. She didn’t know exactly what was happening on the other side, but she was beginning to think that Palmer wasn’t having any luck. It was a long shot for her to ask, but if this didn’t work, she’d just have to find another way in.

      The door to the command post swung open, and Palmer stuck his head out. “You’ve got ninety seconds.” He turned his body longways and provided enough space for Susan to pass through the door and gain entry.

      When Susan’s eyes adjusted to the harsh fluorescent lights of the small cube, she was surprised to see just how many people could fit into the tiny little compartment that was the trailer. But what was even more intimidating were the faces staring back at her.

      Because it wasn’t just the chief that had entered the room, it was the whole of Seattle’s power elite, including the mayor. And all of them were men.

      Having gone through the academy, and just through life in general, Susan had always found herself surrounded by men either by choice or by force. She had thought that she had grown used to that feeling of being left on an island to be stared at like a fish out of water. But this was new territory.

      “Detective Palmer says that you have something you’d like to say?” Chief asked, his tone insinuating that he was in a bit of a hurry.

      “Yes, sir,” Susan said. “I can help end this, and I can help end it quickly. Without any blowback on anyone in this room.”

      Susan knew one of the big problems when dealing with a hostage situation was the fact that a potential shooter could end the lives of the hostages, creating a media firestorm around the department. But Susan had a workaround for that.

      “And how would you do that?” Captain Hart asked, his tone impatient. He leaned forward, his knuckles planted firmly against the table where the top brass had met.

      “Let me talk to him,” Susan said. “I go in, defuse the situation, and if I can’t, then you send in one of your team members to take us both out. Plain and simple. How does that sound?”

      A few chuckles and groans filled the room, but it was only the chief that spoke, and he did so in the matter of a father talking to a daughter.

      “It’s a reckless move,” Chief said. “You don’t have the training, and you’re not cleared to handle hostage situations. Let the people who deal with this sort of thing handle it.” He looked past Susan and to the officer watching the door, nodding as a club owner would to the bouncer to remove an unruly patron.

      “You need a way out,” Susan said, stepping closer to the table and out of the reach of the cop the chief had summoned. “This guy doesn’t have anything to lose. Why do you think he’s at this hospital? Why do you think that he’s picked the victim that he has?”

      The room buzzed a little bit with murmurs, the captains and council of the mayor’s office looking to one another to see if anyone knew the answer.

      “And do you know who this person is, Officer?” The chief stood, stretching out to his full height.

      “I’ve been sleeping with Charlie for the past six months,” Susan said. “It’s because of my connection to that man that Nate has taken him hostage and is threatening to kill him. And I’m the only one that can stop him.” She looked at each of the men in the room, knowing that they were all judging her actions, and revealing what she had done with an informant could cost her the badge she coveted so much. But she also had an ace in the hole.

      “And you think this makes you more qualified to negotiate with this mad man than the rest of our team? Are you out of your fucking mind?” Captain Hart chortled and then stepped around the table to confront Susan head-on, planting his fists on his hips. “I think I might have your gun and your badge right now!”

      “It’s a win-win for the department and anyone involved in the plan,” Susan said. “If it goes well, then you say it was your idea to have one of the lead investigators in the unit go and talk to the person she tracked down. You can tell the press whatever you want. And if it goes sideways, then you divulge the indiscretions of my affair with the informant, and that becomes the story instead of the murders.”

      “Except you’ve told us about the affair already.” Chief grimaced, and then glanced around the rest of the room, studying the expression of his peers, noticing that the mayor’s assistants were whispering into his ear.

      Susan expected the chief to be angry, disappointed, even agitated about the whole thing. But when he looked at her, and she saw the grief in his eyes, it surprised her.

      “I need everyone out of the room,” Chief said.

      For a moment, no one moved, but it was Palmer who finally ushered folks out. Everyone but the mayor left, thinking that he was above the orders of the man he appointed. But one look from the chief reminded the mayor of who was in charge when it came to the enforcement of the law in the city.

      The door shut and sealed Susan and Chief inside. It was roomier but still claustrophobic. Susan wasn’t sure who was supposed to speak first, but she thought it best to let the chief start the conversation. She knew that she was already on thin ice.

      “I have a daughter,” Chief said. “She’s a junior over at Bellevue High. She’s on the varsity volleyball team. Made it all the way to state this year, but lost in the final. She wants to play for the Huskies when she graduates. She might even get a scholarship from them.”

      “Is she your only child?” Susan asked.

      “No,” Chief said. “I have a boy. He’s only twelve.” He smiled at her. “It’s a different relationship between fathers and daughters. I don’t think it’s better or worse than the relationship I have with my son, it’s just… different.” He smiled sadly at Susan, and she could only find the strength to nod in return. He sat on the edge of the table and crossed her arms. “When I first heard about the murders, and how they were all young girls, I don’t think I’d ever been more afraid in my life. I know you don’t have children, but you might want them one day, and when that day comes, your life changes forever. From that point on it’s all about them. Protecting them. Teaching them. Watching them grow so fast in front of your eyes that you’d think there was magic involved. Because that’s what it’s like. It’s magic.”

      Susan studied the chief carefully and saw that a part of the man believed that was true. But she didn’t know. She had no children, and she had no plans of bringing any into this world.

      “I can help, Chief,” Susan said. “I can help bring this to a peaceful end, or at the very least buy you some time. He’s waiting for me.”

      The chief was quiet for a while and then finally looked Susan in the eye. “I read your file after that pedophile bust. And I know about your past. Where you were from and what you escaped. I know the fire that fuels you.” Now it was his turn to study her, and Susan hoped that she hid her trembling well enough. “Lieutenant Williams said you’re setting a record for Vice arrests, and you’ve barely been on the job over a year. He says you’re one of the best that he’s ever seen.”

      Susan was surprised at the words. “I just want to help, Chief.”

      “Even if you’re successful, you understand that there will be an investigation in regards to your misconduct about the relationship with your informant,” Chief said, returning to his authoritative stature.

      “I understand,” Susan said, and she felt the tide of the situation beginning to turn.

      “I’ll do what I can to help mitigate the exposure,” Chief said. “But I can’t make any promises.”

      “It was my decision, Chief. My mistake. Let me try and fix it.” Susan straightened up, lifting her chin to portray a woman who was chasing her demons back into the hell from which they had crawled. She hoped that it would make him see that she was ready, but while he nodded, Susan saw the concerned look in his eye.

      “We’ll get you fixed up and ready to go,” Chief said, and then he stopped. “How old are you?”

      Susan didn’t want to answer, but she knew that he’d be able to look it up in his files anyway. “Twenty-four, sir.”

      And to her surprise, the chief didn’t scoff, or howl, or make any type of comment that made her feel inferior about her age.

      “Okay then.” The chief finally turned away and then instructed Susan to call everyone back inside. As the small command room filled, she stood off to the side, finding Palmer, who had also been let back inside as she walked to stand beside him.

      The chief informed everyone that Susan would be going in to try and buy them time with the killer until they found a way to neutralize him without loss of life.

      Susan had gotten what she wanted. Now it was time to deliver.
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      The bulletproof vest that SWAT had strapped to Susan’s chest had been rigged with a microphone and a small camera so that their unit would be able to see and hear what the situation was like to better assess their next moves.

      They had given Susan the smallest one that they could find, but it still didn’t fit her properly. The SWAT leader had informed her not to make any aggressive movements toward the subject, and to understand that her primary objective was to only buy them some time to figure out how they were going to bring the man down.

      And while Susan had no intentions of trying to play the hero and bringing the man who had not only killed a good friend but was now about to take a second one down, she didn’t trust herself to follow the sergeant’s commands. She knew what she was capable of, and she knew what Nate was capable of.

      Whatever happened though, Susan wasn’t going to let anyone but herself die in that room. No matter what. Protocol be damned.

      After Susan was strapped into her gear, she was then let through the barrier that had been constructed to keep everyone out of the building. Susan stared up at the towering structure and knew that those that hadn’t been evacuated were all in lockdown.

      Because the entire hospital couldn’t just be shut down, only non-essential personnel were able to be evacuated, but that was only for everyone that wasn’t on the seventh floor.

      The seventh floor was where Nate’s room was located, and anyone that could be evacuated was. It was also where the first SWAT unit was waiting, hidden out of view from Nate, who was in the room. But he knew the protocol for something like this. He had been a part of their team, a part of their unit, and he had betrayed their trust. He had revealed many things.

      It was different walking into the hospital this time. The receptionist that had been so friendly upon her first visit was nowhere to be found. And when she reached the elevator, she saw three armed officers watching the post, two of them with their weapons trained on the doors should someone try to leave that wasn’t supposed to.

      The radio of the third officer that didn’t have his weapon out crackled, and he nodded, opening the door with a key, then stepped into the elevator with her and used the stop key to allow them to head to the seventh floor.

      “First-floor unit heading to seventh with the negotiator.” The officer spoke into his radio with a mechanical indifference. He didn’t look at Susan, but she was too busy worried about what was going to happen next to care about anything that concerned the officer.

      It was dead quiet on the ride up, and the ping from the elevator that signaled that they had reached their floor was made even more ominous by the dead silence.

      They were greeted by another pair of officers, and only Susan stepped from the elevator as the doors closed behind her. She was already turned in the direction of the room, and she saw the SWAT team approach her from the corner of her peripheral in the opposite direction.

      “You Susan?” The voice was gruff, and when Susan turned, she only saw a pair of white eyes. The rest of the tactical officer’s face was concealed by a black mask and helmet.

      “Yes,” she answered.

      “He’s in room twelve,” he said. “We’ll be on standby, but remember that—”

      “I’m just buying time.” Susan nodded. She didn’t need to go through the spiel again.

      “Are you armed?” The officer asked.

      He knew that she wasn’t, but Susan suspected that it was a question that needed to be asked based off of protocol. She was forced to surrender all her firearms to the tactical team that outfitted her with the bulletproof vest, and she was thankful that she had already ditched her secret revolver. If it had been found, it would have only added more trouble to the pile of shit that was accumulating around her.

      “No,” Susan answered.

      “All right.” The officer’s eyes looked back at Susan. “You’ll approach alone.” He reached into his pocket, and when he opened his palm, there was a tiny earpiece. “Wear this. It’ll ensure that I’m able to relay any information from command. I’m your point person up here, and you need to do exactly what I say when I say it. Understand?”

      Susan nodded, but when she reached for the earpiece, he clamped his other hand over hers, and she looked up at the whites of his eyes, his pupils dilated.

      “I’m serious. The moment I get the call to go in, I’m not going to stop, no matter who is in the way.”

      “I got it.”

      The officer removed his hand and Susan placed the tiny piece into her ear. There was a beep, and then the SWAT team tested the device.

      Susan flashed a thumbs up, signaling that she could hear him, and then she headed toward the room. She glanced into the places she passed, finding all of them empty. She suspected that it wasn’t hard for them to move the patients on this floor since most of them were in recovery.

      The closer she moved toward Charlie’s room, the more nervous she became. She understood the risks that were involved in this. Hell, she’d been in more high-pressure situations in the past year than most officers would have experienced during their entire career.

      But that was the world of Vice. And she had long since been trained for it before she even joined the academy.

      Still, walking to that room, it reminded Susan of the times when she would walk to her father’s bedroom when she came home from school. She would creep down the hallway, the dirty carpet crunching beneath her feet and her heart hammering in her throat.

      She had always thought that she would find her father dead, lying in a puddle of his own refuse, and she would scream and cry and beg for him to wake up, helpless to do anything.

      Approaching the hospital room, that same feeling returned to her now. But she wasn’t that little girl anymore. She wasn’t helpless.

      Susan saw the nurse first as she turned into the room. She was up against the wall, crying, shaking, and she didn’t notice Susan until she was all the way inside.

      Nate smiled when she entered, one hand aiming the gun at the nurse, the other holding the syringe with his thumb pressed over the top, the needle already stuck into the flesh of Charlie’s neck. He gestured to it, that smile widening from the power that it gave him. Control over the entire Seattle PD. “It’s just air. But I’ve managed to already prick the carotid vein. It won’t take very much air to kill him. Just the slightest pump and poof.” His eyes widened with the sound effect. “Off it goes, speeding through his bloodstream until it reaches his brain and pop goes the weasel.”

      Aside from the gun and the syringe pressing into Charlie’s neck, Susan saw no other weapons on his person. But she knew that it wouldn’t take much pressure for Nate to send an air bubble into Charlie’s body. And she hoped that the SWAT team understood that.

      “I knew you’d come,” Nate said. “It’s why I sent you the picture.”

      “I know,” Susan said, then looked to the nurse, who only whimpered. “You and I both know that this is about you and me. Let her go.”

      “And give up the few bargaining chips that I have left?” Nate shook his head. “No. That’s not how it’s going to work.” He leaned forward a little and looked at the Kevlar on her chest as he raised his voice. “You hear me? You’ll have to kill me if you want to stop this, but I’m going to take as many with me as I can!”

      Susan lingered by the door, and then looked to Charlie. He was still, but she saw his one right eye staring at her. “It’s doesn’t have to be this way. You can still walk out of this alive, Nate.”

      Nate grimaced. “It’s not about walking out of this alive. It’s never been about that, haven’t you learned anything?” His cheeks reddened. “Why do you think I killed those girls? You think I did it because I wanted to? You think I did it because I liked it!” He was screaming now, and Susan watched the arm that held the needle jerk in his hand.

      “I think you’re a man of conviction,” Susan said, hoping to calm him down. “I think you’re a man with a purpose.”

      “Yes.” Nate relaxed. “I am.”

      “It was your sister that gave you the purpose?” Susan asked, trying to buy some time.

      Nate’s eyes watered. “She ruined everything. Destroyed my entire family.” His lower lip quivered. “My parents were so busy with her that they never bothered with me. They bankrupted themselves trying to get Kat clean. But nothing worked. Nothing would take. She just kept relapsing and relapsing and relapsing.” He rolled his head around on his shoulders to accentuate the point. “It got to the point where I nearly lost all of my money trying to help her. I loved her, you know. I loved her very much.” His expression softened, and he stared at the floor. “And it was through that love that I realized that the only way to save her was to kill her.” He sniffled, nodding, his eyes wide as saucers when he looked at Susan again. “I stuck her arm full of heroin after I found her on a bender. She was wearing that floral dress, the same one I made for the other girls. And as I watched her body spasm, her life slipping away, I knew that it was mercy. She would no longer travel through the streets like a whore. She couldn’t hurt my parents anymore. They were devastated about her death—I was devastated, but I did what needed to be done. I did it for love. All of this was for love.”

      Susan tried not to grimace or reveal how sick she thought he was. She remained stoic, waiting for him to collect himself, knowing that there was only one way that this could end peacefully.

      “So here we are,” Nate said. “How long do you think you’re going to last here, Susan? What’s the play? Do you think you can stop me? Convince me to give up my revenge on you for something else?” He widened his smile. “What have you brought?”

      Susan took one step forward but went no further. She knew that he was smarter than she was and stronger. He also had the advantage of weapons. But he wasn’t infallible. He could be beaten. He could be stopped.

      “Me,” Susan finally answered, then spread her arms wide. “I brought me.”

      Nate scoffed. “And what am I supposed to do with you?”

      She took another step and lowered her arms. “Whatever you want.” She kept her tone soft and sweet, keeping her eyes innocent so Nate could see she was no longer a threat. The damsel in distress was a well-worn technique, but as smart as Nate was, he wasn’t above his most basic instincts. He couldn’t walk away from the type of woman that he had spent so much time fantasizing about.

      “I’m a lot like those other girls,” Susan said, stopping when she reached the foot of Charlie’s bed. “You know that I have a problem. And you know that you’re the only one that can help me.”

      Nate swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down from the motion, and she leaned forward. His pupils were dilated, but there was still a focus in his eyes. She needed that focus to disappear.

      The radio crackled in her ear. “We have a bead on a vent. We should be able to have a shot within three minutes. Keep it up and stand by.”

      “And you think I want you?” Nate asked, his voice slipping into the glaze of desire. “You think that you can offer me something better than revenge against you?”

      Susan knew that she was wearing him down. “I’ve always caught you looking at me, Nate.”

      Nate gave her a good look up and down, but when the nurse whimpered, that raging focus returned to him and he snarled at the nurse on the wall. “I could have had you anytime that I wanted. But you think I was dumb enough to go after a cop? Even an addicted bitch like you?” He scoffed again, pretending like the situation was causing everything to roll off of his back like water on a seal’s skin. Nate flared his nostrils and then inhaled quickly. “If you want me, then why him?”

      The question caught her off guard, and she realized that he was talking about Charlie. He was jealous, and she had underestimated how much he had been infatuated with her.

      “I’m smarter,” Nate said, answering his own question for her. “I’m just as good looking. You think I could have coaxed those girls into talking to me if I wasn’t? I’m strong. I worked on your side of the law. So what was it? What made you pick him over me?”

      “Two minutes,” the SWAT contact whispered silently into her ear.

      Susan didn’t have time to lie, and she understood that she was being listened to by everyone in the command room, people whom she would hopefully still be working with after all of this was over. But the only thing that mattered to her at that moment was making sure that Charlie survived. Because while she might not have loved him the way he loved her, she wasn’t going to let anyone else die because of her. She had enough blood on her hands.

      “I don’t do what’s best for me,” Susan said. “I’ve never done that. Call it self-destructive behavior, call it acting out, but I’ve never been able to do the normal thing. The right thing.”

      Nate leaned closer, narrowing his eyes. “Why?”

      “Because of my father,” Susan answered, the words coming out almost involuntarily. “Because of what I knew he could do to me, because of what I was afraid he would do to me.”

      “He hurt you?” Nate asked.

      “Not physically,” Susan answered. “At least not intentionally. He was an alcoholic. So I guess you could say that being an addict was already in my blood. It’s also why I wanted to join Vice. I thought that if I could fight against the people who targeted the weak, then maybe I could help fix myself.” She looked at Nate. “It’s kind of what you do.”

      She could tell that the answer surprised him, and she watched the arm that held the weapon lower, and his grip on the syringe loosened.

      “Isn’t that what you told me once?” Susan asked, taking one step from around the base of the bed, so she stood in front of Nate without any barriers. “That we fix ourselves by fixing others? I know why you killed those girls, Nate. I really do. They were lost, wandering around in the darkness, but you brought them home. You ended all of the pain that they felt.”

      Nate’s voice caught in his throat. “Yes. I did.”

      “Less than one minute until the target is in range, be advised,” the radio said.

      “But no one appreciated what you did,” Susan said, taking another step closer to him. “That’s why you had to keep doing it, right? You had to show people that this was the only way.”

      Nate nodded, and then his eyes grew red, watery, and glassy. The eyes of a petulant child who didn’t understand that the world didn’t revolve around their desires. “They just couldn’t see it. I really was trying to help. So what if they had to die? People die all of the time. But do you know where they die? In the streets. Gutters, sewers, and filth. I gave them a choice!” He screamed the last word, and spittle flew from his mouth as his cheeks flushed red. “I gave them everything!”

      “But they didn’t listen to you, did they?” Susan asked, taking another step closer. She wanted to remove the syringe before SWAT took their shot. She knew that all it would take was the slightest pressure on that thumb and the air bubble would kill Charlie, and there wouldn’t be anything they could do to stop it.

      “No,” Nate said, his anger growing even worse than before. “They always chose the drugs. Every time. And I would have let them go! I really would have! Who were they going to tell if I let them free? They were all prostitutes and drug addicts. They weren’t adding anything to society. But I was.” He tilted his chin up in pride. “I would either fix them or get rid of them. I’m the one who should be rewarded, I’m the one who should be praised for trying to do such a thing. But that didn’t happen.”

      “What about me?” Susan asked, taking another step as the radio notified her that she was less than thirty seconds from watching Nate’s brains being blown out of the side of his head. “What were you going to do to me?” She stepped within the line of fire for the nurse, making it difficult for Nate to shoot her.

      Nate studied her, and she saw the conflict raging in his eyes. He wanted to take her. He wanted to prove to everyone that he could tame any woman. That he could fix any girl. So that’s what she used to prod him forward.

      “Don’t you want to fix me?” Susan asked, goading him further.

      Nate nodded. “I do. I’ve wanted to fix you since the moment I laid eyes on you. You’re in so much pain, Susie. I don’t think that I’ve ever seen a girl in more pain than you.”

      Susan was within arm’s reach of him now, but he still hadn’t lowered the weapon, and the needle was still in Charlie’s neck. “I am in pain. And if you’re the only one that can fix me, then I want you to do it before it’s too late, Nate. They won’t let me back on the force. They know about Charlie and me now. I’ve broken too many rules. I’ll dive into a pit of despair, and I don’t think I can pull myself out. Not without your help.” She held his gaze as the radio counted down the last ten seconds. “Help me choose. Give me the same choice that you gave the other girls.”

      Nate nodded, and his eyes watered. He aimed the pistol from the nurse to the dead center of Susan's chest. “Okay. Your life or his?”

      Susan heard the countdown go to three, and she looked Nate dead in the eye. “How about your life?”

      It happened quickly, but in the few milliseconds before the gunshots fired, Susan swore that she saw time slow. She knew she had to be quick, and she flung Nate’s body away from Charlie, making sure that he had zero momentum to add any pressure to the syringe full of air.

      Susan remained conscious enough to know that she shoved Nate back, but she couldn’t be sure she had stopped Nate from pressing down on the syringe. She could only hope that he was too busy worrying about his own life than worrying about what would happen if he didn’t kill Charlie.

      A sharp sting bit at her chest, and she dropped to the floor, her body rotating counterclockwise away from Nate and the bed where Charlie rested. She didn’t feel the contact between her body and the hard tiled floor of the hospital room, but she was aware of Nate’s body falling to the ground with her and the fact that the top half of his head was missing as blood poured from the top of his head.

      Susan didn’t black out. She wished she had. That way she would have been able to ignore the pain and the shock from the bullet wound.

      She had tried to stand after she was hit, but the pain from the gunshot had paralyzed her movements. She could only lie there, pressing her palm against the wound in the top left corner of her chest. The bullet had struck close to her armpit, and she knew there were essential arteries there. But while she watched the blood pour out of the lifeless head of Nate, she didn’t dare look at her own. She was too scared to know if she was going to die.

      It wasn’t until the rest of the team rushed into the room that she was lifted from the floor. She tried to get a look at Charlie to see if he had survived the encounter, but there were too many people blocking her line of sight.

      Hot tears filled her eyes and ran down her cheek. She opened her mouth to speak, but no words would come. Only the broken cries of a woman who was in pain.

      Once she was out of the room, the pain intensified so much that it encompassed her entire world, pushing everything else from her consciousness. She thought that she had been in more pain before, but this was crippling, murdering pain.

      Susan had always convinced herself that she wasn’t afraid to die. That it would finally be a way to end the painful memories that followed her like a shadow no matter where she went. But now, so close to the edge that she was falling off, she wanted to live.

      Bright lights blurred her vision, and Susan realized that the room had changed, and she was in another place now. Muffled voices circled her, and she finally looked down at the wound on her body, then immediately wished she hadn’t.

      Blood was everywhere. Even with her blurred vision, she could see the rich dark colors of the claret that had matted over her shirt. She rotated her hand, examining the blood that had transferred onto her skin. It was too much. She had lost too much.

      Susan dropped her hand, and she grew short of breath. Some invisible force was slowly stealing the air from her lungs. It was like being choked, but she felt no pressure on her throat.

      The voices around her raised in alarm, and then a mask was placed over her face, and a rush of air funneled through her nose and mouth, inflating her lungs and causing her chest to rise. And then the voices faded, along with the lights, and she knew that this was it.

      After all of these years and all the times that she had come so close to death, never did she imagine that it all would have ended here. She just hoped that Charlie was still alive. And the nurse. Maybe she was able to save some people in her last moments. And despite the pain and the horrible memories that flashed before her eyes, it was that hope that brought her comfort, and she was thankful for it.
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      The dull ache started in Susan’s left shoulder and then spread to the entire left side of her body. But what was worse than the pain in her shoulder was the dull throbbing in her head. When she opened her eyes to find that she was immobile in a bed, she was surprised. Because even though she wasn’t moving, her mind sloshed back and forth like a sailor who hadn’t earned his sea legs during his first rough storm.

      “You racked up quite the list of injuries.”

      The voice came from the left and Susan turned her head on the pillow, one eye shut and the other squinting as she tried to steady her wandering mind.

      Lieutenant Williams sat in a chair, his left leg crossed over the other, and a cup of coffee in his hands that was still steaming hot. He brought it to his lips and sipped.

      “Did he make it?” Susan asked.

      “Nate? No. A bullet to the head tends to make the medical team’s job slightly more difficult.”

      “I meant Char—”

      “Everyone is fine.” Williams uncrossed his legs and then leaned forward. “Charlie. The nurse. Even you. Though you might not feel fine.”

      Susan groaned and then looked back up toward the ceiling. “That’s some Grade-A detective work, Lieutenant.”

      “I like to think I can still work cases.” Williams leaned back and sipped from the cup again, this time making a slurping sound when he did it.

      “And what about me?” Susan kept her eyes closed. “Am I still working cases?”

      After everything that happened, she didn’t believe that she would. Even though the only person who had died was the shooter, she had still revealed too much to the top brass. They had every right to fire her, and that’s what she believed they would do.

      But when Williams didn’t answer, Susan opened her eyes and turned her head to look at the lieutenant, this time keeping both eyes open, and formed her brow into a single, prominent line.

      “I haven’t been told anything that would suggest otherwise.” Williams leaned back a little to garner some momentum and then rocked forward and up out of the chair. He walked to Susan’s bedside, one hand holding the coffee while he placed the other in his pants pocket. “As far as the chief and the mayor are concerned, you’re a hero. Managed to talk to the killer long enough to give SWAT time to take him down. Although your role was downplayed in the media. SWAT will be getting the medals and the PR. But you get to keep your badge. I told the chief and the mayor that you should be able to return to your position once you’ve healed.” He sipped from the coffee, and then removed his hand from his pocket and placed something in her palm, closing her fist around it. “Get your rest. The sooner you’re cleared for active duty, the sooner we can put you back to work.”

      Williams smiled and then turned to leave, Susan still in shock about what had just happened, but then Williams stopped at the door and then turned around. “You did good work, Officer. Thank you.”

      Susan swallowed. “Thank you, Lieutenant.”

      Williams smiled again and then tapped his knuckles on the doorframe twice before he disappeared down the hall.

      Susan waited for a few moments after he left before she looked down at what Williams had placed in her hand. It was her badge. The same one she had been given at the academy. The one she had worked so hard to earn.

      The tears came quickly and unexpectedly, and Susan was glad that she was alone. She wanted to talk to someone about this, and Charlie was the first person that came to mind. But she could talk to him later. There would be time for it. After they both healed.

      Susan didn’t know what lay in store for their future, but she was thankful for the opportunity to find out.

      

      Four Months Later

      The slow clap was accompanied by more than a few grinning faces, and despite Susan’s groans as she walked through the bullpen of officers and detectives, the applause picked up momentum and was in full swing by the time she shook Lieutenant Williams’s hand outside of his office.

      “You should probably turn around and take a bow,” Williams said. “I think it’s the only way they’re going to stop.”

      Susan rolled her eyes, and she raised her arms to quiet everyone down. “All right, all right. I get it, I got shot. I remember.” The applause died down into laughs, and then she turned back to the lieutenant, raising her eyebrows when he didn’t move. “I’m not giving a fucking speech.”

      Williams laughed and then entered his office and sat behind his desk. “The review board says you passed all your re-entry exams and physicals with flying colors.” He grunted with satisfaction when his ass touched the seat and then scooted closer to his desk with two thrusts. “Even better than your results in the academy. I don’t think the board has ever seen that before.”

      “It wasn’t like it took me two weeks just to be able to hold a can of soda in my left hand again,” Susan said. “But I’m glad I did well.”

      “You did more than well. You went above and beyond.” Williams opened a file and then scribbled his signature on some papers and then flipped them around for Susan to sign.

      The paperwork was a formality. The department loved ceremonies, like all of the meetings Susan had with both the mayor and the chief after she was out of the hospital. But there was something else hidden beneath those meetings, something that she just couldn’t quite put her finger on.

      Susan had thought those were tests as well, probably more so than the actual tests that mattered and went into her file. She knew that either the mayor or the chief could have blocked her return to the department. And she suspected that it was more the chief’s doing that she was still around.

      After the meeting was over, Susan had a brief moment alone with the chief, just the two of them in the elevator on the ride down to the first floor after the mayor had gotten off on his own office floor. She had asked him why she was still being allowed back to work, and the answer he gave only reinforced the truth that no matter what happened, she was still part of a family.

      “You’re a good cop,” Chief said. “Anyone with a brain can see that. You’re smart, you’re dedicated, and you’re skilled. But above all of that, the one quality that you have, which I think is your best, is the fact that you have compassion. That’s why I made the decision to keep you on and bury all of the press. Most cops lose that after a few years, but I know you won’t.”

      The elevator doors opened, and the chief stepped out. Susan followed. “How do you know that?”

      “Because you know what it’s like to lose,” Chief said. “You’ve been losing all your life, so much that you’ll spend the rest of your life making sure others don’t fall into the same pit you did.”

      After that, Susan was cut off from the chief by his staff, leaving her alone in the big hall, his words lingering in her head long after he was gone.

      “So you’re sure that I can’t convince you to take that desk seat?” Williams asked. “It comes with a raise and a title change.”

      Susan finished signing the paperwork and set the pen down, shaking her head. “I can do more good working the streets with Vice than I can behind the desk. It’s where I belong.”

      Williams leaned back in his chair. “You’re one of a kind, Susan. You know that?”

      “Anything else, sir?”

      “No. Get to work and stop wasting the department’s payroll.”

      Susan smirked and nodded. “Yes, sir.” She returned to her desk, thankful that there was no more fanfare, but was surprised to find a box of frosted strawberry Pop-Tarts on her desk. She picked it up, smiling.

      “I heard you’d gotten addicted to those.”

      Susan turned around and saw Palmer. She set the box down. “They’re tastier than they look.”

      “I’ll have to take your word for it.” Palmer leaned against her desk and crossed his arms. “I heard you turned down a promotion.”

      “News travels fast,” Susan said, opening the Pop-Tart box, crinkling the wrapper as she removed one of the pastries.

      “Why didn’t you take it?” Palmer asked. “It’s a raise, and you could be moving up the ladder. Isn’t that what we’re all after?”

      Susan chewed on the pastry for a minute, mulling over Palmer’s question. She already knew what she was going to say, but she wanted to wait until she was finished with the bite. She swallowed, wishing that she had some coffee to wash it down. She glanced past Palmer and saw that the pot was empty. “I have time.”

      Palmer laughed. “You really are cocky, aren’t you?”

      Susan didn’t smile. She set the Pop-Tart down and only shook her head. “No. I’m not cocky. I just know where I can do the most good. And right now that’s here in Vice. I won’t be here forever. I don’t think I want to be here forever. But it’s where I want to be right now because I still have things that need to be finished.”

      When Palmer didn’t reciprocate the playfulness, he blushed red. “Sorry. I just thought—”

      “It’s fine,” Susan said. “Four months ago, I probably would have gone tit for tat with you but… I guess getting shot changes your perspective a little bit.”

      “I guess so.” Palmer pointed to the treats. “Don’t eat too many of those. Fat cops don’t tend to last very long on the streets.”

      Susan glanced down at her thin frame. “I could probably use a couple of pounds.”

      “Yes, you could.” Palmer held out his hand. “Stay safe out there, Officer.”

      “You too, Detective.”

      Once Palmer left, Susan walked over to the coffee pot and started a fresh batch, then returned to her desk to get caught up on her inbox. While she worked, she munched on the Pop-Tarts, and a file flopped onto her desk. It was from Sergeant Hayes.

      “Welcome back.” His arms bulged from the tight fit dress shirt and tie that hung loosely around his neck and stared at the Pop-Tarts. “A little early for a lunch break, don’t you think?”

      With her mouth still full, she opened the file. “What do we have?”

      “We’ve got word that some dealers are targeting schools on the south side,” Hayes answered. “We need someone to take a look around, see what we can find. You game?”

      Susan flipped through the rest of the folder, committing it to memory, then grabbed a pack of Pop-Tarts for the road. “Let’s go.”

      A part of her thought that she might regret turning down the promotion, but deep down she knew she wasn’t ready. The streets were still dirty. She was still dirty. And she needed to clean both of them up.
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