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    DETECTIVE REECE CANNON stumbled out of the building, her body wracked with pain. Blood seeped through her fingers, and the world around her seemed to blur, making it difficult to focus. The evening's shadows crept across the pavement, enveloping her in a ghostly embrace. 
 
    Alone and with no one to offer solace, she felt her strength wane. Why now? Why, when all she needed was a moment of respite? 
 
    The once-lively detective struggled to catch her breath, pressing her hand to the wound in her side, her pain feeling like jagged edges of glass piercing her skin. Despite her best efforts, her legs buckled beneath her, causing her to collapse onto the unforgiving concrete. 
 
    She fumbled for her phone. Her fingers trembled as she played an old voicemail. 
 
    "Reece, I found this amazing place for our weekend getaway. Trust me, it's perfect. Just us, a cozy cabin, and the wilderness. Can't wait to get away from it all. Love you." 
 
    As his sweet voice rang out like music, the vibrant colors of her life seemed to fade, leaving her in a monochromatic world devoid of light. She choked back a bitter laugh. Get away from it all? Wasn't she doing that now, in the worst possible way? 
 
    The cold fingers of fate gripped her, and she could feel herself slipping away, her consciousness flickering like a dying flame, the approaching darkness threatening to swallow her whole.  
 
    Her eyes fluttered as she lay there. The cold seeped into her bones, her life-force draining as the pool of blood grew larger beneath her. 
 
    "I'm sorry," she murmured. Her breaths now came in shallow gasps, the shadows of her past swirling around her, a cacophony of memories and regrets. 
 
    Sirens wailed in the distance as her vision blurred. Reece gritted her teeth. The wound in her side burned with agony, the pain reminding her of her mortality. 
 
    Her thoughts whirled, spinning like a dervish, each one a new facet of the anguish she felt. Memories, regrets, and unspoken words, they all haunted her as she clung to the edge. 
 
    Is this it? Is this where it all ends? 
 
    The monsoon rain had just ended, and the droplets of water clinging to the nearby cacti glistened like a thousand tiny diamonds. Her fingertips grazed the damp brick wall she lay by. Its rough texture absorbed the slickness of her bloodied hands. 
 
    She tried to remember the warmth of the Arizona sun on her face, the smell of fresh tortillas from a nearby street vendor, and the laughter of her friends, but they all seemed so far away now. 
 
    As she began to lose herself to the darkness, the sirens grew louder, their shrill cry seeming like a cruel joke, like hope snatched away just as it was within reach. 
 
    In the background, the voicemail played again, his voice a reminder of what she'd lost. 
 
    Her eyes shut. Her grip on reality faltered. The sound of the sirens seemed to exist at the end of a very long tunnel, falling farther and farther away.  
 
    And then…silence. 
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    DECADES EARLIER 
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    THE SCENT OF FRESHLY BAKED COOKIES filled the home. Sunlight bathed the living room, adding to the warmth of the weekend morning.  
 
    Little Reece Cannon savored each chocolate-chip bite, reveling in the tender embrace of her father Sandy's arms as he wrapped his arms around her. Laughter echoed through the kitchen.  
 
    At eight years old, Reece was the epitome of innocence and joy, her days spent exploring and making memories. 
 
    "Ready for an adventure, kiddo?" Sandy asked, his eyes twinkling with mischief. 
 
    Reece immediately jumped up and stuffed the rest of the cookie in her mouth, the thrill of the unknown making her wiggle and jump and do a happy dance like kids do.  
 
    "Where are we going, Dad?" 
 
    Sandy flashed her a knowing smile. "To visit Genie Thompson. Remember how she went away on vacation? She just got back, and she called up mom to say she brought you a little something, a souvenir." 
 
    Reece's eyes lit up with excitement, the allure of a foreign treasure too enticing to resist. In moments, they were out the door, the world a brilliant canvas of possibilities stretching out before them. 
 
    Ms. Thompson had lived down the street for years—a no-nonsense woman feared by most of the neighborhood kids. 
 
    "She's rough around the edges, but she's had a rough life," Sandy explained, his tone contemplative. "People like her—they just need a little compassion, Reece. It can make all the difference, no?" 
 
    Reece smiled, nodding, not really understanding what he meant. Or really caring. 
 
    As they drove, Reece chattered incessantly about school, friends, and the upcoming summer vacation. Sandy listened intently, offering words of encouragement and wisdom.  
 
    But when they finally arrived, a heavy silence enveloped the residence. It was an unassuming house with landscaping rocks and manicured bushes. But something seemed off. The door stood slightly ajar.  
 
    Reece remembered Ms. Thompson once explaining the benefits of sunlight while tending to the plethora of potted plants in her home—but the curtains were currently drawn even though it was late morning. 
 
    Her dad seemed to hesitate, concern written on his face. "Reece, wait in the car," he instructed, his voice firm. "I need to check something out." 
 
    Reece sensed her father's unease. She watched as he approached the house, curiosity gnawing at her insides. She couldn't shake the feeling that something was wrong. Her instincts screamed at her to follow. 
 
    And so, she did. 
 
    Slipping out of the car, she crept towards the front door, her childlike wonder getting the better of her. As she drew closer, the silence seemed to intensify, and a shiver of apprehension trickled down Reece's spine. 
 
    She stepped through the entrance. Her breath instantly caught in her throat. The living room was in shambles, furniture overturned and shattered glass lay scattered across the floor. Fear crept in then, a cold, suffocating grip. She'd never seen anything like this before. 
 
    She watched her father proceed through the wreckage seemingly unaware of her presence. Though Reece should have remained beyond the doorway, the urge to know the truth of this situation was too strong. Following in his footsteps, she stepped into the chaos, her small frame making no noise on the carpet. 
 
    Then she saw her. 
 
    Reece was no stranger to scraped knees or the occasional playground injury, but this was a level of brutality she'd never imagined possible. The sheer horror of the sight made her knees buckle. Her legs threatened to give out. 
 
    Her father knelt by Ms. Thompson's side, grasping her wrist in search of a pulse. In a hushed tone, he uttered her name, "Genie?" 
 
    There, in the center of the kitchen, lay the broken body of Ms. Thompson. Her lifeless eyes stared up at the ceiling, the light within them snuffed out. She lay sprawled, her once pristine white blouse stained crimson.  
 
    Reece had never seen death up close. Nor had she ever experienced the raw, unfiltered brutality of something like this. 
 
    She stood there transfixed, rooted to the spot, her eyes wide with terror. The world seemed to slow down, each second stretching into an eternity as she tried to comprehend the scene before her. 
 
    The room began to spin, the walls closing in as Reece struggled to breathe. 
 
    Her terrified cry shattered the stillness. Sandy turned and raced towards Reece, who was still screaming, her eyes locked on the horrific sight. Her father acted quickly, picking her up and rushing her back to the open air outside.  
 
    Yet the nightmare persisted. 
 
    Her father's voice was a distant echo, barely registering in her mind as he tried to console her. 
 
    As the police arrived, the house erupted into a flurry of activity. Officers swarmed, and questions flew like gunfire, each one a bullet aimed at the heart of Reece's shattered innocence. She struggled to answer, her mind reeling from the trauma of what she'd witnessed. 
 
    Reece's world crumbled that day, the veneer of invincible-like safety ripped away in an instant. She watched her father speak with the officers, his visage stoic.  
 
    As the hours dragged on, the grim reality of her new world settled in. It had become a darker place, a shadowy realm where monsters lurked around every corner.  
 
    She clung to her father ceaselessly, her small frame trembling with fear and exhaustion. 
 
    The sun had long since set, the once warm and inviting day supplanted by a terrifying nocturnal cloak. Her father held her close as she lay wakeful, hours beyond her bedtime, his eyes filled with a mixture of love and helplessness. Though she lacked the words, she intuited his thoughts—that he'd failed to protect his daughter from the horrors of the world. 
 
    As sleep finally claimed her that night, a single question hung in the air.  
 
    Who could have done this? 
 
    And in the pit of her stomach, a nascent dread took root within her, growing with each passing moment.  
 
    Who would be next?
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    PRESENT TIME 
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    A VERY NORMAL-LOOKING MAN strolled through the aisles of the supermarket, the innocuous background music lightly filling the space around him with melodies. His mind, though, only heard dissonance.  
 
    The fluorescent lights above cast a sterile glow on the shelf as he picked up a roll of duct tape, weighing it in his hand, contemplating the myriad ways in which it could be employed to silence the clamor of dissent. 
 
    As he moved through the store, the man's eyes scanned the crowd, scrutinizing the women who crossed his path. Their cutoff shorts and overly confident stride—as though they could do whatever they wanted and tease whoever they wanted with no consequences. To act so ignorant, and then have the audacity to claim their decisions were informed and knowledgeable.  
 
    He contemplated their misguided objectives, their desire to subvert the natural order. These women had lost their way. They failed to understand the beauty of a world in harmony where each human played their preordained role. 
 
    The kitchenware section caught his eye, and he lingered there for a moment, his gaze settling on a set of stainless steel knives. Their cold, clinical sheen reminded him of the tools that lay meticulously arranged in his workshop, each one a vital instrument in his symphony of correction. The man appreciated the artistry of his work, the cerebral pleasure of bending the will of others to his own. 
 
    In the produce section, the man's fingers grazed the rough skin of an orange. He imagined peeling it maddeningly slowly, the sharp tang of citrus filling the air, a slow dissection of power and control. 
 
    These women around him, who sought to undermine the very fabric of society, must have thought themselves invincible. But they were as vulnerable as any, susceptible to the corruptive influence of fear. And he was the architect of their humiliation. 
 
    His thoughts drifted to his next target, a woman of influence who had wielded her pen like a sword, her words dripping with disdain for tradition. The man had already begun to compose the movements of her undoing, a counterpoint to her rhetoric, a crescendo of mortifying submission.  
 
    The thought brought a smile to his face. 
 
    As the man continued his seemingly innocuous shopping, he composed his dark symphony, and as its maestro, he would subjugate the recusant voices, one note at a time. 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    The normal-looking man sat in the dimly lit confines of his study, poring over news articles with the meticulous attention of a master strategist. A glass of Merlot rested on the table beside him, its deep hue an omen of the blood that would soon be spilled. 
 
    His latest prey was a woman of considerable power and prestige. A female judge, she was the embodiment of the very system he sought to dismantle in order to return the natural ways to the world.  
 
    I am exactly like the Founding Fathers, he told himself. 
 
    This judge was a challenge unlike any he had faced before. Abducting her would require a bit more cunning than usual. 
 
    Yet, he reveled in the undertaking and the intellectual stimulation it provided. He saw himself as a virtuoso able to orchestrate the perfect abduction. 
 
    As he mulled over the judge's daily routine, having watched her for some time in secret, the man began to formulate a plan, each element carefully calibrated to evade detection.  
 
    Her predilection for early morning jogs presented the best opportunity, a moment of vulnerability that could be exploited. Law enforcement would be left scrambling in his wake. 
 
    As his plan took shape, a thrilling feeling began to take over, anticipation for what came next.  
 
    Forcing the boisterous Judge Vicki Jennings to willingly submit to him would be a testament to his brilliance, and she would bear witness to the truth of the earth's natural way. 
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    REECE CANNON HAD ALWAYS found solace upon the windy desert trails far away from the city. As she guided her mare through the rugged terrain of the Sonoran Desert, she felt a profound sense of belonging.  
 
    The orange sun cast a cozy glow over the granite and basalt boulders on this morning of July 4th. The cacti and yuccas stood proudly, their silhouettes etched against the azure sky as she breathed in the dry air, tasting the freedom that only came from exploring the wild. 
 
    She had come here to recharge, to find respite from her work as a detective—a profession often leading her down dark paths and bringing her face-to-face with the worst in humanity. But out here, surrounded by the beauty of the untamed landscape, she felt a deep sense of inner peace. It was as if the desert had swallowed up her fears, her worries and her past, leaving her only with the present. 
 
    Reece may have encountered the very depths of human depravity, solved cases seemingly impenetrable, navigated tangled webs of deceit, and brought justice to many victims—but each case had left its mark on her, shaping her into the woman she had become: a woman of strength and grit, perhaps not unlike the desert blooms which persisted despite the punishing heat and scarcity of water. The land was harsh, yet it teemed with life that had adapted in order to survive. 
 
    The wind whipped through her hair as she rode the trails. The powerful muscles of the horse surged beneath her.  
 
    As the sun crept higher, it cast long shadows off the saguaros and ocotillos reaching for the heavens, and Reece felt a sense of gratitude for the life she had built. The road she'd traveled had not been an easy one, but it had led her to a place of purpose. 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    Reece stepped through the glass doors into the Pima County Sheriff's Department, joining the company party. As she entered the station, the conversations around her paused briefly, as if everyone present had momentarily forgotten how to speak. She wore a red dress that set her apart from the sea of khaki-colored uniforms, the red an allusion to the fireworks that would soon light up the night sky. 
 
    "Hola, Reece! You clean up nice!" Chief Gomez called out, followed by a chorus of other tasteful compliments, including a few approving glances that were snuck in her direction. It seemed everyone was captivated by her transformation from tough detective to party guest. 
 
    From across the room, Reece noticed a man who appeared equally entranced by her arrival: Detective Cameron "Cam" Beckett. As their eyes met, a silent and flirtatious exchange unfolded between them. 
 
    Reece was about to approach Cam when a man suddenly stepped in front of her, blocking her path. "Reece, I challenge you to a game of 'Guess the Crime Scene,'" he declared, his tone serious. 
 
    Reece eyed him coolly. The game, a test of their ability to analyze a series of fictional crime scenes, was a favorite among detectives looking to prove their intellectual prowess. With a wry smile, Reece accepted the challenge. 
 
    As the game commenced, the man proved to be a formidable opponent. He correctly identified the weapon used in each crime, the likely sequence of events, and even the subtlest of clues. In the end, he emerged victorious. 
 
    "Ha! I won!" he gloated, looking smugly at Reece. 
 
    Unfazed, Reece replied, "Sure, you won, but can you do that in a real case?" She scanned the room, searching for an opportunity to turn the tables on her challenger. Then, spotting a deputy with a perplexed expression, she gestured towards him. "Hey, Ethan, what's the case you're working on?" 
 
    Deputy Ethan Wilson, caught off guard, stuttered, "Uh, well, we found a chicken in a bathtub, wearing a tiny top hat and surrounded by poker chips. It's the strangest thing!" 
 
    Reece's challenger furrowed his brow, attempting to make sense of this bizarre scenario.  
 
    "Clearly," he began hesitantly, "this is a case of…chicken-napping for the purpose of an underground gambling ring." 
 
    Reece couldn't help but laugh. "Oh, come on. It's obvious that it's just a prank by some bored teenagers. I'd recognize their handiwork anywhere." 
 
    The room erupted into laughter. The challenger, Lieutenant Tommy Shanahan, went from looking dead serious to busting up with their peers. He slapped Reece on the back, saying, "That's more like it!" then roaring, "Let's grab a drink!" 
 
    As they clinked their glasses together in a toast, the two old friends basked in their shared history, having come a long way from their high school days. The laughter and camaraderie between them were a testament to their enduring friendship, even amidst the high-stakes world of detective work. 
 
    Later, as the night sky lit up with color and sound, Reece finally managed to steal away from the party, finding Cam Beckett in a secluded corner of the station's courtyard. The fireworks seemed to mirror the emotions between them, intensifying their connection. 
 
    "Reece…" Cam began, a hint of nervousness in his voice. 
 
    "Why do you sound so serious?" Reece asked, her eyes reflecting the bursts of light overhead. 
 
    "Well," he replied, taking her hand. "You know how gossip can spread like wildfire around here, and I don't want anyone questioning our professionalism or accusing us of having a conflict of interest. Things have gotten real between us." 
 
    "I guess 'things' have," Reece laughed, relieved that this was all he wanted to discuss. "We can keep it a secret as long as we need to. The last thing I want is for our personal lives to interfere with our work. It's hard enough solving crimes without the added drama of office politics." 
 
    Cam nodded. "Sweet." Then: "Remember that time last month when we went out for dinner, and that deputy walked in? We had to pretend we were discussing a case while sharing a plate of spaghetti, Lady and the Tramp style." 
 
    Reece laughed, her eyes sparkling with the memory. "Yeah, I remember. You ended up with marinara on your shirt, and we had to buy that ridiculous souvenir T-shirt from the restaurant." 
 
    "Hey, I think the 'I Survived the Spaghetti Incident' shirt is pretty stylish," he joked. 
 
    "Sure, if you're trying to start a new fashion trend among detectives." Reece rolled her eyes playfully. "That was such a great night, even with the unexpected interruption. It's those moments that make me realize how special this is and how much I don't want to jeopardize it." 
 
    Cam squeezed her hand gently. "I feel the same way, Reece. We just have to stay one step ahead of the department's rumor mill." 
 
    Reece looked up at the sky as the fireworks continued to prance above them. "How do you think I look tonight?" 
 
    Cam leaned in, his eyes locked on hers. "Absolutely gorgeous." 
 
    Just as Reece was about to sneak a kiss, Chief Gomez appeared. She jumped backwards, surprised.  
 
    A jolly man who looked like a teddy bear, Gomez nonetheless played the part of el patron well. For years he’d been working for the Pima County Sheriff’s Department, long before Sheriff Landy, the elected head honcho, had first arrived. Usually they all got along great mashing theories and collaborating. 
 
    But right now Gomez's face was pale and his voice strained. "Reece, Cam, I need to speak with you both immediately." 
 
    The urgency in his tone contrasted the festive evening. "What's going on, Chief?" Reece asked. 
 
    Gomez took a deep breath, his eyes filled with a mix of irritation and deplore. "We have a major case on our hands." 
 
    Reece glanced from Cam back to Gomez. "Now?—since when?" 
 
    "Since five minutes ago. A judge—Judge Vicki Jennings—has just been found murdered." 
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    ABOUT AN HOUR LATER, Detectives Reece Cannon and Cam Beckett approached the suburban home, its stately façade offering no hint of the horror that lay within. As they crossed the threshold, they found themselves in the home of The Honorable Vicki Jennings, a woman who had, until recently, served the county with a commendable reputation.  
 
    Now, she was the victim of a brutal murder, her throat slit. 
 
    Inside the judge's home, Reece's eyes took in the details of the once-unsoiled interior. The crime scene was a study in contrasts: a pristine, immaculately decorated living room marred by the gruesome presence of the judge's lifeless body sprawled across an expensive leather couch, her face twisted in a mask of pain and terror. The plush cream-colored carpet was now marred with dark, dried blood, and the shattered remains of a porcelain vase lay strewn across the floor, their sharp edges catching the moonlight streaming in through the windows. 
 
    As Reece stepped farther into the room, she heard the faint ticking of an antique clock on the mantelpiece. The air smelled of a cloying, floral scent from an overturned bottle of perfume, the sweetness of it mixing with the corpse's emerging fruity undertones, almost suffocating her in the confined space. 
 
    Her gloved fingertips brushed over the leather couch, feeling the cold, stiff texture of the material as she looked for any inconsistencies. 
 
    Reece surveyed the scene, her eyes straining for any telltale sights that might betray a clue. She noticed the lack of blood spatter on the walls, the too-neat arrangement of the furniture, and the absence of any signs of a struggle. Something wasn't adding up. 
 
    "Cam," Reece muttered, crouching down to examine a small, almost imperceptible bloodstain on the carpet. "Look at this. It's not consistent with the body's positioning and furniture between here and the couch." 
 
    Cam joined her, his eyes narrowing as he studied the drop. 
 
    "I don't think she was killed here," Reece said. "Look at the lack of blood on the walls and the absence of any signs of a fight. I'm betting she was murdered elsewhere, then brought back here." 
 
    As she spoke, members of the CSI team moved around them, collecting evidence and photographing the scene. 
 
    Cam studied the room, his brow furrowing as he took in the unsettling stillness that seemed to permeate the space. "Yeah, this whole thing feels staged." 
 
    Reece turned to the CSI team, her voice firm and commanding. "I want a full sweep of the house, inside and out. Check for any signs of forced entry or footprints or tire marks. And people, I know it's a holiday and everybody wants to go home, but keep it thorough." 
 
    As Reece and Cam scrutinized the crime scene, the CSI team members continued their painstaking examination. 
 
    "Detective Cannon," one of the team members called out, "we've found a set of tire tracks in the driveway. Looks like a large vehicle, maybe a van or an SUV." 
 
    Reece nodded, her mind racing as she considered the implications. "Good work. Get a photo of those tracks."  
 
    She turned to a nearby pair of deputies. "Start canvassing the area for any suspicious vehicles." 
 
    As the team continued to work, Reece and Cam exchanged a grim look. This woman's life had been mercilessly cut short. And it was up to them to bring the killer to justice. 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    The next day, Reece and Cam sat in a sheriff's SUV, the interior a temporary refuge from the hot summer air. They had interviewed Judge Vicki Jennings' husband, Mark, the previous night, and had now just finished interviewing the judge's siblings.  
 
    The interviews had been draining, both emotionally and mentally, as they tried to piece together the last moments of the judge's life. 
 
    Cam rubbed his eyes, fatigue evident in his voice. "Well, those were intense. Mark seemed genuinely distraught. I can't imagine what he's going through." 
 
    Reece nodded. "No one deserves to walk in on what he found." 
 
    Cam nodded, continuing, "He was so open and honest with us, even when we asked the tough questions. When we asked him about their marriage, he admitted they'd had their ups and downs, like any couple. But he also said that they'd been doing better recently, that they'd grown closer in the past few months. Did you see his face when he'd said that?—heartbreaking." 
 
    Reece considered his words. "It's the same story with her siblings. The sister mentioned that Vicki had been stressed lately, but she couldn't think of anyone who might want to hurt her." 
 
    "So we've ruled out some possibilities, but basically," Reece stated, "we're still at square one—unless you think Mark's a suspect?" 
 
    "Can't rule him out, but…" Cam shrugged. "That face, you know?" 
 
    "I'm on the same page," Reece confirmed. "We should examine the Judge's recent cases and guilty verdicts." 
 
    Cam let out a heavy sigh. "This feels so personal, you know? A respected judge, murdered in cold blood…" 
 
    The gruesome sight of Judge Vicki Jennings' lifeless body stirred something within Reece, dredging up a connection she couldn't quite put her finger on. The ghostly echoes of her own past pulled her back into the darkness she'd once tried so hard to forget. 
 
    Her thoughts drifted to the first time she'd encountered the stark reality of death—Ms. Thompson, lying in a pool of blood. The terror in her young heart had been indelible, a permanent stain on her soul. 
 
    And then, her father… She tried to push those memories from her head, but couldn't. 
 
    Am I really thinking about him again?
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    MORNING LIGHT SEEPED through the curtains, casting a glint on the pink toy car that Reece sat in. Her wide, innocent eyes stared up at her father who crouched down in front of her. The stifling air between them carried the burden of the previous day's terror. 
 
    Trembling, Reece's small voice broke the silence. "Daddy, what happened to Ms. Thompson? Who would do that?" 
 
    Sandy hesitated, noticeably struggling to find the right words. "There are people in this world, my dear Reece, who commit terrible acts. Sometimes we have to stand up and fight against them." 
 
    His voice grew solemn as he asked, "Do you think when you grow up, you'll want to fight the kind of evil we saw yesterday?" 
 
    Reece's small hands gripped the toy car's steering wheel, her answer immediate and resolute. "Yes! I'll fight the bad guys." 
 
    Sandy's eyes glistened with unshed tears. "Me too, Reece." 
 
    Perceptive beyond her years, Reece sensed the subtle change in his tone. "Are you going to find who…got her? I want to come with you!" She swiveled the steering wheel of her Barbie car, as if preparing to join her father on his quest for justice. 
 
    Gently shaking his head, Sandy spoke with firm tenderness. "Your time will come, little one. But right now, you just need to stay here and be safe." 
 
    "I'm strong, Daddy! Remember!? Look!" Reece held up her arm and flexed for him, hoping he'd see all the muscle she knew was in there somewhere. 
 
    A smile graced Sandy's face, love radiating from his gaze. "Fighting doesn't make a true man or woman, Reece. What matters is having the integrity and grit to stand up for what's right. That's what defines a true warrior." 
 
    He seemed to search for the right words to convey his point. "Let me tell you something Eleanor Roosevelt once said: 'You gain strength, courage, and confidence by every experience in which you really stop to look fear in the face.' Remember that, Reece. It's not about brute force. It's about being a better version of yourself despite the brute force around you." 
 
    "Okay, Daddy." Reece laughed off her father's words, simply glad he was there beside her. "But…I will fight the bad guys. I promise." 
 
    Sandy hugged her tightly, his voice barely a whisper. "I know you will, Reece. You're the bravest little girl I know." 
 
    Her father's voice grew strained and urgent. "Reece, I need you to listen to me. I've found something—something big. But I can't say more. Promise me, Reece. Promise me you'll stay safe, and…always remember I love you." 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    That night Reece stirred in her sleep. An unfamiliar noise nudged her from her dreams. The hazy veil of slumber lifted as her senses awakened to the sounds of rustling and soft footfalls. Was it her imagination, or was something amiss? Intrigued and concerned, she slipped out of her room and padded through the shadowed hallway. 
 
    Rounding a corner, she glimpsed her father shouldering a backpack and hoisting a suitcase. Confusion swirled her thoughts, a silent question echoing in her mind.  
 
    Where is Daddy going?  
 
    The question lingered as he slipped out the front door, but it remained unanswered, fading into the night with Sandy. Reluctantly, she returned to her room, surrendering once more to the sanctuary of her bed. 
 
    When dawn came, its light unveiled a household in disarray. Reece's mother, frantic and seemingly unhinged, ricocheted from one room to another. The absence of her father clung to the air, a palpable void that unsettled Reece's gut. 
 
    As the day wore on, Reece found herself drawn to the window, her gaze scouring the street outside, hoping to catch a glimpse of her father. A figure materialized in the distance, igniting a spark of hope within her. But as the person drew closer, reality snuffed out that fragile flame—it was merely the mailman. 
 
    Days blurred into a week, the passage of time marked by the yawning emptiness in their home. The strain of sleepless nights began to take its toll, and one evening, as they sat down to eat dinner, Reece's body betrayed her. With her head resting on the table, she drifted off, the world around her fading to black.  
 
    No one bothered to wake her. Hours later, when she awoke, she found her plate beside her still, but cold. 
 
    In a world turned upside down, Reece struggled to navigate her emotions. Her thoughts were a maze, leaving her disoriented and lost.  
 
    Had seeing Ms. Thompson like that push her father to leave? Where did he go? 
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    PRESENT TIME 
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    A VERY NORMAL-LOOKING MAN stood in the living room of Beverly and Bob Griffin's home. He stood over Beverly, eyeing her—the feisty politician who always had to have an opinion, always had to have her way.  
 
    She was currently on the floor screaming. She just couldn't submit to the killer's authority and admit she was wrong, squealing so loudly that her half-deaf elderly husband now came running from the study.  
 
    As Bob entered the living room, the television's flickerings illuminated the killer looming over his wife. Bob, his once-strong body now worn by time, stopped in his tracks, stunned, and then began yelling as if he could actually protect her.  
 
    The killer lunged at Bob, his powerful grip seizing the old man's arm as Bob attempted to land a feeble punch. The scent of fearful sweat permeated the air, a heady mixture that sent a quiver of anticipation upon the killer's lips. Bob struggled well. 
 
    The killer could feel the desperation emanating from the man, the frantic thrashing of his limbs betraying the terror that consumed him. 
 
    The killer reveled in the sensation of power that surged through him as he grappled with his prey, the warmth of Bob's body pressed against his own, a reminder of the frailty of human existence. The killer could hear the ragged breaths that escaped Bob's throat, each one a futile plea for mercy in the face of the inevitable. 
 
    As they fought, the killer registered the flaccid, vulnerable flesh of his victim. The television show cast strobe-like emanations throughout the room that danced and flickered like the dying embers of hope. 
 
    With surgical precision, the killer targeted both of Bob's legs, his hands clamping down on the fragile bones with the force of a vise.  
 
    The killer snatched his hammer from the floor. A sickening crunch of shattering bone filled the room, a grotesque percussion that accompanied the old man's screams of agony. The killer felt the jolt of the impacts reverberate through his body, a tactile reminder of the destruction he had wrought. 
 
    As Bob lay crumpled on the floor, his shattered limbs useless, the killer tasted the satisfaction of having conquered yet another adversary. 
 
    Then the killer removed a knife from his pocket. He pressed the cold steel of his blade to Bob's throat, the sharp edge poised to sever the fragile cords of life that bound him to this world, a testament to the fleeting nature of life.  
 
    Bob's wide eyes met those of his wife, while his mouth still pleaded with the killer for salvation from a fate he could no longer escape. 
 
    But then, in a moment that surprised even the killer, Beverly rose to face him, her eyes glistening with tears. She reached out and cautiously touched the Killer's shoulder, moving down to his hand, her trembling fingers urging the blade away from her husband's throat.  
 
    The killer, amused, let it all play out.  
 
    Beverly whispered to Bob that she "would be all right," her words heavy with the weight of impending doom. Leaning down, she pressed a tender kiss to Bob's forehead. 
 
    As the killer observed the scene before him, he felt he had accomplished a great victory, as though he were the vindicated savior of the world.  
 
    Turns out, Beverly Griffin knew to submit, after all.  
 
    "You see," the killer proudly claimed, "this work I must do will ultimately save the natural world, as well as all of humanity, while ordinary men merely slaughter at random. Bob, you should consider yourself lucky to see the modern world's twisted ideology being purged from your immoral wife's body." 
 
    "Please," Bob cried, "you don't have to do this! Just walk away; nobody has to know you were here!" he begged, his voice cracking. 
 
    "No!" he continued pleading, "Listen to me, damn it! We're good people! I can…I can help you with whatever you need…or want!" Sweat poured from his brow, tears from his eyes. 
 
    The killer watched and listened, enjoying the show. 
 
    Bob swallowed hard, then imploring the killer one last time. "You can stop this, you can make a choice! Please, for the love of God…don't do this…" 
 
    The killer, becoming bored with the spectacle, simply replied, "I'm here to restore order, that's all." 
 
    Then, the killer let Bob, lying broken and defeated, watch in abject horror as he, the self-proclaimed savior of humanity, casually slit Beverly's throat. Her lifeblood spilled forth, a crimson cascade that marked the tragic finale of her life. As Bob's anguished cries filled the air, the killer listened to the sonata he had composed, a grand piece of music that would echo long after the curtain had fallen. 
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    THE STERILE SMELL of disinfectant and the constant hum of medical equipment greeted Reece and Cam as they entered the hospital, where they were to interview Bob Griffin, the bereaved husband of recently murdered Beverly Griffin, a rising star in the Arizona House of Representatives.  
 
    The killer had left Bob alive with his legs broken, left to suffer the physical and emotional torment of the attack. 
 
    The man lay in the hospital bed, his legs encased in plaster, the result of the brutality he had suffered. Bob's face was pale, his eyes rimmed with red as he struggled to keep from falling apart. 
 
    Reece began the interview gently, fully aware of the fragile emotional state he was in, allowing him the time and space to collect himself as he recounted the horrifying details of the night his wife was taken from him. 
 
    "He was wearing a ski mask," Bob began, his eyes filling with tears. "He broke in and I tried to stop him from hurting Bev, but he overpowered me. He shattered both of my legs and left me there unable to do anything as he…"  
 
    Bob's voice trailed and he looked away. 
 
    Reece pressed for more details, needing every piece of the puzzle. "I know this is difficult, but what happened next, Bob?" 
 
    He continued, growing more distraught. "I could hear her…her screams. She fought, but he was too strong. She was a powerful woman, always so determined. I can't believe she's gone. I always thought I would go first." 
 
    Reece nodded in confirmation at Bob's word choice—powerful. While looking over the details of Beverly's murder, she previously noted that both she and Judge Jennings were women with influence to wield. 
 
    "He...he said something to me," Bob choked out between sobs. "He said he was 'here to restore order,' like he truly believed he was superior to everyone else, like he had the right to take my wife's life." 
 
    The horror of Bob's experience seemed to deepen with every word he uttered. 
 
    "He said he was going to 'save the natural world,' that twisted"—Bob started to lose it—"that twisted, evil…that truly evil…" Then: "Please find him. Bring him to justice. I can't…I can't even sleep." 
 
    Reece and Cam exchanged glances, their minds seemingly working in tandem as they began to piece together the chilling connections, and differences, between Beverly's murder and the slaying of Judge Vicki Jennings. 
 
    Emotional turmoil had been written all over Bob, and Reece viscerally understood the twisted ideology the killer wished to instill in his victims. He broke Beverly physically and Bob emotionally.  
 
    As they left the hospital, Reece began to think that she and Cam were facing a formidable adversary who was responsible for both murders. The killer was intelligent, meticulous, and utterly ruthless. 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    Reece and Cam sat in the sheriff's department, surrounded by files and case notes, poring over the files of past cases, their focus on influential women who may have been murdered by having their throats slit. 
 
    Cam leaned over, pointing to a photograph of a victim. "Look at this one, Reece. A successful businesswoman found dead in her office. And this one," he pulled out another file, "a CEO, same modus operandi." 
 
    "And," Cam continued, "this CEO was murdered on the 4th of July, too." 
 
    Reece nodded, her eyes darting from one piece of information to the next. "And this one here, a prominent attorney, also female, murdered a little over a year later." 
 
    As they dug deeper, sure enough, a concrete pattern emerged. Each victim had been a woman of influence and power, and the brutality of the killings hinted at a methodical and vicious killer. 
 
    As they studied, Lieutenant Tommy Shanahan approached their desk, his keen eyes scanning the information displayed on the computer screen. "What do we have here?" he asked, his voice laced with curiosity. 
 
    Reece explained their theory about the murders and their possible connections. Shanahan glanced at the files spread across the desk and the computer screen displaying more case details. Almost instantly, his eyes lit up with recognition. 
 
    "Interesting," he said. "You might have missed something." 
 
    Cam and Reece exchanged puzzled looks.  
 
    "Besides the method and the two 4th of July murders, what?" Reece asked. 
 
    Shanahan pointed to the screen, indicating a series of dates. "Notice the other dates of these killings. There's a pattern here. Each of the victims was murdered on a day with a significant historical event. Take this case, for example. This woman was murdered on the anniversary of the moon landing. And this one"—he pointed to another file—"on the anniversary of Napoleon becoming Emperor of France." 
 
    Reece and Cam stared at the screen. Cam immediately googled the dates Shanahan mentioned.  
 
    "How did you even notice that?" Cam asked, shaking his head in disbelief. 
 
    Shanahan merely shrugged. "I've always had a good memory." 
 
    "Good eye," Reece said with a nod. "So, what happened in history on July 6th, the date Beverly was killed?" 
 
    Shanahan thought for a second or two. "In 1885, Louis Pasteur successfully gave the first anti-rabies vaccination." 
 
    Cam stared at Shanahan with a flabbergasted look, but Reece knew better. If Shanahan didn't have a photographic memory, it was damn close. 
 
    "So, our killer is infatuated with the grandiose," Reece commented. "He's killing on dates important to mankind, which advances what Bob told us: the killer said he's 'here to restore order' and 'save the natural world.'" 
 
    "A murderous John Galt?" Shanahan said with a scowl. 
 
    Reece gave him an eye. "Ayn Rand is rolling in her grave right now." 
 
    With this new insight, the trio continued their investigation, and they soon discovered a total of six murders from the last seven years—all female victims—which fit the pattern. The realization that the killer had been active for so long was chilling, but even more concerning was the fact that the last two murders happened back-to-back, an indication of increased frequency. 
 
    Cam commented, "All of these anniversaries are accomplishments credited exclusively to men, rather than women." 
 
    "Fits the profile," Reece noted. 
 
    She rubbed her temples, her disgust and appall bringing on a headache. "We need to catch this monster before he strikes again." 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    Later that day, while sitting at her desk alone, Reece remembered something her father had told her when she was seven or eight years old. It was maybe months, or even a year before he walked out the door that night. 
 
    She sat up straight, envisioning her father's obsession with a particular set of papers and newspaper clippings, back when computers were only in their infancy. He would sit at the kitchen table late at night when everyone else was asleep, staring and reading. 
 
    One night, out of bed for a drink of water, young Reece startled him while he was sitting there. She had asked him what he was doing.  
 
    Her father snapped the file folder closed. "Nothing," he had said at first. But then he softened and shared a story with his young daughter. 
 
    He told her a tale of a cunning fox who roamed the forest, seeking out the most skilled and wisest creatures. The fox admired their intelligence and strength, and he would challenge them to a game of wits. The animals would accept the challenge, but the fox would always emerge victorious, taking advantage of any weakness they had. The story had a moral: sometimes, even the strongest and most intelligent could fall prey to the craftiness of others. 
 
    Now, as an adult, Reece saw the story in a new light. The fox represented the serial killer, and the intelligent creatures he targeted were the powerful women.  
 
    Wait a second…could she really suspect her father knew the serial killer was going to strike—before Ms. Thompson was actually murdered? 
 
    With shaking hands, she pulled up the date of Ms. Thompson's murder. The date didn't fit the pattern of significant historical events they had discovered. She felt a cold knot forming in her stomach, left puzzled and unsettled. 
 
    Had her father known something more? Was there another pattern or clue they had missed? These questions plagued her as she stared at the screen, her past and present colliding in a chilling dance. 
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    THE MAN'S FINGERS PLUCKED a black jellybean from the bag, savoring the deep, intense flavor as it began to dissolve on his tongue. Licorice, an acquired taste—a taste that lingered.  
 
    He sat at the rectangular computer table in the public library, his typical frame and thin lips conveying the appearance of a very normal-looking man. 
 
    His studious eyes scanned the room, taking in the mundane life that unfolded before him. A woman sneezed violently into a tissue, the wet burst echoing through the hushed space. The killer imagined the myriad of microscopic parasites and bacteria expelled from her sickened body, launched into the air, a pestilence. 
 
    With an annoyed sigh, he refocused on the recent news on the screen before him. 
 
      
 
    City's catastrophic killings – Detectives assigned to the case 
 
      
 
    He grinned, his ego stoked with the kindling of attention. 
 
    As he read the article, the killer learned that two highly esteemed detectives, Reece Cannon and Cameron Beckett, had been assigned to investigate the murders he so meticulously executed. The fact that such experienced detectives had been pulled in only served to validate his successes. His undertaking, he thought, was about to become even more intriguing. 
 
    Seated nearby, a younger man tapped his fingers on the table, the rhythm sporadic, like the disjointed beats of a dying heart. The killer found it hypnotic, and for a moment became lost in the sound. It was as though the man's fingers were digging into the very flesh of the table, tapping into the marrow of the wood. 
 
    The killer blinked a few times and returned his focus to the computer. He searched the internet, discovering that the detectives had recently solved a high-profile kidnapping case that garnered accolades from both the department and the media. The killer found himself impressed by their accomplishments, his competitive spirit ignited by the challenge they posed. 
 
    "So, the department's crème de la crème have been tasked with hunting me down," he mused, his voice a low whisper. "I am truly flattered." 
 
    He contemplated the implications of his newfound knowledge. This unexpected turn of events had injected a new sense of excitement into his life, and he was eager to engage in this intellectual duel. 
 
    Nearby, a woman caught his attention, her brown eyes wide and unaware, turning the pages of a magazine. The crinkling sound of the pages as they turned was like the shattering of Bob Griffin's brittle bones. The woman's smile, tainted yet unburdened, rang out like a discordant melody, a reminder of the impudence in the world that he would destroy. 
 
    The killer leaned back in his chair, pondering his next move. He considered the prospect of engaging in a tantalizing game of cat and mouse with the detectives, a battle of wits that would push their cognitive faculties to their limits. 
 
    "Perhaps," the killer whispered to himself, "it's time to elevate the stakes, to challenge the perspicacity of my new opponents. Yes, a new game shall commence, one that will leave them questioning their own capabilities and, ultimately, their sanity." 
 
    Detectives Reece Cannon and Cameron Beckett, he mused, congratulations on your myriad accomplishments. Let the game begin. 
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    A FEW DAYS LATER 
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    REECE SAT WITH CAM and a couple friends, all seated in her cozy neighborhood coffee shop, Reece's favorite place to relax. It was one of those rare moments when she found herself decompressing, trying to forget about work, and just enjoying everybody's company. It was the kind of place where the regulars knew everybody's favorite drinks, and where eccentricity was the rule. 
 
    As the friends sipped their different coffee concoctions, conversation flowed effortlessly, laughter was the norm, and the clink of spoons stirring sugar cubes or ice cubes swirling in their drinks were a given. 
 
    Austin, the flamboyant server whose penchant for theatrics and snappy comebacks made him a beloved fixture at the coffee shop, sauntered over to Reece's table with a tray of fresh pastries. "You all look like you could use some pasties—whoops!—I mean pastries!" he said, winking playfully. "Or is it just me?" 
 
    Reece and Cam chuckled as they each grabbed a flaky piece of goodness while Austin slid into a chair next to the friends, joining the conversation. 
 
    Maisie, another friend of Reece's, entered the coffee shop, and after spotting them, walked over to join the group. "You won't believe what happened to me today," she exclaimed, "I walked into my apartment, and there was my cat, wearing my bra like some sort of twisted feline superhero. I swear, it was the most ridiculous scene," she recounted, her eyes sparkling jovially. 
 
    Austin chimed in, "OMG! If that cat could talk, I'm sure it would have some fabulous stories to share!" 
 
    The group laughed and shook their heads in disbelief.  
 
    It wasn't long before Beryl, the artsy sexagenarian owner of the shop—Nohpalli, as the café was named—ambled over, her iPad in hand.  
 
    "I've been swiping left and right all day, trying to find my next silver fox," she declared, showing off a profile picture of a dapper gentleman wearing a fedora. 
 
    "Girl, you've got to get off that app and try speed dating," Maisie replied. "I went last week, and I met the most fascinating man. He was a taxidermist-slash-puppeteer. I'm telling you, you haven't lived until you've seen a stuffed squirrel reenact the balcony scene from Romeo and Juliet." 
 
    "That reminds me, I finally met Harold in person yesterday," Beryl announced, a hint of mischief in her eyes. "He's 85 and wears Velcro shoes, but he can still dance like nobody's business!" 
 
    Austin seemed hardly able to contain himself. "At least he likes people! You would not believe the drama I had with my ex today. He called me up and said he missed me, but I told him the only thing I miss is the extra closet space." 
 
    "What was wrong with that one?" Maisie asked. 
 
    "He claimed he was a dog psychic. The last time we went out, he spent the entire date trying to communicate with the poodle at the next table." 
 
    The table erupted in laughter. 
 
    Also sitting there, Jessie—who also happened to be Lieutenant Tommy Shanahan's wife—chimed in with a story of her own. "I've been attending a class on modern dance for the past month," she shared. "Today, the instructor told us we needed to 'embrace the chaos within us' and 'dance our way to enlightenment.' I just ended up tripping over my own feet and knocking over a potted plant." 
 
    The table was consumed by giggles and gasps for air as they swapped stories and indulged in their shared experiences. Reece found herself bonding more deeply with Cam, their shared laughter always bridging the gap between partnership and something more. 
 
    Reece scooted her chair closer to him, enjoying his company more than ever. Their relationship, once just a flirtatious spark a year or so ago, had deepened during the recent spring and summer months. Their hands brushed together more than once as they sat there. 
 
    "Speaking of chaos," Austin interjected, "what's going on between you two? Are we witnessing a prolonged secret workplace fling, or is this just the magic of caffeine and camaraderie?" 
 
    Reece and Cam exchanged glances, and Reece hesitated for a moment before replying, "Well, let's just say it's…evolving. We're keeping things quiet, at least for now—though I don't know how much longer we can keep this secrecy up. We just don't want the whole sheriff's department gossiping about us, or any conflicts of interest. You know?" 
 
    Austin raised an eyebrow. "Oh tiger," he drawled, "trouble is brewing with all that hush-hush. Mark my words!" 
 
    "So true, Austin," Jessie commented. She turned to Reece, her voice teasing. "You know that never works, right? Secrets always have a way of coming out. But hey, love is worth the risk, right?" 
 
    Cam lovingly squeezed Reece's knee under the table. She reached for his hand and squeezed back, feeling its strength and roughness. 
 
    As the conversation continued, Austin casually asked, "So, any updates on that murder case you've been working on? The whole town's been buzzing about it." 
 
    Reece and Cam exchanged a glance before Reece answered. "The tire tracks from judge's house haven't led anywhere yet. Turns out it's a popular tire tread for SUVs. But we've been trying to figure out the killer's pattern, and we think we've got something." 
 
    With a credit-due nod towards Jessie, Cam added, "Shanahan realized the killer chooses dates with significant historical events. Mine and Reece's best guess for the next murder? July 20th—the anniversary of the first moon landing. He's killed on that date before, years ago." 
 
    The table went quiet for a moment as the friends processed the information. The 20th was only a little over a week away.  
 
    Maisie offered her support. "You'll catch this guy. You and Cam make a great team. Just remember, we're here for you both, no matter what." 
 
    Beryl, never one to shy away from gallows humor, then began to speculate on the killer. "Can't you just imagine him on a Saturday night, all alone in his sad little apartment, watching reruns of 'Murder, She Wrote,' and taking meticulous notes? I bet he has a Jessica Fletcher shrine in his closet." 
 
    "Ouch," Cam groaned with a pained smile. 
 
    Maisie, unable to resist joining in on the grisly gossip, offered her own theory. "I bet he's a secret fan of boy bands, like he's got a whole collection of NSYNC memorabilia, but he only listens to their music when he's scrubbing bloodstains out of his clothes. It's like his guilty pleasure, you know?" 
 
    "Girl, what's wrong with NSYNC!?" Austin blasted back in jest. 
 
    The friends continued to poke fun at the killer, deflecting with humor, creating an absurd tapestry of his life that, while dark, somehow made the situation feel a little less dire. 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    In the corner of the Nohpalli café, the normal-looking man sat still, observing the detectives and their friends. He had been doing so for quite some time now. The pleasure he took in their ignorance was gradually being replaced by a growing disdain with each passing moment. 
 
    He watched as Reece's hands brushed against Cameron's, the fleeting touch making his skin crawl. He pondered the unspoken language of physicality, a truth that revealed the depth of their sentiments. 
 
    His gaze shifted to their friends, a motley assortment of individuals.  
 
    Their naïveté is almost charming, he mused silently. 
 
    But as he heard her and her friends mock him—laughing at me!?—his contempt grew. His eyes narrowed as he studied them all.  
 
    How delightful it would be to exploit Reece's newfound vulnerability, to use her intimacy as a weapon against her. 
 
    The killer's mind began to entertain a series of dark fantasies. He imagined the ways he could punish Reece for her transgressions, to make her understand the true meaning of submission. 
 
    Such a loathsome insect deserves nothing less than to be flicked off her pedestal, he thought.  
 
    I will force her to grovel before a real man. Then she will beg for her soul to be released. 
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    SURROUNDED BY THE QUIET HUM of activity, Reece and Cam sat behind a desk in the sheriff's station, Lieutenant Shanahan there as well. They re-read the case files over and over trying to find any overlooked clue. The burden of their responsibility hung heavy like Atlas with the world on his back. 
 
    Suddenly, Chief Gomez came running up, his face flushed with urgency. He waved a letter in his hand as he approached the trio, his voice barely containing his excitement. "Detectives—check it out—we just received a letter from the chiflado himself!" 
 
    Shanahan reached for the letter, his eyes rapidly scanning the text. 
 
    "It's quite the manifesto," he said, his voice tight with disgust as he read it. "He rails against feminism. He claims that his mission is to restore the natural order…and he's basically eliminating women in positions of power. And, of course, like all psychos think, his actions will bring balance back to society." 
 
    "What else is new?" Reece said, rhetorically. 
 
    Shanahan pursed his lips, seemingly disturbed. Reece could tell something else bothered him. "Shan?" 
 
    "It's sick. Besides being completely off his rocker, he's aware of the investigation—and he seems to have taken a liking to you, Reece." 
 
    She nodded, not entirely surprised. "Let me guess—a taunt. He feels threatened. And he's challenging us to stop him—probably because he's afraid we will. Am I right?" 
 
    "Spot on." 
 
    Gomez sighed. "Listen, I know you guys are dealing with a lot, but Sheriff Landy's on my ass for all this unsolved-serial-killer publicity. You know how he hates negative publicity. Any leads I can report back with?" 
 
    Reece answered. "We're looking for a middle-aged white male who lives here in Pima County, about six feet tall, who drives, or at least has driven, an SUV with 18" Yokohama Geolandar CV G058 tires. And he either owns the SUV or is borrowing it, because there's no consistent record of SUVs being rented on or around the murders from any of the rental places in this entire state or the west half of New Mexico." 
 
    "That's all we have?" Gomez groaned. "That could be hundreds of people." 
 
    "We think he's going to try to kill again on the 20th," Reece continued. "We're currently attempting to place officers and surveillance around all the female politicians and judges in Pima County, and we have eyes on other women who hold sway around the city. We're gonna find him."  
 
    Then, turning to Shanahan, Reece asked, "Mind if I take a look at that manifesto?" 
 
    "Be my guest." 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    Dear Ms. Cannon, 
 
      
 
    I hope this letter finds you and your comrades well, or as well as can be expected given the circumstances. I must say, it's been fascinating watching you and Cameron Beckett attempt to unravel my work. I have been keeping an eye on you, and I must admit you're not as incompetent as I would have expected for a woman. Bravo. 
 
      
 
    First, let me tell you how this all started. 
 
      
 
    I once stood tall in front of the mirror in my home, marveling at the man gazing back at me, realizing that the world had lost sight of what it really meant to be a man, succumbing to the toxic claws of feminism.  
 
      
 
    As I stared at my reflection, I was reminded of the animal kingdom. Nature itself had designed the male to be strong, the leader, the protector. The giver. The dominator. How dare these feminists try to defy the very essence of our being? It was time to take matters into my own hands, to purge the earth of this twisted ideology, the true evil of this world. 
 
      
 
    It struck me then that it was my destiny—mine—to restore the natural order. And it was up to me to do so by any means necessary. I am like one of the Founding Fathers who sees the truth. 
 
      
 
    The misguided feminists who despise me, the competitors who envy my success, and the women who dared to question my authority—they all seek to bring me down. To bring this country down. To bring this world down. But I will not allow it. I am a fortress, unyielding and impenetrable. 
 
      
 
    In the dark of the night, I hunt. I am an artist, painting the world with righteousness, each stroke a testament to the undeniable power of masculinity. The cries of the evil are music to my ears, a symphony that proves my virtuous dominance. Their lives are a small price to pay for the greater good. 
 
      
 
    The media and the world will adore me, showering me with attention and praise when I am done. I will be an icon, a symbol of what it means to be a true man. And I will reclaim mankind's rightful power. 
 
      
 
    Detective Reece Cannon, you see, it's high time someone shed light on the truth that has been hidden from society for hundreds of years. There are many examples of scientific proof revealing women's cognitive limitations, and I find it necessary to share some of these enlightening findings with you, since you, no doubt, are unaware. 
 
      
 
    For instance, one study compared the mathematical abilities of men and women. Men consistently outperform women in complex calculations and problem-solving tasks. It's almost as if the female brain just isn't equipped to handle such advanced concepts. 
 
      
 
    Additionally, there was an experiment that tested men and women's spatial awareness. The results demonstrate that men possess a superior ability to navigate and orient themselves in their environment. This is yet another blow to the myth of female ability. 
 
      
 
    I could continue to provide more examples, but I think you get the point. Your gender, I'm afraid, has been woefully outmatched by male intelligence and ability. As such, I feel it is my duty to ensure that you and your fellow "strong" women are put back in your rightful, subordinate place. 
 
      
 
    I do hope you enjoy our little game, Ms. Cannon. I look forward to witnessing your feeble attempts to apprehend me. Just remember, as a woman, you're already at a disadvantage. 
 
      
 
    Best of luck. 
 
      
 
    Sincerely, 
 
    Your humble educator 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    There was one thing Reece new for sure after reading that. Standing in front of the mirror that day was most certainly not "how this all started." 
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    THE STRIP CLUB'S DIM LIGHTING cast shadows across the normal-looking man's face. He glanced at the other man sitting across the table, currently stealing glances at the scantily clad dancers moving sensuously on the stage. 
 
    "You know," the killer began, picking up a playing card from the deck, his voice dripping with arrogance, "it's quite a unique privilege to be in our position. To select the next victim from a pantheon of high-ranking sluts like a spoiled pretty boy picking out the latest fad in designer clothes. It's invigorating, isn't it?" 
 
    The man across from him shifted uncomfortably in his seat before tapping his fingers twice on the table. "Check." Then: "Maybe you should reconsider," he said hesitantly. "You've already made your point. Do you really need to keep going?" 
 
    The killer narrowed his eyes, displeasure flickering across his face. "Of course I do," he snapped, slapping his cards face up on the table—three of a kind. "The mission is not yet complete. I must continue to expose the frailty of females and restore the natural order of this earth." 
 
    The other man groaned as he laid his cards down—only two pair. 
 
    To the killer's annoyance, the losing man persisted. "I just…I think you should stop before…you know, before someone finds out who you are." 
 
    The killer's next words came out in a low growl. "Your cowardice is unbecoming. We must not shy away from our destiny. It is our duty to demonstrate the supremacy of our intellect and the righteousness of our cause." 
 
    The man across from him stared, wide-eyed. 
 
    The killer began to rapidly shuffle the cards on the table. "Like women can actually make decisions for themselves? Ha! A mere façade, like the effervescence of a carbonated drink. A momentary illusion of grandeur," the killer continued, his voice rising in pitch. "And I am the orchestrator of their deliverance, the puppet master conducting on the strings of their ending!" 
 
    The other man's eyes glanced nervously around the club. "I…I don't quite understand." 
 
    "Of course not!" the killer spat, his eyes blazing with a wild intensity. "For I am the lord of confusion, the master of the labyrinthine machinations that govern this twisted world. But you must at least try to comprehend my genius, my sovereignty over the chaos!" 
 
    The man tried to protest, but the killer cut him off, his words a torrent. "No, no, there's no time for fear, no place for weakness in this grand design. We must be resolute, unwavering in our commitment to expose the fragility of their existence." 
 
    Finally, the killer paused, his thoughts drifting to Reece Cannon and her loverboy, Cameron Beckett. "And Cam...ah, dear Cam. A discard in our game, a sacrificial lamb to the slaughter." 
 
    The man's eyes widened at the mention of Cam. "Wait, a male? Are you saying you want to go after him too?" 
 
    A wicked smile played at the corners of the killer's mouth. "I haven't decided yet," he said, his voice soft and menacing. "But it's certainly a possibility, isn't it?" 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    Reece and Cam kept studying statements and interviews. The department's room was filled with the strain of a race against time. The sense of urgency was glaring; it was the evening of the 20th and the killer's next expected strike would be tonight. Reece rubbed her temples, a deep frown creasing her brow. 
 
    Cam looked up at her, exhaustion evident on his face. "As of this morning, and also continuing through all of tonight, we have tails on every women in the Arizona House of Representatives and the Senate, and every single female judge in the county," he said, flipping a stack of files closed and rubbing his eyes. "We've got everyone we can spare on this, but we can't keep up this level of security for long. The budget won't allow it." 
 
    Reece sighed, the enormity of the matter obvious. 
 
    The sudden ring of her desk phone cut through the murmured conversations and clattering keyboards surrounding the two. She picked up the receiver. "Detective Reece Cannon speaking." 
 
    A voice on the other end, distorted and cautious, replied, "I have information about the killer you're after. But I need to remain anonymous." 
 
    Reece hesitated, snapping her fingers frantically at Cam and motioning for him to alert Shanahan to start recording the call. Cam nodded and moved quickly to action. 
 
    Reece tried to keep her voice steady. "Can you come in and give a statement? We can protect you." 
 
    "I won't risk it," the voice insisted. "Take what I give you or leave it." 
 
    Cam and Shanahan came jogging up, giving Reece the thumbs-up sign that the recording had started. 
 
    "Fine," she said, her voice tense. "I'll take it. What do you have for me?" 
 
    "The killer is planning to strike tonight. He's targeting a woman at a strip club on the outskirts of town—a place called Galaxsea." 
 
    Reece's grip on the phone tightened. "Can you give me any more information? A name, a description?" 
 
    "I've already said too much," the voice replied, the distortion wavering for a moment. "If you want to stop him, you'll have to act fast." 
 
    With that, the line went dead.  
 
    Reece slammed the phone down and looked up. "We've got a lead." 
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    REECE DROVE ALONG the dusty outskirts of Pima County, the vast expanse of the Sonoran desert stretching out around her like an ocean of dirt and cacti. Cam sat beside her. They were followed by a single SUV with two deputies inside, backup for the impending operation. 
 
    Unfortunately, there were no others to spare on this anonymous and unsubstantiated lead due to the sheer amount of law enforcement officers already out keeping an eye on the other women of the county.  
 
    As they approached the strip club, technically on county land, a large Galaxsea sign loomed into view, its garish neon light casting an obnoxious glow amidst the darkness. The club was tucked away in a mixed-zone area where the shadowy silhouettes of industrial buildings also stood. These hulking, warehouse-like structures only served to amplify the illicit and seedy atmosphere that seemed to permeate the entire area. 
 
    The forbidden undertones of the club seemed to taunt Reece, beckoning her into a world that wreaked desperation and hidden vices, as if the building itself held secrets best left undiscovered. 
 
    The thumping bass of the club's music vibrated as they pulled into the parking lot. It was Friday night and the club was packed. Reece stepped out, her senses assaulted by the smell of cigarette smoke and fried grease. She glanced over at Cam, who looked tense and focused. 
 
    Together they approached the entrance where two burly bouncers stood guard. Reece flashed her badge, and the bouncers exchanged an uneasy look before allowing them inside. 
 
    The club's interior was a swirl of gyrating bodies, laughter, and flashing lights. The air was hot and thick with the smell of sweat and beer. Women in various stages of undress danced on poles, their movements sinuous and hypnotic. The pulsating beat of the music reverberated through Reece's chest, making it difficult to hear. 
 
    Her gaze flitted across the club, her eyes scanning the faces for any sign of a killer. She spotted a man in a corner booth, looking out of place in his suit and tie, but his attention was focused on a dancer, his mouth practically hanging open.  
 
    She spotted the manager's office tucked away near the back of the club. She made her way there, leaving Cam to coordinate with the other two deputies. 
 
    After Reece rapped on the door, it was answered by a man who looked like he could have been a professional football player in another life. He was broad-shouldered, his thug-like attire doing little to hide his formidable physique.  
 
    The manager introduced himself as M. Knight, about which, Reece asked if the name was a reference to the movie director M. Night Shyamalan. The blank stare she received in return implied a resounding no. 
 
    “It’s K-n-i-g-h-t. Never heard of the other guy. Can I help you?” 
 
    "I assume you've seen the headlines about the recent killer?—it's been all over the news outlets. I have reason to believe he's here tonight. Here for his next victim." 
 
    "Fo' real?" he mumbled coolly, vaguely interested. 
 
    Reece groaned internally. "As real as it gets." She examined M. Knight’s face. His lack of emotion definitely had the makings of a hardened thug. 
 
    She asked, "Has anyone been acting odd or strange lately? Anything different around here?" 
 
    "I wish I could say. All the girls seem normal. As normal as the dancers ever are." 
 
    "What do you mean by that?" 
 
    "No one in this business is normal, if you know what I’m sayin'." 
 
    "Maybe the killer is after the owner. Is the owner female?" 
 
    "Nope." 
 
    "Right. You're so helpful," Reece said sarcastically. "May I speak with the owner?" 
 
    "Sorry, Detective, but the owner ain't here," M. Knight replied gruffly. "But I can try to help you" he drawled, "with whatever you need." 
 
    "What's the owner's name?" Reece asked, her voice steady despite the combo of annoyance and urgency coursing through her. 
 
    The answer she received was the absolute last name she ever expected to hear. Nothing could have prepared her for what M. Knight said next. 
 
    "Sandy Cannon." 
 
    "What?" Reece froze, her heart pounding. "That's…not possible." 
 
    "You're the one who asked." 
 
    Reece could barely feel her legs. "Show me the licenses and permits for this place," she said aloud, though it sounded like someone else had said it. Her mind spun. 
 
    M. Knight hesitated for a moment before shrugging, apparently deciding he didn't really care. He reached in a desk and pulled out a file folder and handed it to her.  
 
    As Reece scanned the documents inside, it felt like her heart sank though her chest to the pit of her stomach, smashed against the floor, and then exploded.  
 
    It was all she could do to keep her knees from buckling.  
 
    It's true.  
 
    Her father, Sandy Cannon—who had vanished decades earlier without a trace or a single phone call—not only lived in the same town but owned this very strip club. 
 
    Both of those details were so shocking to her, she couldn't even really process it. 
 
    But she did feel a wave of betrayal wash over her, a seething anger bubbling just below the surface. "How long has he owned this place?" she asked. 
 
    "Maybe, like, two years," M. Knight replied casually. 
 
    Reece slammed the file onto the desk, her hands trembling. Two years. Two years of living in the same town—or more?—and he hadn't bothered to reach out to her. Hadn't bothered to reach out to anyone in the family. 
 
    She fought back a sudden onslaught of emotion, the pain of abandonment tearing through her. She turned to leave, her anger like fuel for her determination to catch the killer.  
 
    She'd deal with this father matter later. 
 
    "I'm going to take a look around," Reece muttered to M. Knight. "And try to save someone's life." 
 
    From behind her, she heard M. Knight call out, "If you're lookin' for roaches, you won’t find any. We spray." 
 
    As she stormed out of the office, Cam caught sight of her, his eyes widening with concern. She didn't have the words to explain her pain, so she simply shook her head no, indicating that she hadn't found anything yet. But by the look he gave her in response, he obviously knew she was upset. 
 
    "Everything okay?" he asked, quickly approaching her. 
 
    "Fine," Reece replied, her eyes averting his. "Let's just find this psycho. The sooner we get out of here the better." 
 
    The detectives moved cautiously through the dimly lit interior of Galaxsea, their eyes scanning for any sign of the killer. The pulsating beat of stupid music against the damp smell of scummy wood flooring only pissed Reece off even more.  
 
    Being calm right now wasn't an option. 
 
    The two split up, each taking a different section of the club while the other two deputies walked the perimeter, inside and out.  
 
    Reece scrutinized the faces at the different tables. She approached a man wearing a hooded sweatshirt, his eyes darting nervously around the room. She flashed her badge and asked him what he was doing here, her voice barely masking her irritation. The man stammered an explanation about meeting friends and quickly disappeared into the throng. 
 
    Reece noticed Cam, on the other side of the club, questioning a man with a scruffy beard who seemed to be watching the dancers a bit too closely. Reece guessed his alibi checked out, because Cam kept moving. 
 
    Approaching another man, Reece felt her temples throbbing. He had a tattoo on his neck and an intense stare that seemed to challenge her. 
 
    "Listen," she said, her voice low and forceful. "I need to ask you a couple questions." 
 
    The man looked her up and down, a sneer forming on his lips. "Oh, look at you, playing cop. Aren't you adorable?" 
 
    Reece gritted her teeth. "Don't. Just don't. I simply want to ask if you've seen anyone acting weird, maybe stalking any girls tonight, maybe—" 
 
    "Maybe I don't feel like helping the pigs today," he interrupted, taking a swig from the bottle in his hand. "Ever think about that?" 
 
    "You think this is a joke?" Reece said, her patience wearing thin. 
 
    The man leaned in, the stench of alcohol on his breath overpowering. "What are you gonna do, sweetheart? Strip search me?" 
 
    Reece grabbed his shirt, yanking his face close to hers. "You listen to me, you piece of trash," she hissed. "I don't give a damn about your misplaced sense of invincibility. Answer my question or I swear I'll make your life a living hell." 
 
    Cam must've noticed her emotional free-fall from across the room; he again made his way to her side. 
 
    "Reece," he said, placing a hand on her shoulder, "Are you sure you're okay? You're acting kind of…rough." 
 
    She released the man and took a deep breath, nodding in agreement but still seething inside. It felt impossible to shut down the roar of her emotions. 
 
    They resumed their search, together, and not a few minutes later, a man near the back of the club caught Reece's eye. He was average height, his face obscured by a baseball cap, and he seemed to be trying to blend in with the crowd but failing. Reece watched his body language. He seemed to notice her staring—and then suddenly he made a hasty exit through a back door. 
 
    "That's him!" Reece shouted, taking off after the man, Cam hot on her heels. 
 
    They burst through the back door into the warm summer night. The deputy circling the outside perimeter must've been currently on the other side of the building. 
 
    Reece saw the baseball-cap man run to one of the warehouses next door, now disappearing inside. She and Cam darted after him through a heavy metal door, their guns drawn. 
 
    It was pitch black inside the warehouse. Reece immediately grabbed her radio to call for backup, but all she got was static. She tried again as the metal door behind her slammed shut. 
 
    "Cam, does your radio work?" 
 
    He tried it. Same result.  
 
    Reece felt for her phone in her pocket. No signal. "Oh wow." 
 
    "Reece, what is it?"  
 
    "There must be a signal jammer in here." 
 
    She felt for the door behind her, then pushing at the door's touch bar. The door didn't budge. Locked.  
 
    They were trapped in the darkness of the warehouse, too far from the club to be heard by the other deputies who were all surrounded by the loud music. 
 
    And then the realization sank in: It must've been the killer who called them with the 'lead.' They'd just been lured into a trap set by the psycho himself.  
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    REECE AND CAM CREPT through the warehouse, the darkness pressing in on them from all sides. The air felt greasy with the scent of oil and metal. 
 
    Reece could barely see her hands in front of her face, anxiety wracking her; the killer had to be lurking somewhere nearby. The echo of their boots on the concrete floor sounded amplified in the darkness. Their breaths came in shallow, tense bursts. 
 
    With her weapon at the ready, Reece's senses were on high alert, trying to pick up any sound or movement that would give away the killer's position. She could feel the chill of the metal against her palm, the cold sweat making her fingers slick against the grip. 
 
    "Hey Reece," Cam began, in a tone Reece fully understood—an attempt at lightheartedness yet filled with underlying worry. 
 
    "Yeah?" 
 
    "Did you get that voicemail I left you earlier?" he asked with a hopeful optimism. 
 
    "Ah…no, I didn't get a chance to listen to it yet. What's up?" 
 
    "Just listen to it later. It'll be a surprise." 
 
    "Sure, yeah. Can't wait." 
 
    As they proceeded farther, Reece noticed the faint outline of machines, their shapes distorted and monstrous in the darkness. The scent of burnt rubber caused a bitter taste to fill her mouth. The warehouse seemed to creak and groan around them with metallic clangs and whispers of machinery, as if alive. 
 
    It became obvious. They were in a machine shop. 
 
    Reece brushed against a large, cold, metal contraption. The rough texture of rust scraped against her skin. She couldn't help but think about her father and the raw wound his reappearance had opened. The lingering scent of used oil and grime permeated her like a reminder of her father's deceit. 
 
    Suddenly, a door slammed shut somewhere inside. Reece felt chills, her hands tightening around her weapon. She knew the killer had to be close. 
 
    "Cam?" 
 
    "Yeah?" 
 
    "You good?" 
 
    "So far." 
 
    Out of nowhere, the killer flicked on a dim light, momentarily blinding them. The sudden illumination revealed a maze of machines and metalwork, tools hanging from the walls, and long metal rods leaning against the benches.  
 
    The faint glow was just enough to illuminate a tripwire stretched across their path. Cam spotted it just in time, grabbing Reece's arm and pulling her back before she could trigger it. 
 
    A perfect hunting ground, Reece thought. 
 
    As they ventured deeper into the machine shop, a whirring sound suddenly filled the air, and Reece felt Cam shoving her out of the way as a high-speed buzzsaw cut through the darkness on a slick metal track, missing her by inches. Cam smashed the butt of his gun against the control panel, bringing the dangerous piece of machinery to a grinding halt. 
 
    They took a moment to catch their breath, fully aware of their predicament. 
 
    Their search continued, taking them to a part of the shop known as a foundry, where, during the active hours of the day, metal would have been molted down in large crucibles suspended from the ceiling.  
 
    Reece's pulse raced as she scanned the shadows. There was no denying she was shivering, even though the heat of the day still radiated from the concrete.  
 
    It was then that she spotted him. 
 
    The killer had gained the high ground, standing on a catwalk above. His silhouette was barely discernible against the darkness. Just as she noticed him, the killer raised a gun and fired. The deafening gunshot rang out like a cannon in the confined space. 
 
    Reece and Cam ducked for cover. They both returned fire, their standard issues cracking. The killer scrambled for cover.  
 
    The detectives seized the opportunity to close the distance. They climbed a sturdy metal ladder, their boots clanging against the grated rungs as they pursued the killer onto the catwalk. 
 
    The killer then hurled something at them—a makeshift Molotov cocktail! The glass bottle, ablaze with fierce orange flames, arced through the air like a deadly comet.  
 
    Cam, already on the catwalk, lunged forward, narrowly escaping the fireball. Reece, still on the ladder, released her grip and jumped down to the ground floor. The flaming bottle exploded on the ladder, showering the metal rungs with chemical fire. The heat was intense, the flames like an angry beast. 
 
    Reece and Cam, luckily unharmed, had become separated but were now on opposite sides of the inferno. Cam, high above on the catwalk, called out to Reece, his voice dripping with concern.  
 
    "I'm good," she called back. The cocktail's pungent smoke filled her nostrils. 
 
    Their eyes met briefly through the light of the flames, a wordless understanding passing between them. They both knew they had to continue the pursuit, even if it meant splitting up. 
 
    The killer disappeared into a narrow passage between two large machines, Cam right behind him. Reece, desperate to regain control of the situation, spotted a fire extinguisher and used it to put out the fire. 
 
    Finally, she was able to give chase again, wrapping her hands in a couple used rags she found, her adrenaline pumping as she launched herself up the ladder and onto the catwalk. The narrow passage where the two men had disappeared between led to another room, this one filled with hydraulic presses. 
 
    As she stepped forward, she suddenly felt the floor give way beneath her. She barely managed to grab onto a nearby hydraulic press to stop from plummeting into the darkness below. The shock of the sharp drop sent a jolt of pain through her arms. 
 
    The killer must've rigged a trapdoor. 
 
    Her grip slipping, she desperately searched for a way to pull herself to safety. Sweat beaded on her brow, her fingers trembling as they struggled to maintain their hold on the slick metal of the press. The open abyss below her seemed to beckon, its depths reaching and waiting for a single error. 
 
    Spotting a length of chain hanging from the ceiling, Reece summoned all of her strength and swung her legs up, her muscles screaming in protest. She hooked her legs around the chain loop, the metal links clinking like chimes. 
 
    With a primal grunt, she used every ounce of her muscle to haul herself up. Her arms and torso strained, her breath coming in large heaves as she fought against gravity. Inch by agonizing inch, she pulled herself higher, metal spurs biting into her flesh, leaving angry red scrapes. 
 
    Finally, Reece managed to reach the edge of the trapdoor's side, her body aching and slick with sweat. She dragged herself onto solid ground, collapsing onto the cold metal platform, her chest heaving as she gulped in lungfuls of the heavy, oil-scented air. 
 
    It took a moment for Reece to regain her bearings; the lingering pain and the shock of the near-fatal fall still throbbed in her limbs. But she couldn't afford to waste any more time. 
 
    Still breathing heavily, Reece glanced around. The killer—and Cam—had completely vanished.  
 
    Then she heard Cam calling her name in the distance, noticeably distraught. She had never heard him yell like that before. And it scared her.  
 
    Her senses were on absolute fire as she ran after the sound of his voice. 
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    CHIEF CARLOS GOMEZ leaned back in the worn leather chair across from Sheriff Landy's desk, trying to ignore the creaking sound it made. The room faintly smelled of cologne. The distant murmur of conversation from the station outside could be heard through the door. The walls were adorned with photographs and newspaper clippings detailing Landy's career accomplishments, giving the space an air of prestige. 
 
    Gomez had never liked 'chatting' with Sheriff Landy. First of all, Gomez had been working for the sheriff's department for over a decade before Landy had been elected. Also, more so than any other sheriff Gomez had ever met, Landy was a politician at heart. And Gomez wasn't. 
 
    "Carlos," Landy punctuated, simply pausing on the man's name. Landy had salt-and-pepper hair, was clean shaven with a decent figure for a man his age, a firm jawline, and eyes that seemed to always be searching for something.  
 
    "What's really going on with this…situation?" he asked. 
 
    "We're onto him." Gomez broke eye contact, staring off at the wall. "As you know." 
 
    Landy shifted uncomfortably in his chair. "The whole county—shoot, the whole state, the whole country—is scared out of their wits, and I don't blame 'em. The guy's playing us like a cheap guitar." 
 
    Gomez nodded, his dark eyes serious. "I know, Luke. I know. I've never seen anything like this, what went down last night." 
 
    Landy nodded, his face tense with concern. "If you need more resources, just ask. We need bring this killer down, and fast. I mean, what happened to Reece and Cam at that warehouse…" He trailed off, his eyes betraying a flicker of fear. "He's a nightmare, that's what he is. I can't even sleep at night, worrying about who he's going to get next." 
 
    "If you're worried, Luke," Gomez said gently, "We can get you an asset." 
 
    Landy forced a chuckle. "Oh, I didn't mean I'm actually losing sleep over it, if that's what you mean." 
 
    Did he really just say that, back to back? Gomez asked himself, frustrated and irritated at everything going on.  
 
    Landy continued, "I'd love to be on the floor, you know, helping and such, but someone has to man the fort. You understand." 
 
    Gomez groaned inwardly, but of course, didn't show it. "You're doing a great job, Sheriff. We all gotta do our part." 
 
    Landy sighed, fiddling with a pen on his desk. "This morning I found myself looking over my shoulder on the way to the car." He leaned halfway across his desk, as if to emphasize the point. "We can't let this go on, Gomez. It has to end. I want daily updates. I need to know we're making progress." 
 
    "You got it, Sheriff. We'll get this cabrón, I promise. And when we do, you'll be the first to know. You just keep holding down the fort, okay?" 
 
    For a moment, the two men sat in silence.  
 
    Glad they were finished, Gomez stood. "I'm gonna go over the evidence again with Shanahan." 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    Shanahan sat at the cluttered desk, his brow furrowed in concentration as he sifted through the mountain of case files, notes, and photographs that Reece and Cam had collected in their pursuit of the elusive serial killer. The harsh light overhead cast stark shadows across his face as he examined everything—again. Gomez leaned against a nearby wall, his arms crossed and his gaze distant. 
 
    "We've gone over everything a million times now," Gomez muttered, shaking his head. 
 
    Shanahan glanced up, his gaze somber. "There are just, virtually, zero solid leads. After what happened at that machine shop…" He paused, the unspoken words too fresh to say. 
 
    Gomez nodded gravely, his voice barely a whisper. "Yeah. Cam was a good man." 
 
    "One of the best," Shanahan replied, his voice soft. "Sounds generic, but…he absolutely was." 
 
    Gomez's eyes narrowed as he stared at the photograph. "He didn't deserve to die like that. And whoever this cabrón is…" He trailed off, a fire burning in his eyes. "He's got hell to pay." 
 
    Shanahan nodded solemnly. There was nothing else to say. Nothing that needed to be said. 
 
    Gomez let out a long breath, his shoulders sagging slightly. "I can't help but worry about Reece. I've never seen her so…it's hard to put into words—like, the fires of hell have burned an abyss into her eyes." 
 
    Shanahan's gaze flicked to the photograph of Reece draped over Cam's body at the machine shop. "She'll bring this monster to justice, Gomez. She won't stop until she does." 
 
    Gomez raised an eyebrow, a small, sad smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. "That's one way to put it. I'd say she's gonna tear this town apart lookin' for him." 
 
    "Her passion might be exactly what we need." 
 
    A dark cloud seemed to hang over the room as the two men pondered the implications of their words. Finally, Gomez broke the silence. "You think she'll go rogue, Shanahan? You think she'll take matters into her own hands?" 
 
    Shanahan didn't hesitate. "I've seen that raw, primal instinct in her before. But, between me and you, I want that scum off this street any way possible. Yeah?" 
 
    Gomez swallowed hard, his hands clenching into fists. "Sí." 
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    SEVERAL MONTHS after Reece's father left, on the evening of her ninth birthday—which wasn't much of a birthday despite her mother's valiant efforts—the doorbell rang while the birthday girl sat reading a new book. 
 
    Reece dropped the book and rushed to the door, convinced her father had returned to surprise her. She reached for the knob, her mother not far behind, giving her an approving nod.  
 
    Reece pulled the door open. Her shoulders immediately sagged and she exhaled all the hope she'd been holding. It wasn't her father.  
 
    Instead, a man stood tall on their doorstep. He wore a gentle smile on his sun-kissed face, his eyes brimming with kindness that seemed to want to chase away the shadows of her disappointment. 
 
    "Reece?" he asked, addressing her. 
 
    "Michael," Reece's mom said from behind the birthday girl.  
 
    Reece turned to look at her mother, whose eyes had softened, and for the first time in what felt like forever, a hint of a smile graced her lips.  
 
    "I'm glad you're here," her mother said.  
 
    The stranger's eyes sparkled like he knew something Reece didn't. Reece, a tender sapling of just nine years to the day, had never met Michael before, but the familiar warmth in her mother's greeting told her this was someone special.  
 
    Michael extended his arm towards Reece, holding a single, giant yellow sunflower, its petals a vibrant burst of color. "It's for you, Reece," he said. "Happy birthday." 
 
    As she took the flower, the soft petals brushing against her fingers, it seemed to radiate its own light. The gesture was simple, and yet, it somehow spoke volumes.  
 
    Perhaps it was that unique moment, on a special day, one of those times when a body is ready to release something pent up and pushed down—a testament to the power of love and human connection.  
 
    Unexpectedly, as Reece held the flower, gazing from its seeds to the petals, the dam broke.  
 
    Tears cascaded down her cheeks. In that instant, the world was beautiful again, and she wept—for the flower, for her father, for the tragedy of finding Ms. Thomson's lifeless form—and even for her silly plants that had been sitting in the darkness. 
 
    One evening weeks later, as the sun dipped below the horizon casting the sky in a painting of blues, oranges and pinks, Michael arrived at their doorstep, a bag of groceries in hand. Reece's mother smiled at him, her eyes crinkling with genuine warmth. Together, they made their way to the kitchen where they set to work chopping, stirring, and sautéing. 
 
    As the days unfurled like petals, Michael Alderidge, the gentle giant with a heart full of kindness, became a steadfast presence in Reece's life. He was there, helping with dinner, fixing things around the house, and listening to her stories with an unwavering attentiveness that made her feel seen and valued. 
 
    Reece felt her own connection to Michael grow. He wasn't her father, and he didn't pretend to be. But he was something else, something valuable. 
 
    One day, as Michael finished helping Reece with her homework, he turned to her, seeming to study her face.  
 
    "You look like your father."  
 
    His words hung in the air, a ghost from the past, a reminder of what had been lost. But instead of dwelling on the pain, Reece found herself reminiscing about a time when her father had been a hero. 
 
    "We were in the backyard," she began, her voice soft and distant, "when we heard a loud noise. Me and Daddy followed the sound and found Henry trapped under a tree branch that broke off and fell on him!" 
 
    "Henry?" Michael asked. 
 
    "He's the dog next door. And he was barking. But Daddy used all his strength to lift the big branch off of him." 
 
    She looked up at Michael. "I want to be strong like that and learn how to fight the bad guys in the world." 
 
    Michael studied her for a moment before replying: "First, you must learn to use your brain. Then we can talk about the other stuff." 
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    REECE AWOKE WITH A START, her body tense and drenched in sweat. The room was silent, the darkness suffocating. She glanced over to the empty space beside her in bed, a hollow feeling in her chest. 
 
    As she lay there, the memory of Cam's laughter echoed in her mind.  
 
    They had been at a small lakeside resort on a rare weekend getaway, sitting on the dock with their feet dangling in the water. The sun had been setting, casting warm hues across the sky and turning the water into liquid gold. Cam had been telling ridiculous stories, each more outlandish than the last, until they were both breathless with laughter. Cam's eyes had sparkled with mischief and joy, a sight Reece would give anything to see again. 
 
    Blinking back tears, Reece threw off the covers and headed to the kitchen. The aroma of coffee filled the air. She poured a cup, sat down at her kitchen table, and stared out the window with vacant eyes. 
 
    She took a sip, the taste doing nothing to lift her spirits. Another memory surfaced, one of their impromptu midnight picnics in the park. They had laid on their backs, side by side, gazing up at the stars and sharing their dreams for the future. Her hand had been secure in his, like an anchor in the vastness of the universe. 
 
    With shaky hands, Reece pulled out her phone and played the last voicemail Cam had left her. His voice was full of excitement. "Reece, I found this amazing place for our weekend getaway. Trust me, it's perfect. Just us, a cozy cabin, and the wilderness. Can't wait to get away from it all. Love you." 
 
    Tears flowed, her cheeks wet as she listened to his voice, wishing she would have saved every voicemail he had ever left for her. 
 
    And the mug she held in her hand—it was one of a pair of matching ceramic mugs, adorned with playful sea creatures. Cam had brought them back from a trip to the coast when he had visited his parents, eager share a part of the seaside whimsy of his hometown.  
 
    They had sipped coffee from the mugs, Cam describing the sound of crashing waves and the scent of salt in the air. As she held it, she could almost hear his youthful enthusiasm. 
 
    Her grip tightened around the handle. Her resolve grew stronger.  
 
    She would find the monster responsible for taking Cam away, and she would make sure he paid for what he had done. 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    Reece stood before the small gathering of mourners, her body clad in black. The sky, a somber gray canvas, seemed to mirror her own emotions as she watched one of the summer monsoons approach. 
 
    The scent of rain filled her nostrils, a fitting backdrop to the ceremony. In the distance, thunder rumbled, as if the heavens themselves were mourning Cam's loss. When the clouds finally opened up, the downpour masked the quiet sobs of those who had come to say their final goodbyes. 
 
    As the pastor spoke, his words barely audible over the rain, Reece clutched a single red rose in her trembling hands. The sharp thorns contrasted the raindrops that slid down her cheeks, indistinguishable from her tears. 
 
    The rain beat a mournful rhythm on the canopy of umbrellas that shielded the mourners from the worst of the storm. The taste of the rain, so pure, lingered on Reece's lips as she looked up at the sky, unable to keep herself from asking why? even though she chided herself for doing such a 'normal' thing. 
 
    Members of the sheriff's department, both on and off duty, stood solemnly among the mourners, their badges gleaming despite the rain. Their presence was a testament to the respect and admiration they held for Detective Cameron Beckett, a man who had been a dedicated and loyal colleague. 
 
    Before arriving at the cemetery, Reece had been struck by the sight of the funeral procession. A seemingly endless line of sheriff's SUVs and cars, lights flashing in silent tribute, had stretched for at least a mile, an impressive display of solidarity and support for their fallen brother. 
 
    As the pastor concluded his eulogy, the mourners, one by one, approached the casket to pay their last respects. Reece hesitated, feeling as if her legs were anchored to the ground. She knew that once she reached the casket there would be no turning back. It would be the final confirmation that Cam was truly gone. 
 
    With a deep, shuddering breath, Reece stepped forward, her heels sinking into the soft, rain-soaked earth. As she placed the rose on the casket, she whispered her final farewell to Cam, the man she had loved so deeply. 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    Reece stood alone, her eyes fixated on the now closed casket. The rain had let up and the mourners had dispersed, leaving her in silence. 
 
    It was then that she caught a glimpse of a figure in the corner of her eye, a man who seemed strangely out of place. He walked with a slow, deliberate stride, his posture exuding an air of confidence that was striking amid the somber atmosphere. As he approached, Reece found herself inexplicably drawn to this stranger, her curiosity piqued by his unexpected presence. 
 
    The man's gait was familiar, and as he drew closer, Reece's heart began to race, the ghost of recognition giving her goosebumps. His face, though changed from the passage of time, still bore a semblance of the man she had known so long ago.  
 
    Dad? 
 
    This was the first time she had laid eyes on him since that night when she was eight years old. 
 
    Reece's breathing stopped as she took in his appearance, the passage of time evident in the lines that crisscrossed his face and the subtle graying of his once-blonde hair. Despite the years that had passed, she could still see the handsome, strong man he had been in her memories. His piercing blue eyes—the same color as hers—once filled with laughter and warmth, now held a tinge of sadness, as if he, too, was mourning the time they had lost. 
 
    As he stepped closer, the lifetime of distance between them rapidly came to an end. Reece's chest tightened, her mind a whirlwind of questions as she struggled to process his sudden appearance. She felt a sudden urge to reach out, to bridge the chasm between them, but the sting of their history held her back. 
 
    Finally, Sandy stood next to Reece, his presence both comforting and distressing. He looked at her, his eyes filled with a mix of sorrow and affection, as if seeing the woman she had become for the first time.  
 
    In a voice that was both strong and tender, Sandy said, "I'm sorry for your loss, Reece." 
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    REECE STRODE AWAY from the funeral grounds with Sandy beside her, the echo of the eulogy still fresh. Their shoes crunched on the gravel path towards the parking lot, the only sound breaking the tense silence that hung between them. 
 
    "So, I guess I should ask where you've been all these years," Reece stated, barely restraining her anger, which honestly, felt better than her grief. "You just disappeared one day, leaving the women of the family to pick up the pieces. Care to explain?" 
 
    Sandy sighed, his expression tight and strained. "Reece, there are things you don't understand. Things I had to do. You'll know someday, but for now, I need you to trust me." 
 
    "Trust you!?" Reece scoffed. "How can I trust you when you vanished without a trace? When you left me to fend for myself?" 
 
    Before Sandy could respond, Reece's anger shifted gears. "And a strip club? Really? That's what you've been doing all this time? You think that's something to be proud of? Are you seriously that kind of person? A lowlife who profits off of other people's misery? That's what you've been doing all these years?" 
 
    Sandy's expression turned stoic, betraying no emotion as he absorbed the full force of Reece's fury. When she finished, he responded, "Sometimes, life takes us down paths we never intended to walk." 
 
    Reece was far from placated, the fire in her heart refusing to die, but she remained silent, catching her breath.  
 
    Sandy capitalized on the momentary lull in her tirade. "Reece, you can't blame yourself for Cameron's death. It wasn't your fault." 
 
    The unexpected change in topic left Reece reeling, her defenses up as she stared at her father, her suspicions growing. "Are you involved with the killer somehow? Is that why you're here? To finish what he started?" 
 
    Despite the torrent of accusations, Sandy's demeanor remained steadfast. His gaze never wavered, his eyes locked on Reece's. But he said nothing more. 
 
    Reece's anger seemed to exhaust itself, and she was left with a gnawing uncertainty. As they reached the edge of the parking lot, Sandy paused, his eyes softening with something that looked almost like regret. 
 
    "I came here to make sure you're okay, Reece," he said, his voice earnest. Then he nodded with a sense of finality—a look like he had the confirmation he needed. 
 
    And with that, Sandy turned and walked away, leaving Reece to grapple with the pieces of unanswered questions and unspoken demons. 
 
    Reece's mind careened like an airplane crashing as she stood in the empty parking lot, Sandy's retreating figure already disappearing into the distance.  
 
    Since this investigation had begun, the storm of emotions that had been unleashed refused to abate, leaving her disoriented and on the verge of madness.  
 
    Yes, madness. Insane, unhinged, certifiably mad as a hatter, batshit crazy madness.  
 
    Could her own father be the one responsible for the string of grisly killings that had plagued their county? 
 
    She couldn't ignore the evidence beginning to pile up in her mind, like his strip club being the fishing pole with the shiny neon Galaxsea sign-lure, which she and Cam had swallowed. The coincidence seemed too great to be mere chance, and Reece couldn't shake the feeling that her father was somehow connected. 
 
    Then there was the memory that had surfaced while sitting at her work desk—the tale of the fox he'd told her when she was a child, after stumbling upon him one night poring over a stack of files. He'd spun it as a way to distract her. Not to mention, the body of Ms. Thompson, the neighbor who'd been brutally murdered. 
 
    Reece thought back to the man she'd known as her father—the one who'd abandoned his family, opened a seedy strip club—seriously, a strip club!?—and then reappeared in her life as if nothing had happened. He was well-spoken and allegedly caring, but beneath that façade, could there be the heart of a psychopath? It seemed impossible, but then, she'd been blindsided by his actions before. 
 
    As she stood there, her mind whirling with dark thoughts, Reece tried to reconcile the image of her father with the man she now suspected of being a killer. The more she thought about it, the more the pieces seemed to fit. She remembered the way he'd remained unfazed by her accusations, as if he'd expected them all along—was it an act of love, or something far more sinister? 
 
    The weight of these thoughts threatened to crush her, and Reece felt anxiety gripping her chest like never before.  
 
    The man she'd once looked up to and believed would always be there to protect her, was now a suspect in her own investigation. And as she grappled with the tangle of emotions that threatened to engulf her, one question loomed larger than all the others: if Sandy really was the killer, could she bring herself to bring him to justice? 
 
    The answer, when it came, was swift and unyielding. No matter how much it hurt, she would do whatever it took to stop the killings and protect the people she loved. And if that meant facing down the demons of her past—even if those demons wore the face of her father—then so be it.  
 
    Justice, no matter how devastating, would be had. 
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    REECE SAT ALONE in her living room, unmoving, a mere hour after the funeral. Tick-tock. Tick-tock. Tick-tock went the clock on the wall, the steady rhythm a reminder of the time she had lost. She stared blankly into the distance—but her mind was going a million miles a second, the neurons in her brain connecting anything and everything to this case. 
 
    Interrupting her thoughts, she heard the thud of something landing at her doorstep. As she opened the front door, she found a package left by USPS, nondescript and seemingly harmless. Bringing it inside, she placed it on her kitchen table and carefully unwrapped it. Inside, she discovered a photograph that turned her blood to ice. 
 
    It was a picture of Cam, alive but bound and tortured by the killer. Her stomach churned at the sight of her beloved Cam, his face twisted in pain and fear.  
 
    She had found him lifeless in the machine shop. But this image showed him alive, suffering at the hands of the merciless killer.  
 
    The sight was too much for her. She half-jumped, half-stumbled to the waste bin, retching violently into it. 
 
    As she wiped her mouth, her eyes fell on the package once more. She grabbed the photo and flipped it face down, unable to look at it any longer. Underneath it, a folded piece of paper sat there, unassuming. She unfolded it. There was a message written, a black-and-white text print out. It read: 
 
      
 
      
 
    A bond once strong, now torn apart, 
 
    A secret shared will break the heart. 
 
    A house of power where men play, 
 
    The weak submit, the strong hold sway. 
 
      
 
    A historic date of great import, 
 
    When the seeds of innovation were brought forth. 
 
    Two Founders' names, both famous, on a page, 
 
    Signed for a product that was all the rage. 
 
      
 
    An anniversary soon draws near, 
 
    Something significant, that much is clear. 
 
    Yet, behind the veil of vague disguise, 
 
    Lies something momentous, waiting to surprise. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After reading the first stanza, her thoughts immediately went to Galaxsea. But if her father was truly the serial killer, this was too obvious, too forward. And if he wasn't, was the killer suggesting that Sandy had a hidden motive for his actions, one that would shatter her world completely?  
 
    Or, rather, this was merely another attempt to manipulate her, a way to keep her off balance and distracted. To kill her—mentally. 
 
    Reece gritted her teeth. 
 
    The image of Cam being tortured by the killer was too evil, and that picture clawed at her soul. She knew his death wasn't her fault…it wasn't, right?  
 
    She couldn't help but wonder if her judgment had been off, if she had missed some crucial detail that might have saved Cam's life. The thought was unbearable, and she fought back the tears that threatened to spill over. 
 
    She felt an insidious doubt creeping in, questioning her instincts and judgment at every turn. 
 
    Reece had always prided herself on her intuition, her ability to read people and situations with uncanny accuracy. But now, as the case threatened to unravel around her, she couldn't help but doubt herself. Was she letting her grief cloud her judgment? Was her suspicion of her father, Sandy, warranted or merely a product of her unresolved feelings towards him? 
 
    The riddle the killer had sent her swirled in her mind, seeming to point towards Sandy and his strip club. And yet, there was something that didn't quite add up. 
 
    Reece couldn't shake the feeling that the killer was reveling in her confusion and grief. 
 
    I won't let him win. 
 
    Reece forced herself to focus. If deciphering the meaning behind the cryptic message had any chance of bringing the monster who killed Cam to justice, then she'd better buck up and get to work. 
 
    She made a phone call to Galaxsea, confirming with M. Knight that Sandy was currently there, apparently doing something with "the books." 
 
    Reece stepped out of her home. She locked the door behind her and approached her dark-green Jeep Wrangler parked in the driveway. The Jeep, with its rugged appearance and sturdy build, seemed like an extension of Reece herself—rebellious, resilient, and unapologetically different than the norm. The color mirrored her connection to nature and her ability to blend in when necessary, both essential aspects of her personality. 
 
    Sliding into the driver's seat, Reece fired up the engine, the powerful roar indicating it had come to life. As she pulled out of the driveway and headed towards her father's strip club—she still couldn't get over the fact he owned it—she reflected on the recent murder of Judge Vicki Jennings and the cases she had presided over. 
 
    One case in particular had her attention—an assault against a young woman named Lindsay. The perpetrator, a man named Doug, had violently attacked Lindsay in a dark alleyway after a night out. Despite the severity of the crime, the judge had handed down, what could be considered, a lenient sentence, resulting in Doug serving just a month behind bars. Reece had interviewed Lindsay as well as her parents. She had heard all about the courtroom fury as the verdict was announced, and the subsequent outrage from all who cared about her. 
 
    Another case that stood out involved a woman named Sarah, who had been viciously harassed and stalked by her ex-boyfriend, John. Even though John had been found guilty, he had served a mere week in jail. The injustice of the sentence had weighed heavily on Sarah and her loved ones, leaving them feeling betrayed by the system that was supposed to protect them. 
 
    Reece had already interviewed Lindsay, Doug, Sarah and John, but as time marched on, she now further broadened her mental suspect list, determined to check into whether the criminals had any vengeful associates who might have had a hand in the judge's murder. It was possible that a close friend had decided to take matters into their own hands. 
 
    Her thoughts were interrupted as she pulled up to the entrance of Galaxsea. It was late afternoon, and the light of day revealed chips and flaws in the exterior paint job, giving the place an even more loathsome vibe, which had seemed impossible to Reece until this very moment.  
 
    As she parked her Jeep and stepped out, she avoided looking at the machine shop. She knew it was already back in business, having only closed down for a single day after Cam's murder, for investigations, which Shanahan had completed for her that fateful night.  
 
    Reece trusted Shanahan completely. He wouldn't have missed anything. 
 
    Of course, the place was riddled with the workers' fingerprints, shoeprints, and even hairs. Being such a naturally dirty environment, finding clues there had thus far proved unattainable. Later, she and Shanahan had painstakingly looked up the documented histories of every single worker. They interviewed quite a few, but again, thus far no one seemed to fit the profile. 
 
    Now, Reece took a deep breath and steeled herself, ready to confront her father and whatever secrets might lie within the walls of Galaxsea. 
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    IT WAS TIME to get some answers from the man Reece had once called Dad.  
 
    There were no bouncers out front of the club at this time of day. Reece pushed open the glass double doors. Without the smell of cologne and sweat, the place reeked like beer had crusted between the cracks of the floor. A chewy dampness hung in the air like the inside of a deep cave with stagnant puddles. Even now, the interior was still dimly lit. It took a few moments for Reece's eyes to adjust from the bright summer day outside. 
 
    She scanned the room until finding Sandy, who was standing behind the bar speaking to a scantily-clad dancer in his—apparently new and permanent—stoic manner. 
 
    Strange, Reece thought. He seemed so much more animated when I was young. 
 
    He looked up as Reece approached. Even as recognition settled in his eyes, he displayed little emotion. He walked towards her and they met halfway in the middle of a bar area with high tops and stools. 
 
    "I'm not here as your daughter, Sandy," Reece stated firmly, flashing her badge. "I'm here—" 
 
    "You are here to question me as a detective, I presume?" he interrupted. 
 
    "That's right." 
 
    Sandy nodded, gesturing for her to follow him into the small office where she had met M. Knight. Once inside, Reece wasted no time in grilling him about his alibis for the night of each murder. 
 
    During the timeframe when Judge Vicki Jennings had been murdered, Sandy said he had been negotiating a shipment of rare and exotic alcohol for the club, called cachaça, from Brazil—while physically being in the country. He handed Reece a ledger detailing the transaction and then presented her with his airline itinerary. 
 
    Right there in front of him, she called the suppliers in Brazil, who confirmed his presence there. His itinerary also checked out. 
 
    On the night Beverly was killed, Sandy claimed he had been hosting an exclusive, high-stakes poker game at the club with several regulars. He provided her with a list of the players who had attended. Reece called each of them. Several answered, and every one of them confirmed Sandy's story, detail for detail. 
 
    Finally, Reece asked about Cam's murder. Sandy's face grew solemn as he told her he had been meeting with a notorious loan shark to renegotiate the club's debt, which is why he wasn't there that night. He gave her the loan shark's contact information, and Reece called the man, who gruffly verified Sandy's alibi. Reece would look further into that one, but as much as she wanted to find fault in his alibis, she couldn't deny that they all checked out.  
 
    However, the possibility that he might know the killer, or was in league with him, still ate away at her. 
 
    "Are you involved with the murders, Sandy?" she asked, her voice shaking with emotion. "Do you know who's behind this?" Then: "If you need protection, I can help with that." 
 
    For the first time since his reappearance, she saw Sandy crack a smile, a genuine one, like she had seen when she was young. 
 
    He met her gaze. "I don't need protection." 
 
    Then his smile faded and his eyes filled with a mixture of sadness and defiance. "I assure you, I have nothing to do with these murders, but I am just as desperate for justice as you are." 
 
    "You're desperate for justice?" Reece asked incredulously. 
 
    Sandy's straight face never wavered. "I am." 
 
    "I'm gonna take another look around," Reece stated. 
 
    "Be my guest," he said with open arms. "I'll be in the office if you need me." 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    Reece sat at a lonely table in the back of Galaxsea, thinking and observing, her eyes scanning the place.  
 
    A spotlight focused on the solitary afternoon dancer, illuminating every unenthusiastic movement she made. Reece took note of the strategic positioning of the lights, the angles of the furniture and the layout of the club—all the while hating the fact she was keeping a watchful eye on the back door. The memory of her and Cam rushing through it made her feel sick. 
 
    The afternoon patrons were what one might call "white trash" or other derogatory names—rough men in stained clothes, laughing loudly and nursing cheap beers as they ogled the dancer on stage. 
 
    As she took a sip of her club soda, she noticed two men enter the club. They looked out of place among the daytime clientele, their tailored suits expensive and their demeanor more composed. After exchanging a few words with the bartender, they each got a Corona with lime, and then scanned the room. One of them gestured in Reece's direction. 
 
    The two men approached her, their confident strides leaving no doubt that they were coming for her. The taller one, with slicked-back hair and a charming smile, took the lead. 
 
    "Hey there," he said, his voice as slick as his hair. "I'm Alexander." 
 
    Reece raised an eyebrow. "And your last name?" 
 
    Alexander chuckled. "Oh, getting personal already? It's Wells. Alexander Wells." 
 
    He leaned against the table, his body invading her personal space. His eyes roved over her, sizing her up like a piece of meat. 
 
    Reece, in plainclothes, knew where she was at. Though uncomfortable in lieu of recent events, she withstood the urge to take it personally.  
 
    "You know, you're too pretty to be sitting here all by yourself," he continued. "How about you let me buy you a drink? Maybe we can get to know each other a little better." 
 
    Reece resisted the urge to roll her eyes. "I'm fine, thank you." She looked away, giving him a nice view of the side of her face. 
 
    But Alexander didn't seem to know when to quit. "Come on, don't be shy. I promise I don't bite…unless you want me to." 
 
    Reece's patience was quickly dissolving. She reached into her pocket and pulled out her badge, holding it up for Alexander and his friend to see. "Look, I'm a detective, and I've had a long day. I'm really not in the mood for this, so why don't you and your friend just"—Reece waved her hand—"skedaddle over there?" 
 
    But Alexander wasn't fazed. Instead, he leaned in even closer, his voice dripping with innuendo. "Oh, a female cop, huh? You know, I've always had a thing for women in uniform. Maybe you, me, and my friend Jacob here could have a little Ménage à Trois action. I bet you like BDSM, don't you?" 
 
    Reece was half a second away from jumping up and showing him what real handcuffs were used for, when his friend Jacob stepped forward, grabbing Alexander's arm and pulling him away from Reece. "Dude, she's a cop, and she's clearly not interested." 
 
    Alexander glared at Jacob. "Just having a little fun," he spat, storming off to the bar. 
 
    Jacob turned back to Reece, an apologetic look on his face. "I'm sorry about him. He can be a bit…intense. I hope he didn't ruin your day." 
 
    Reece watched him carefully. "It's fine," she said. "I've dealt with jerks before." 
 
    "I bet." Jacob gave her a compulsory half-smile before taking a look at Andrew and shaking his head, muttering, "He's…" 
 
    His voice trailed as he returned his attention to Reece, giving her a nod and saying, "Enjoy your afternoon." Then Jacob spun around and walked off. 
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    THE ATMOSPHERE at the sheriff's department felt quiet and lonely without Cam's lively presence.  
 
    When Reece had shuffled into the station earlier, some of her lesser known colleagues cast furtive glances her way, trying not to make eye contact. The awkwardness didn't help anything. 
 
    As Reece sat at her desk, Shanahan approached, his expression a mixture of concern and curiosity. "Hey," he said, leaning against the opposite edge of her desk. "You holding up okay? I know how close you were to Cam." 
 
    Reece looked up from the computer. "I'm fine…just fine." 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    "Ugh," Reece groaned. "I'm managing," she replied, forcing a small smile. "Thanks for asking."  
 
    "You remember old man Henderson from my mom's neighborhood, right?" Shanahan started, a glint in his eyes. "The one with that weird collection of lawn flamingos?" 
 
    Reece couldn't help but grin at the memory. "Yeah, he had like a hundred of them in his front yard. What about him?" 
 
    "Well," Shanahan continued, "I heard he started dressing them up in costumes for every holiday. Halloween flamingos, Christmas flamingos, even flamingos for Arbor Day. I passed by his house last week and saw a whole flock of them dressed as trees." 
 
    Reece shook her head, imagining the bizarre scene. "You're kidding. That's glorious." 
 
    "And that's not even the best part," Shanahan went on, "I guess some of the other neighbors felt left out, so they started doing the same thing with their own lawn ornaments. The Johnsons got in on the action with their ceramic frogs, and the Smiths with their garden gnomes. It's like my old neighborhood has turned into a turf war of eccentric lawn decorations." 
 
    Reece chuckled, picturing the escalating competition between their former neighbors. "I can just imagine Mr. Henderson out there at night, sneaking around to check out everyone else's decorations and make sure his flamingos are still the best." 
 
    Shanahan grinned with her. "Oh, absolutely. It's like the Cold War of kitschy lawn ornaments." 
 
    As Reece and Shanahan exchanged memories about the old neighborhood, Deputy Ethan Wilson must've noticed them sharing laughs, because he walked up with his usual cheesy grin.  
 
    "Hey brosephs," he began, "you'll never believe what I just saw. Every day on my beat past the elementary school, I cruise by this house with a lady who's obsessed with topiary. I have a nickname for her; I call her the 'Topiary Typhoon.'" 
 
    Reece knew her friends were trying to distract her from the grief, but maybe this was exactly the breath of fresh air she needed. 
 
    Ethan continued with a grin on his face. "This lady is serious about her topiary. I mean, she has all kinds of bushes and hedges shaped like animals and objects. But this certain one—this funkadelic dragon-shaped hedge—is her pride and joy." 
 
    He shook his head as if in disbelief. "I've driven by, like, a bajillion times, and there Topiary Typhoon is, tending to her wicked hedge. Anyway, she gets into these epic sneezing fits every time she's trimming the dragon. It's like she's battling with the hedge or something." 
 
    Reece chuckled, imagining the woman trying to tame the unruly hedge while battling a barrage of sneezes. 
 
    "But today, it was a whole different story," Ethan continued, his voice dropping to a low whisper. "I was cruising by and saw her sneezing so hard that she lost her balance and accidentally chopped off the dragon's head with her trimmers." 
 
    Reece almost split her side. It had been a minute since laughing like this. Ah, the simple joy of a good yarn. 
 
    As she regained her composure, she looked at her friends. They were smiling at her, their eyes filled with warmth and understanding. They knew what she was going through, and they were there for her, offering their support in any way they could. 
 
    "I'm telling you," Ethan continued, "this lady is a force to be reckoned with when it comes to topiary. I'll never look at a shrub the same way again." 
 
    "You guys are too much," Reece said, then letting out a big, calmative sigh. "But hey, I'm glad you're all here. Guess who sent me a riddle?—I could use some help deciphering it." 
 
    Shanahan raised an eyebrow, intrigued. "I definitely want to hear the riddle—but are you safe?"  
 
    Ethan added, "He has your address?" 
 
    "First of all, if he has the balls to come into my house—let's just say I hope it's that easy. And second, I bought a couple extra smart cameras. I have them connected to an app right here on my phone." She displayed the app to the guys.  
 
    "Alright," Shanahan said. "Figured you handled it. Just making sure. Let's hear the riddle." 
 
    Reece read it aloud. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A bond once strong, now torn apart, 
 
    A secret shared will break the heart. 
 
    A house of power where men play, 
 
    The weak submit, the strong hold sway. 
 
      
 
    A historic date of great import, 
 
    When the seeds of innovation were brought forth. 
 
    Two Founders' names, both famous, on a page, 
 
    Signed for a product that was all the rage. 
 
      
 
    An anniversary soon draws near, 
 
    Something significant, that much is clear. 
 
    Yet, behind the veil of vague disguise, 
 
    Lies something momentous, waiting to surprise. 
 
      
 
      
 
    "'A house of power where men play'?" Ethan quoted. "Yikes. Sounds like that strip club." 
 
    "I first thought that," Reece replied. "Too easy. He's just trying to get to me. I want to focus on the second and third stanzas—obviously a cryptic message indicating the next date he plans to kill." 
 
    Shanahan rubbed his temples as he tapped into his memory. "Hm, a historic date and famous founders," he mused. "Maybe it has to do with the signing of the Declaration of Independence? That's a historic date with famous founders, and the anniversary is coming up on August 2nd." 
 
    Reece shook her head. "I don't think so. The riddle mentions a 'product that was all the rage.' That doesn't really fit with the Declaration of Independence. However, we should take note that date too." 
 
    The three of them racked their brains for other possibilities, occasionally tossing out ideas like the founding of West Point or the opening of the Erie Canal, but none of them seemed to fit the riddle's clues. 
 
    Finally, after much deliberation, Shanahan snapped his fingers. "I've got it!" he exclaimed. "It's the founding of the U.S. Patent Office. It first opened its doors on July 31, 1790, issuing the first patent that same day." 
 
    "Wish I had a memory like yours, bro," Ethan said. "I'm more about a little thing called muscle memory." He flexed his bicep, kissing it. 
 
    Reece rolled her eyes. "Lay off the creatine, bro." She turned back to Shanahan. "What was the first patent issued for?" 
 
    "A new method of making an old chemical leavening, pearlash and potash. But here's the kicker: the patent was signed by George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, two founders—two Founding Fathers, to be exact." 
 
    "That's it," Reece replied. "So, the killer plans to take another victim on the 31st." 
 
    Shanahan ran his hand through his short brown hair. "That's too soon." 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    After Shanahan and Ethan departed, Reece sat alone, continuing to dig.  
 
    She couldn't deny that the Alexander Wells character from earlier at Galaxsea fit the profile, as far as she could tell from her initial meeting, but maybe she was just being sensitive. Regardless, she thought, looking into him wouldn't hurt.  
 
    But first she wanted to focus on Judge Vicki Jennings' past cases. She opened up the one involving Lindsay and Doug. 
 
    After checking into several dead ends, pulling up Facebook and Instagram accounts of the victims and their acquaintances, she found herself searching Doug's profiles, still hoping to find some hint or lead that would help her connect the dots. 
 
    As she browsed through Doug's Instagram photos, she looked for patterns or shared interests that might reveal a deeper connection between everything. She meticulously examined the comments on his photos and took note of the users who frequently engaged with him. One by one, she visited their profiles, trying to find any clues that might suggest a connection to the case. 
 
    After hours of meticulous research, Reece stumbled upon a photo that caught her attention. It was a group picture taken at a party, and among the attendees was none other than Alexander Wells.  
 
    He was standing next to Doug, their arms around each other's shoulders, both grinning widely. 
 
    Holy what!? 
 
    And the room they were in at the party—it looked oddly familiar to Reece, but she couldn't pinpoint it. By the looks of it, it was a company party at some place they probably both worked. 
 
    Where have I seen that room before? 
 
    She dug into their personal lives. It wasn't long before she discovered that Alexander Wells had not only partied with Doug in that picture, but they both worked as investment brokers at the same prestigious investment firm—Affluent Alliance Group. 
 
    Reece's jaw almost hit the floor. She knew Affluent Alliance Group all too well. It was Michael Alderidge's firm. 
 
    Back when Reece was little and Michael Alderidge had been a companion of her mother, he had been next in line to run his father’s investment firm. Time had since passed and he was now the owner. 
 
    Michael Alderidge had guided Reece after her father had disappeared, even helping her channel her teenage malaise into a constructive force for good. 
 
    When Reece was fresh out of high school, Michael had used his connections to get her an entry-level job with a law firm. That firm was when and how Reece first became acquainted with the law, and it ended up making a big impact on the trajectory of her life. 
 
    His investment firm—Affluent Alliance Group—was the same investment firm that both Alexander Wells and Doug James worked for.  
 
    Reece sat there, stunned. Were the pieces falling into place, or was the puzzle exploding?  
 
    She noted the date the photo was posted, picked up the phone and called Affluent Alliance Group.  
 
    But she didn't ask for Michael; not only did she not want to involve her childhood mentor in all this if it wasn't necessary, she wasn't particularly in the mood to rehash the events of late, which he would no doubt ask her about. 
 
    The receptionist had no problem telling Reece that there had been a celebration for a large and successful investment deal on the same date the picture had been posted. 
 
    As Reece continued her investigation, she began searching for any mutual friends between Alexander and Doug who might provide further insight into their relationship. She found a Facebook group where members often shared their opinions on various topics, including some that were misogynistic in nature. 
 
    Reece couldn't believe what she was reading. The men in this group, including Alexander and Doug, openly mocked women and boasted about their sexual conquests. The group even had a misogynistic nickname for themselves, further solidifying their contempt for women. 
 
    The connection between Alexander and Doug became clearer with each new piece of evidence she uncovered. 
 
    Reece was fairly certain Doug had nothing to do with the murders, having a solid alibi of his own.  
 
    But Alexander? Alexander was a patron of Galaxsea, and could've easily used it as the bait-and-switch for Cam's murder. The realization hit her like a ton of bricks: she might have just stumbled upon a critical lead in the case. 
 
    She needed to confront Alexander, immediately. 
 
    Once again, Reece called Affluent Alliance Group, asking if Alexander was there. The receptionist informed her that he had taken the week off and wouldn't be back until August 1st—the day after the killer would next strike. 
 
    Reece shivered, thinking how close to her that scumbag Alexander had been at Galaxsea, standing right there, just having a little fun. 
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    A FLUORESCENT LIGHT flickered above Reece as she paced back and forth in Chief Gomez's office, divulging the new information she'd uncovered. 
 
    The excitement, the vengeful anger, the drive for justice—they were all there, but she did her best to keep them in check. 
 
    Chief Gomez leaned back in his chair, watching her pace. Reece had known him for years, ever since being the young, inexperienced officer who first worked a beat. Reece could see the chief's worry, and she understood it.  
 
    "Reece," he said, his voice calm but firm, "I understand your desire for justice, but you need to be careful. If you let your anger and your emotions dictate your actions, you might go too far. And once you've crossed that line, there's no turning back." 
 
    Reece stopped her pacing and looked directly at him. "I've been wrestling with that thought every single day since Cam was killed." She clenched her fists, her knuckles turning white. 
 
    Chief Gomez held her gaze, his eyes filled with empathy. "I don't blame you for feeling the way you do, amiga. I'd be lying if I said I haven't felt that same itch for vengeance before. But let me give you some advice: don't become the very thing you're trying to fight against. If you take the law into your own hands and become a killer—just like the man you want to bring to justice—you'll have lost everything that makes you a good detective." 
 
    "I understand, Chief," she said, her voice steady. "But…do I have your blessing?" 
 
    Chief Gomez nodded, his expression softening. "You're one of the best detectives I've ever had the privilege of working with. Just remember that if you stay true to your principles, even if you don't find justice, you'll find peace." 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    The killer sat in his plush armchair, his forearms resting on the polished mahogany surface of his antique writing desk, his laptop to the side, enjoying his own thoughts. Poor little Reece Cannon, desperate and fraying at the edges, trying to make sense of the chaos he had so skillfully woven around her. 
 
    It felt so good murdering Cameron Beckett, her little lover boy. Alas, just another part of purging the broken world of weakness.  
 
    He had knocked Reece off her pedestal just as he had intended. Her full submission would come soon. 
 
    As he pondered his next move, he picked up the fountain pen from his desk, the gold nib glinting from the light of the room. He pressed it to the paper with the same precision he would use to slice into a victim's flesh, the ink seeping into the fibers like blood. He wrote his thoughts, his plans, and his intricate riddles, enjoying the dark dance of his words across the page. 
 
    The killer knew that eventually he would have to kill Reece, too. But the game was far too delicious to end it so soon.  
 
    Metaphorically speaking, this wasn't just an amateur poker game. This was a tournament. 
 
    He wanted to draw out her suffering. He wanted her to feel her own inadequacy, the bitterness of her own failure, before he finally set her soul free. 
 
    He sipped from a delicate china teacup, the bitterness of the liquid seeping into his body. It was as if he was absorbing the life essence of a captive, the porcelain's fragility a reminder of vulnerability. 
 
    With each swallow, each documented thought written on paper, his excitement built. He could hardly wait to see what Reece would do next, how she would flounder and fail in the face of his carefully crafted machinations. 
 
    And then, unexpectedly, he noticed something on his laptop screen. One of his video cameras was picking up movement. The image of two people came into view.  
 
    Interestingly, one of them was Detective Reece Cannon.
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    IN THE LATE HOURS of the afternoon, there were no monsoons in sight, only the scorching Arizona sun beating down. Detective Reece Cannon stared at the door of Alexander Wells' luxurious home, the dark wood a barrier between her and the truth she so intensely sought. 
 
    Reece checked the clock on her phone, the seconds ticking away the minutes as the pressure mounted. She had 72 hours to find the killer who was preying on the women of the city. Every fiber of her being was devoted to stopping him before July 31st. It had already been twenty-four days since July 4th, and still no solid leads. She had been drowning in the depths of her troubles. Time was running out. 
 
    Deputy Ethan Wilson, by her side, gripped the search warrant tightly. Reece glanced around at the wealthy neighborhood, the elegant homes with their meticulously manicured lawns and carefully pruned shrubs, each property standing like a bastion of opulence.  
 
    The exterior of Alexander's home was no different: large and stately, with ivy creeping up the walls in a slow, determined embrace. An extravagant stone fountain stood in the center of the circular driveway, water cascading down in a graceful display. 
 
    Every second that passed was another second closer to the killer's deadline. Desperate to prevent another tragedy, she needed to solve the puzzle that had left the city in a state of fear. She couldn't afford to waste any more time on false leads or dead ends. 
 
    Ethan knocked, rang the bell, and Reece called out loudly, putting her face close to the door, announcing their presence and intent to enter the home. They waited a few more minutes, knocking and calling out again. Satisfied that a reasonable amount of time had passed, as required by law, they would now enter the home regardless.  
 
    A sudden noise from nearby caused Reece to jump, only to reveal a house cat chasing a bird. 
 
    "Ready, boss?" Ethan asked, sounding too excited at the prospect of muscling his way in. 
 
    But instead of answering immediately, she took a deep breath, centering her thoughts. 
 
    "Before we force entry," she said, "let's check around the back for an unlocked door or window—in case I'm wrong about him. The guy's an ass, and I'm frustrated, but that doesn't mean I need to destroy his front door if there's an easier way inside." 
 
    "That's some solid restraint, Reece," Ethan said with a disappointed grin. 
 
    They went around through a side gate, and interestingly, a back door was unlocked. As Reece pushed it open, a rush of cool air escaped from the house, briefly relieving the heat that had settled on her skin. 
 
    Reece stepped into Alexander's home. The interior of the house was large and luxurious. The decorations, however—they betrayed a man's obsession with carnal pleasures.  
 
    Despite the elegant marble flooring and expensive, intricate chandeliers hanging from the ceiling, the walls were adorned with posters of suggestive and erotic artwork, each piece more provocative than the last. Nude sculptures were placed strategically throughout the house, their voluptuous curves and seductive poses beckoning guests from every corner. 
 
    Reece's skin crawled at the extent of it. No mother would feel comfortable visiting her son in a home decorated like this.  
 
    Yet, considering the killer targeted females, Alexander's mother could very well be out of the picture. Reece pushed the ick-factor aside, focusing on the task at hand. 
 
    She and Ethan split up to search the house, leaving nothing unturned. The place was surprisingly clean and organized.  
 
    The first place she headed was the three-car garage. But something in the living room caught her eye on the way there. A large book sat front and center on a coffee table with big bold words on the front: Poker Strategies.  
 
    She noticed something behind the glass cabinet doors on the TV stand, moving to them and opening them. Inside she found a few different sets of poker chips and multiple decks of playing cards. 
 
    She immediately remembered Sandy talking about the poker games at Galaxsea—but he hadn't given her Alexander's name as being there that night. And yet she knew Alexander had at least been there once.  
 
    Coincidence? 
 
    Reece immediately dialed Galaxsea's number, asking for Sandy. He confirmed that Alexander was, in fact, a usual member of the high-stakes games, but had not been present the night of Beverly Griffin's murder. 
 
    I'm finally getting somewhere. 
 
    Reece heard Ethan rummaging through various items in a back bedroom or office as she continued to the garage. 
 
    The garage was lit by a single yellow bulb, the scent of oil reminding her of the machine shop and making her queasy.  
 
    A motorcycle sat inside, but other than that, there were no other vehicles—and no SUV. 
 
    She began examining the tools and equipment that lined the walls, her eyes scanning every inch of the space in search of any clue that could definitively link Alexander to the heinous crimes. 
 
    Her eyes were drawn to a few dusty boxes tucked away in a corner. She approached them, carefully opening them one by one.  
 
    In the last box, she found a collection of high school trophies and ribbons. They were accolades from swim and track teams, evidence of Alexander's athletic prowess. 
 
    As she sifted through the memorabilia, she noticed a worn, leather-bound book at the bottom of the box. The journal seemed out of place among the trophies, as if it held secrets that were not meant to be discovered. Reece hesitated for a moment, then picked it up and began to read. 
 
    Alexander's words came to life on the page, painting a vivid picture of his tumultuous relationship with his mother. Two journal entries, in particular, caught Reece's eye: 
 
      
 
      
 
    April 5, 2004 
 
      
 
    Mom went off on another one of her rants today. I brought Emily home to meet her, and Mom lost her shit. She called Emily a slut and told me that all girls are the same—just out to use me for my money or whatever. I don't get it. Why can't she just let me be happy? 
 
      
 
    June 30, 2005 
 
      
 
    Mom laid down some new "rules" today. She said I can bang whoever I want, as long as I don't fall in love with them. She thinks love is a weakness, some kind of disease that'll ruin my life. I don't understand her at all. Sometimes I wonder if she even knows what love is. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Reece felt a chill run down her spine as she read the entries. The twisted relationship between Alexander and his mother was beginning to reveal itself. She continued reading, her skin prickling as she turned to the next entry: 
 
      
 
      
 
    October 17, 2005 
 
      
 
    I turned 18 today, and guess what? Mom's gift was…unbelievable. She got me a hotass prostitute. Said it's time for me to learn how to "treat women right." I can't believe she'd do that. What kind of mother does that for her son? I feel so messed up right now. But it did feel good. I'm just confused. Maybe she's right. Or maybe all women are simply retarded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Reece's hands shook as she read the journal entries. The dark, twisted world of Alexander and his mother was beginning to unfold before her. 
 
    Reece carefully placed the journal in an evidence bag.  
 
    Then she took a long, deep breath. 
 
    Wow. 
 
    Suddenly, the light in the garage went out, plunging her into darkness. She could hear the hum of the air-conditioner fan outside abruptly cease. Reece knew what had just happened: the power had gone out.  
 
    She blinked, her eyes struggling to adjust to the sudden change, her senses on high alert, adrenaline surging through her veins like liquid fire. 
 
    Without warning, the door that led from the garage to the backyard began to open, and a shaft of light pierced the darkness, revealing the silhouette of a woman standing at the entrance. The woman spotted Reece in the back corner, her hand instantly digging into her purse, producing a knife—the blade a very real, tangible threat.  
 
    The light caught the steel, glinting menacingly just before the door shut behind the woman, enveloping them both in darkness once more. 
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    "DROP THE KNIFE!" Reece shouted, her voice echoing in the confined space. "I'm Detective Reece Cannon with the sheriff's department!" 
 
    Reece couldn't see anything. The woman didn't say a word. Nor did she drop anything. 
 
    Then the door leading from the house into the garage flew open, and Ethan burst into the garage, flashlight in hand. The beam of light illuminated the tense scene, casting stark shadows on the walls. Ethan, clad in his sheriff's uniform, looked from Reece to the woman, his expression hardening. 
 
    "Ma'am, I'm Deputy Ethan Wilson," he said, his voice firm. "Please drop the knife and put your hands up." 
 
    The woman's defiance waned as she registered the authority in Ethan's voice and his uniform. She glanced at Reece, her eyes flickering with confusion. With a resigned sigh, she let the knife fall to the floor and slowly raised her hands, her gaze never leaving the detective. 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    Reece, Ethan, and the woman—whose name was Lorraine—had made their way into the living room. The erotic artwork that adorned the walls cast an unsettling vibe over the room, making the situation all the more awkward. Lorraine's husband, also Alexander's father, Harold, apparently had been waiting outside in a car, and Ethan had brought him in as well.  
 
    Reece had also found the electrical breaker box and restored power to the home. Neither Lorraine nor Harold claimed to have any knowledge about why the breaker had been tripped—or purposefully flipped off. 
 
    The couple now sat on the plush, leather couch. Harold appeared to be a thin, timid man with a gray mustache and glasses perched on the edge of his nose. 
 
    "What is going on here?" Lorraine demanded, her voice sharp and accusatory. "Why are you in my son's house? What gives you the right?" 
 
    Harold stole a nervous look at his wife before glancing around the room and avoiding eye contact with the deputies. 
 
    Reece met Lorraine's icy gaze, her voice steady and authoritative. "We have a search warrant, ma'am. We're investigating a series of murders, and we believe your son, Alexander, may be involved." 
 
    Lorraine's eyes widened in disbelief, her husband's face contorting with shock. 
 
    "You're insane," Lorraine scoffed, her voice rising in volume. "My Alexander would never do such a thing!" 
 
    "Actually, Lorraine," Harold started, "I think we should—" 
 
    "Be quiet, Harold!" Lorraine snapped, her gaze never leaving Reece. "Our son is a good boy, Detective. He's never been in trouble with the law, and he's certainly not capable of doing the things you're accusing him of." 
 
    Reece glanced at the provocative artwork that surrounded them, the contrast between the images and Lorraine's words highlighting the disturbing nature of the situation. She thought of the journal entries she had read in the garage, the twisted relationship between mother and son laid bare. 
 
    "Mrs. Wells," Reece said, her tone softening. "We found some disturbing information in Alexander's journal. It seems that you've had a complicated relationship with your son. We believe that might be connected to our investigation." 
 
    Lorraine's face flushed with anger and embarrassment, her mouth opening and closing as if she were searching for words to defend herself. Her husband looked away, almost as if, Reece thought, that he wasn't permitted to speak on this matter. 
 
    "I've always done what I thought was best for my son," Lorraine finally whispered, her voice cracking. 
 
    Reece studied Lorraine, her eyes searching for any hint of deception. The investigation had taken a dark and twisted turn, and the history behind the murders seemed more complex and disturbing than Reece could have ever imagined.  
 
    "Even though I don't understand your…efforts, Mrs. Wells," Reece said, attempting to keep the conversation on track, "I have to explore all leads, and there's some evidence that points to Alexander." 
 
    Lorraine's eyes narrowed, her grip tightening on the armrest of the couch. "What kind of evidence? It must be a mistake." 
 
    Reece hesitated, weighing her words carefully. "Well, we've discovered a connection between Alexander and some of the victims." 
 
    "I don't believe it," Lorraine insisted, her voice shaking with anger. "You must have the wrong person!" 
 
    "Actually," Harold interjected once more, "I remember a time when Alex seemed—" 
 
    "Harold!" Lorraine shouted, turning her full attention to her husband. "I've told you to keep quiet. This is none of your business." 
 
    "But, Lorraine, if there's any chance—" 
 
    "No!" she interrupted. "This is absurd. Our Alexander is innocent. You have no right to come into his home and accuse him of such heinous acts." 
 
    "Mrs. Wells, I'm just trying to get to the truth," Reece explained. "If Alexander is innocent, then I want to clear his name as much as you do. But I need your cooperation to do that." 
 
    Lorraine huffed, clearly irritated. "Fine. But I'm telling you, you're wasting your time. My son is not a murderer." 
 
    Throughout the interview, Reece continued to probe, searching for any information that might help her understand Alexander's motivations. But the mother remained steadfast in her defense, shutting down any line of questioning that suggested her son might be involved in anything untoward. 
 
    She stated that the reason she and her husband were at Alexander's home was to drop off groceries. Reece confirmed that there were, in fact, groceries sitting by the same door Lorraine had entered, corroborating that aspect of her story.  
 
    Lorraine further claimed Alexander had left the back door open for her to bring them by. 
 
    Throughout the conversation, the dynamic between the parents remained the same, with Lorraine dominating the conversation and Harold shrinking into the background. Though the dialogue provided little concrete evidence, it revealed much about the relationships within the Wells household and the environment in which Alexander had grown up.  
 
    The foundation of Alexander's life was a home where an overbearing, abusive mother had ruled the roost, and a submissive, fearful father had been unable to protect his son from her wrath. 
 
    While Reece conducted the interview, Ethan had finished searching the home, finding nothing else pertinent to the investigation. 
 
    However, before departing ways, Lorraine's demeanor shifted. Her eyes narrowed as if she had a plan. 
 
    "Detective Cannon," Lorraine began, her voice dripping with condescension. "I can see you're determined to pin this on my son, but maybe you should broaden your horizons a bit. You're only seeing what you want to see." 
 
    Lorraine's patronizing tone was annoying but Reece tried not to let it show. "And what is it that I'm missing, Mrs. Wells?" 
 
    Lorraine leaned back, her eyes scanning Reece as if sizing her up. "You know, Detective, I've dealt with people like you before. Always so sure of themselves, never willing to admit when they're wrong. It's a dangerous mindset, don't you think?" 
 
    Reece clenched her jaw, refusing to take the bait. "I'm here to get to the truth, Mrs. Wells. That's all that matters to me." 
 
    Lorraine leaned in closer, her eyes locked on Reece's. "Oh, I understand that, Detective. But the problem is, you've already made up your mind. You see a twisted, disturbed young man in my son, and you're ignoring everything else that might point you in a different direction." 
 
    Reece could feel Lorraine trying to worm her way into Reece's mind. "If you have any information that could help our investigation, I'd be happy to hear it." 
 
    Lorraine smirked and produced her phone. With a few swipes, she brought up a photo and thrust it towards Reece. "My son sent me this picture while he was on vacation. Take a look." 
 
    It was a picture of Alexander—and Jacob, his friend from the strip club—with two women on a beach in bikinis. The men's arms were wrapped around them possessively, smug grins plastered across their faces. The background suggested an exotic location with crystal-clear water and palm trees. 
 
    "You see, Detective, if you really want to find the culprit, you should be investigating Jacob. He's the lowlife loser who my son works with." 
 
    "Jacob works at Affluent Alliance Group with Alexander?" Reece asked, her ears perked. 
 
    Lorraine rolled her eyes, her voice dripping with sarcasm. "Some detective you are. They've been best friends since they were boys." 
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    ALEXANDER'S PARENTS had driven off, and Ethan was on his way to the station with the evidence bag. Reece now sat alone in her Jeep.  
 
    She picked up the phone and dialed the number for Affluent Alliance Group for the third time in one day. The receptionist informed her that Jacob had left for the day but would be back tomorrow. 
 
    Reece's gut told her that Jacob Hayes was a crucial piece of the puzzle, regardless of Lorraine's attempted manipulations. 
 
    Well, supposedly he went home for the day, right? 
 
    I should go pay him a visit. 
 
    Before leaving Alexander's, she texted the vacation picture of him and Jacob—which she had requested Lorraine send to her—over to Shanahan, asking him to run a facial recognition program on the two women. 
 
    Shanahan called her only a few seconds after she had sent the message. 
 
    "I found something you'll want to hear," he said. "I dug into that Facebook group, the misogynistic one. Not only is Alexander a frequent contributor, but Jacob's also associated with them." 
 
    Reece listened intently to Shanahan's discovery. "Tell me more." 
 
    "The men in this group, including Alexander, openly boasted about their sexual conquests, as you know. Their nickname for themselves: The Brotherhood of Disdain." 
 
    "Disgusting," Reece muttered under her breath. 
 
    Shanahan nodded in agreement. "It gets worse. I found a post that Alexander wrote about Jacob's mom. It's derogatory and degrading. He mentions that she was a real slut, and that all sluts should be put in their place." 
 
    Reece clenched her fists, her anger rising. "And Jacob? What did he say about it?" 
 
    "Jacob 'liked' the post," Shanahan replied. Then: "Facial recognition's complete. Let me check here… Both women are still alive. They live up in Phoenix." 
 
    To Reece's relief, the women were still alive, leading their own lives far from the twisted events that had brought her to this point. 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    Reece parked her Jeep a few houses down from Jacob's place. The sun was setting, casting long shadows across the quiet street. Jacob's house was near Alexander's and also somewhat similar in appearance. 
 
    At the front door she knocked. No answer. She knocked again and rang the doorbell. It didn't appear that Jacob was home. 
 
    She looked through a narrow window by the door, her eyes scanning for any signs of movement inside. She knew what she wanted to do even though she shouldn't—she came here without a warrant. 
 
    To her surprise, her phone buzzed in her pocket—it was Shanahan, again. 
 
    "Guess who just showed up to the station?" he asked, as though some great lead had just fallen on his lap. 
 
    "Jacob?" 
 
    "His father. And the man looks mighty stressed out, Reece." 
 
    "Tell him I'm at his son's home and no one is here. Ask him for Jacob's number so I can get him to meet me here." 
 
    "He—his name is Ronald, FYI—already stated he can't get ahold of his son. But let me tell him what you're trying to do and see what he says." 
 
    A few seconds later, Shanahan spoke again. "Ronald is heading to you right now. He says he has a key to Jacob's house and he'll let you in. And he wants to talk." 
 
    When Ronald Hayes arrived, he practically jumped out of his blue Mustang, speed walking towards Reece. 
 
    Mr. Hayes was a bit older and looked non-threatening, but the circumstances of earlier—not to mention the fact that the clock kept ticking and another day was coming to an end—had her on edge.  
 
    She forced her voice to remain professional as she introduced herself, then asking cautiously, "So…what's going on Mr. Hayes? Are you looking for your son?" 
 
    Ronald continued, his voice trembling slightly, "Yes…and no." Then: "I saw the news about the killer. It's all over the place. And…"—Reece watched his eyes turn moist—"and…and I overheard a phone conversation between my son and Alexander yesterday when Jacob visited me. They were talking about things that sounded like they could be related to what was on the news—a machine shop…and the equipment inside."  
 
    A jolt of discomfort shot through Reece at the mention of the machine shop. "Perhaps we can step inside?" she interjected. 
 
    "Yes, yes, of course." He pulled a key ring from his pocket, using one of the keys to unlock the front door. He stepped through first, then holding the door open for Reece to enter. 
 
    The floors were spotless, and there was a faint scent of lemon in the air. No erotic imagery that Reece could see as of yet. 
 
    She registered that her hands had instinctively balled into fists after the mention of the machine shop. She tried to focus on the air-conditioned atmosphere of the home, the cool air grounding her. 
 
    Ronald's voice rose emphatically as they entered. "But Jacob—he kept saying things like, 'you should stop,' and 'no more.' Stuff like that. Jacob is innocent!" he pleaded. "I swear it. I know it!" 
 
    "And you're telling me this because…?" Reece prompted, studying the older man carefully. 
 
    "Because if Alexander's a murderer…" Ronald replied, "he has to be stopped! I mean, that's why you're here, right? And my son—if Alexander is the killer, what about my Jacob?—what if he's next?" 
 
    "Can you tell me more about what you overheard?" 
 
    "Well," he began, "I couldn't make out all the details, but, like I said, they mentioned a machine shop. I heard something about a saw and a chain too."  
 
    Reece had to tread carefully. She couldn't take everything Ronald said at face value; he could be lying or manipulating her to throw her off the trail. But if his story was true, he could be a valuable ally. 
 
    "Okay, Mr. Hayes," Reece said cautiously, "I want to help you, but I need you to help me, too. Tell me everything you know about Alexander Wells and your son."
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    REECE KNEW EXACTLY what she wanted out of Ronald Hayes, but he probably didn't know—or remember—it yet.  
 
    She wanted to set a trap for Alexander. 
 
    Reece opened the two recent case files of Judge Jennings and politician Beverly Griffin. Ronald Hayes, an unlikely ally, sat beside her at the station with a cup of semi-stale break-room coffee, the smell filling the silence between them. 
 
    Reece glanced from the files to Ronald. "Is there anything in here that you think I've missed? Something I haven't been able to see?" 
 
    Ronald scanned the documents before him, taking a few minutes to read through everything.  
 
    "I don't…I don't see anything, either." He sighed. "I'm sorry." Then: "It's crazy, I hang out with my son and Alexander all the time to catch the baseball games on ESPN. I've always known Alexander is a little…well, eccentric about certain ahem things, but I wouldn't have guessed he was a serial killer." 
 
    "So, you've never seen Alexander or Jacob driving an SUV?" 
 
    "No, I can't say I have. Alexander drives a BMW convertible and a motorcycle that he loves to death. Jacob owns a Camaro." 
 
    Reece hadn't expected Ronald to see anything she hadn't. The hope was there, sure, but he had seemed in the dark about any specifics from the get-go. Rather, for her plan of attack—her offense, so-to-speak—she wanted insight into his personality, maybe something he had said offhandedly. Watching "baseball games" was a start. 
 
    "Why don't you just tell me about Alexander, Mr. Hayes. About anything."  
 
    Ronald took a sip of his coffee. "You know, I've known that little shit since he was small," he continued, a faraway look in his eyes. "It was a summer day, years ago, when Alexander and Jacob were just twelve years old. The boys were inseparable back then, and I remember them always riding their bikes around the neighborhood, getting into all sorts of mischief. One day, they decided to have a little competition to see who could make the most money in a single day." 
 
    Reece raised an eyebrow, intrigued. "Go on." 
 
    "Well, Jacob decided to set up a lemonade stand, like any normal kid would. He worked hard, squeezing lemons and mixing the drink just right. He even made little signs to advertise his business. It was all very sweet and innocent." 
 
    "I'm guessing it didn't stay that way," Reece replied. 
 
    "Yeah, well, Alexander has a mind of his own," Ronald continued, his expression darkening. "He had a different plan. He knew an old woman down the street—I don't remember her name anymore—she'd been struggling to keep her flower garden alive during a recent drought. So, he offered to water her flowers for a fee. But here's the thing—he rigged her hose, puncturing a bunch of holes in it so the water would leak out before it reached the plants. I only remember because it was so strange. He could've just kept the water on low or something. But he damaged her hose." 
 
    Reece frowned. "What happened next?" 
 
    "Alexander would water the garden for a few minutes, but the plants never got enough water. He'd tell the woman that they'd need more water the next day, and he'd charge her again. This went on for days, and the poor woman was none the wiser. Meanwhile, Jacob's lemonade stand barely made a few dollars. And Alexander raked in the cash." 
 
    "Wow," Reece mouthed. 
 
    "But the worst part," Ronald continued, "was how Alexander manipulated Jacob. He convinced him that his lemonade stand was a failure and that the only way to make money was by joining forces with him. Jacob went right along with it. He didn't realize he was being used." 
 
    Reece looked at Ronald sympathetically. "That must have been hard for you to watch." 
 
    He sighed. "Well, I didn't know until it was all said and done, and Jacob told me the details a few weeks later, and I put two and two together. I just chalked it up to kids being kids." 
 
    Reece's eyes narrowed, taking in the implications of the story. "It's possible Alexander is still manipulating Jacob now, even after all these years." 
 
    Ronald nodded gravely. "But I'm telling you, Detective—there is no way Jacob would be a part of killing these women." 
 
    Reece looked up as Lieutenant Shanahan walked over, joining them at her desk. He grabbed a spare chair from nearby and plopped down in it, facing Ronald. 
 
    "I'm sorry you have the misfortune of being the father of the suspected serial killer's best friend," Shanahan said respectfully. "We appreciate you coming down here." 
 
    "Any luck finding either of them, yet?" Ronald asked him. 
 
    Shanahan frowned. "So far, nada. It's like they both disappeared off the face of the earth." He shook his head in disappointment, then turning to Reece. "What about you? Finding anything out?" 
 
    "A little. I have an idea of what to do next," she answered. "I want to craft our own plan of attack—a trap for him. I want to create a situation that would appeal to his twisted desires." 
 
    "What about during the baseball games, Mr. Hayes, when you were all sitting together and talking, you know, guy stuff. Don't worry, I won't get offended. This is way bigger than that."  
 
    "Maybe this could help," he said. "As you've already deduced, Alexander has always been drawn to women with power and influence. He's constantly reading about them, watching interviews, obsessing over their lives. There's one woman in particular he mentioned at the last game we watched…Senator Patricia Winters. He talked about some things hew ahem wanted to do to her. I was half-drunk at the time and just"—suddenly he squeezed his eyes shut—"I'm so sorry…I just laughed it off." 
 
    Shanahan scribbled the name down.  
 
    Reece's eyes narrowed. "Perfect. She's a high-profile target and a one-up from Representative Griffin. We can create an event, lure Alexander in, and then take him down. We'll appeal to his need for domination and control." 
 
    Shanahan raised an eyebrow, clearly skeptical. "And how exactly do we do this? It's not like we can use a senator as bait." 
 
    "We'll need to involve Senator Winters," Reece said, "but not the real one. We use a lookalike, an actress or a body double, someone who can convincingly play the part." 
 
    "You know," Shanahan chimed in, "there's a high-profile event coming up on July 31st. It's a charity gala hosted by Catherine Devereaux, a wealthy socialite and philanthropist. She's well-known for her work empowering women and fighting for their rights. If we have the lookalike attend the gala, we don't even need to stage a fake event. It'll look completely real, because, well, it is." 
 
    "But if we're wrong?" Ronald suggested.  
 
    "Or Catherine says no to letting us crash her party?" Shanahan added. 
 
    "Do we have any other good options?" Reece asked. 
 
    No one said anything. 
 
    "If Catherine is anything like the person she projects to the media, she'll most likely go along with all this," Reece stated. "I'll talk with her and let her know the stakes. Knowing the killer's MO, he won't try anything at the event itself, anyway. He'll wait until the Senator Winters lookalike is alone, afterwards."
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    THE PLAN WAS AS AUDACIOUS as it was meticulously detailed. They would use the charity gala as a stage for their trap. During the gala, the lookalike would give a speech about female empowerment, designed to draw Alexander's attention and provoke him into making a move. 
 
    Shanahan described how they would monitor the situation closely and have backup ready to move in at a moment's notice. "We can't afford any mistakes," he said firmly. 
 
    Reece and Shanahan spent hours discussing the details of the trap, painstakingly crafting every aspect of the underground event. They hired a talented actress, Marissa Vale, to play the part of Senator Winters, coaching her on the mannerisms and speech patterns she would need to mimic.  
 
    Also, Reece spoke with Catherine Devereaux by phone, and received an enthusiastic "Hell yes" from her, especially after mentioning the media exposure she'd get for helping to catch the notorious killer. 
 
    As the night of July 31st approached, Reece went over their plan repeatedly, ensuring that every detail was accounted for. The trap was set, and all she could do now was wait. 
 
    The night of the event, hidden cameras were installed, and a heavily armed SWAT team was stationed nearby, ready to move in at the first sign of trouble.  
 
    As the night wore on, the skies grew darker and more ominous. The first signs of an impending monsoon appeared.  
 
    Because Reece had previously anticipated the possibility of inclement weather, the SWAT team was prepared to adapt their positions as needed to maintain their surveillance. 
 
    Inside the gala, Marissa, dressed as Senator Winters, played her part to perfection, drawing the attention of the room as she entered the lavishly decorated event space. 
 
    Reece and Shanahan, posing as guests, watched the scene unfold from the back of the main room, their eyes scanning the large gathering of attendees for any sign of Alexander or Jacob. It was crowded; more people had showed than expected due to "Senator Winter's" impromptu speech. 
 
    Then, when the Senator Winters lookalike began her oration, Reece saw him. 
 
    She caught sight of Alexander first, anticipation rippling through her as she discreetly signaled to Shanahan. Interestingly, Alexander appeared indifferent with the lookalike and her speech, uninterested in the bait. 
 
    Jacob was still nowhere to be seen.  
 
    Thunder cracked outside, so loudly the guests inside the gala noticeably glanced at each other in awe and surprise. It was then that Alexander vanished within the large crowd, leaving Reece momentarily bewildered. 
 
    Reece's instincts were on high alert as she scanned the room for any sign of him. She watched as Catherine, the host, slipped away into a back hallway. Reece assumed she was stepping outside for a quick cigarette break, not wanting to flaunt her habit in front of her guests.  
 
    Nonetheless, Reece's instincts flared at the thought of Catherine going off alone. Reece immediately followed her.  
 
    She signaled to Shanahan that she was checking out the back. He nodded but stayed put, which made perfect sense due to the Senator Winters lookalike being the most likely target. 
 
    Previously, Reece and Shanahan had meticulously planned the elaborate trap, leaving no stone unturned. They had mapped out the event venue, identified potential escape routes, and positioned the SWAT team to cover all possible angles. Reece knew the team was well-prepared, taking into account every conceivable scenario. 
 
    She followed the route Catherine took, leading her to a courtyard. Outside, the monsoon was in effect, the wind howling and whipping around the building. Dust swirled in the air with the driving rain, creating a haze that reduced visibility to almost nothing, making it impossible to maintain a clear line of sight.   
 
    Sometimes, even the most carefully laid plans can be foiled by the unpredictable forces of nature. 
 
    Reece had one blaring thought: Did Alexander note of the deteriorating weather conditions and realize the storm could provide him cover at this very moment—and then change his intended target? 
 
    Catherine had stepped outside into the courtyard for her cigarette, currently under a ramada, seemingly determined to have her moment of respite. 
 
    And then, sure enough, Reece spotted Alexander out there as well, walking around the side of the building. Reece yelled to him, the sound of her voice nearly drowned out by the howling wind. 
 
    Alexander's head instantly turned. He looked directly at Reece and immediately fled. 
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    REECE RADIOED FOR BACKUP and began chasing Alexander through the labyrinth of alleys and surrounding buildings. The rain and dust blurred her vision as she pursued him, and temporarily lost sight of him.  
 
    She could hear the SWAT team on the radio calling to each other to split up in different directions. Half of the team was ordered to stay behind at the gala for the same reason Shanahan had, in the event they were wrong about Alexander being the killer. 
 
    A few minutes later, Reece caught another glimpse of Alexander. He was running towards an area where a sprawling greenhouse complex stood. 
 
    The complex was a marvel of horticultural engineering, a series of interconnected glass and steel structures that housed a vast collection of rare and exotic plants. Reece had never been inside, but imagined the complex layout, the dense foliage, and the absence of lighting would provide Alexander the perfect place to hide and evade capture. 
 
    She wasn't about to let that happen. 
 
    When Alexander slipped inside the entrance, Reece updated SWAT, but it would be a minute or two before the closest team members arrived. Splitting up in a circular manner caused them to be farther away from Reece than even before at the gala. Knowing she couldn't afford to wait, she continued her pursuit into the heart of the greenhouse. 
 
    Once inside, Reece found herself enveloped in a world of lush greenery, the air thick with the scent of damp earth and fragrant blossoms. The rain pattered against the glass panes above, and lightning flashed, casting a kaleidoscope of shimmering patterns across the floor. It was a disorienting and surreal environment. 
 
    As she pressed deeper inside, she managed to maintain contact with her team through her radio, albeit with some difficulty due to the storm. 
 
    Reece moved through the verdant maze, brushing past a tangle of vines and leaves, her senses heightened and alert for any sign of Alexander. 
 
    Moments later she found him. 
 
    Alexander stood in a clearing dominated by a colossal, ancient-looking tree, its gnarled roots and twisted branches seeming to reach out for him. The dim light filtering through the glass ceiling cast sinister shadows across his face, giving him an almost demonic appearance. 
 
    Reece wasted no time approaching him, her gun aimed squarely at his chest. The sound of her footsteps echoed through the big room, announcing her presence. 
 
    "Alexander!" she yelled. "It's over!"  
 
    She saw panic in his eyes. 
 
    "You're not getting away this time," she declared. "No tricks, no traps. Nothing here is gonna help you. And I'm gonna make what's left of your life a living hell until you confess to every single thing you did." 
 
    Surprisingly, Alexander's voice was filled with desperation, his composure slipping. "No, you don't understand! I'm not the one who's been stealing the money. It's not just me!" 
 
    "Money?" Reece asked, suddenly perplexed. "What money? Who else is involved?" 
 
    He hesitated, glancing around nervously. "I can't...I can't tell you." 
 
    Reece's grip on her gun tightened. "You're already facing life in prison, Alexander. Or worse. Your life is over either way. But if there's someone else—who?—Jacob Hayes? 
 
    For a moment, Alexander seemed to be weighing his options. But then his eyes locked onto something behind Reece, and the fear that flashed across his face made her muscles tense. 
 
    "Too late," he whispered, and suddenly he was off, sprinting deeper into the greenhouse. 
 
    Reece spun around, her gun up, looking for whatever or whoever Alexander spotted.  
 
    No one was there.  
 
    She cursed under her breath and again gave chase, her mind racing with the implications of Alexander's confession. 
 
    Reece followed the sound of his footsteps into another large room full of plants and fake rock walls.  
 
    She wasn't prepared for what she heard next. 
 
    Jacob Hayes, Ronald's son, stood there dressed in sweats and wearing a backpack, confronting Alexander, his words laden with venom.  
 
    Reece paused, knowing SWAT would arrive any minute. She hid among the dense foliage, watching and listening. 
 
    "You're pathetic, Alexander," Jacob spat. "You were always a weak loser, and now you've proven it. You let that slut detective corner you." 
 
    Alexander tried to defend himself. "I...I had no choice. She was right on my tail. I couldn't escape." 
 
    "Oh, please," Jacob scoffed, his voice dripping with disdain. "She wouldn't have anything on you if you didn't run off like a little bitch. You've always crumbled under pressure. It's no wonder you were never the brains behind this operation." 
 
    Reece's ears perked up at Jacob's words, her mind a flurry. She'd suspected that Jacob might've been involved despite Ronald's assertions, but to hear it confirmed so blatantly shocked her. 
 
    And what was in the backpack Jacob was wearing? 
 
    And what 'money'? 
 
    Alexander's voice cracked as he spoke, seemingly desperate to salvage some shred of dignity. "I did everything you asked, Jacob. I followed your orders and I never questioned you. All I ever wanted was to be part of something bigger." 
 
    Jacob sneered at him, his expression cold and unfeeling. "You were a pawn, Alexander. Nothing more. And now you're a liability." 
 
    Reece watched in horror as Jacob pulled a gun from his waist, leveling it at Alexander's head. Before she had a chance to do anything, the gunshot rang out, echoing through the greenhouse like a monsoon's clap of thunder. Alexander crumpled to the ground, lifeless, as Jacob stood over him, the gun still smoking in his hand. 
 
    Reece struggled to process what she had just witnessed, her mind reeling. She needed to apprehend Jacob, and she needed answers. What kind of twisted operation was she dealing with, and how deep did it go? 
 
    She pulled out her Glock and yelled, "Drop it! Do it now!" 
 
    But Jacob turned and jumped off the walkway he was on to an area lower down. Reece fired a shot after him, but gravity had already taken him into the darkness below. 
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    REECE BURST INTO ACTION, tearing after Jacob Hayes, her focus solely on apprehending the man who had just executed Alexander in cold blood. He was far more dangerous than she had initially thought. 
 
    As she darted after him, she yelled into her radio, "Jacob Hayes just murdered Alexander Wells! I'm in pursuit now!" 
 
    Reece could hear Jacob's footsteps echoing through the humid, glass-enclosed space. As she leaped off the walkway after him, landing about four feet below, she found herself in an arboretum filled with tropical fruit trees. Jacob scrambled ahead of her into a narrow, humid, fog-filled corridor lined with towering shelves of potted ferns. The visibility was minimal and she slowed her sprint.  
 
    As Reece entered the corridor, Jacob hurled a massive pitcher plant in her direction. The plant smashed against a nearby wall. Its sticky, sweet-smelling nectar spilled over the floor, creating a slick surface. Reece skidded, barely keeping her balance.  
 
    Jacob toppled one of the shelves, sending a cascade of soil, plants, and ceramic shards crashing down towards her. She stumbled to the side, narrowly avoiding being hit by the avalanche of debris. 
 
    Next, Reece followed him into a room filled with towering cacti. Jacob grabbed a small pot with a long, spiny cactus growing in it, and swung it like a club at Reece's head. She launched herself backwards, landing on the floor on her back, immediately aiming her gun at Jacob's retreating form. She squeezed off a shot, but it went wide, embedding itself in a nearby saguaro. She sprang to her feet. 
 
    Reece almost couldn't believe so much had happened in the span of less than a single minute. 
 
    Where the hell is backup!? 
 
    As they entered a large atrium filled with hanging air plants, their confrontation reached its breaking point. Jacob, seemingly cornered in there, spun around with his gun raised. 
 
    Quick footed and only a couple feet behind him, Reece gritted her teeth and charged, delivering a powerful punch to his jaw while lunging. The force of the blow knocked him off balance, and he stumbled backward, his gun firing upwards. The sound of glass breaking could be heard above.  
 
    He managed to land an elbow in her face, causing her to stumble sideways. In an instant, Jacob aimed his gun at her head.  
 
    But Reece had not come this far only to be stopped now. With lightning-fast reflexes, she kicked upward, knocking the weapon from his hand. It skittered across the floor, disappearing into the darkness. 
 
    It was then that Jacob revealed his trump card. He whipped out a Molotov cocktail from his backpack, the glass bottle smelling like a volatile mix of gasoline and oil. He lit the rag stuffed into the neck of the bottle. It caught fire in the blink of an eye, the flames casting ghostly shadows on his face. 
 
    Reece’s eyes widened in horror as Jacob hurled the makeshift weapon straight at her. She leaped away, diving to the ground, but the bottle shattered upon impact, showering the room with glass shards and flames. A chunk of glass impaled the side of her stomach, the heat from the fire searing her flesh. She screamed in agony. 
 
    As the flames engulfed the room, Reece fought to remain aware. She reached for her stomach but couldn't tell how bad she'd been hit because her shirt had already been soaked from the rain.  
 
    But when she looked down, she knew. The flames created enough light for her to see the red wetness rapidly spreading. Her lightheadedness became worse. 
 
    Jacob disappeared from the room, and Reece tried to follow. But instead of a sprint, she could only stumble. It didn't take a genius to know he was getting away. 
 
    Reece searched for an exit sign, spotting the glowing red letters on the far side of the cacti room. She headed there, reaching the door and pushing her way outside. The monsoon had let up, and only the humidity and wet ground remained. 
 
    She reached for her side, blood seeping through her fingers. She heard the SWAT sirens nearby. 
 
    In her daze, only one thing—one person—came to mind. Selfish, perhaps, but it was real. 
 
    She fumbled for her phone, holding it in her hands. Her fingers trembled as she played an old voicemail. 
 
    "Reece, I found this amazing place for our weekend getaway. Trust me, it's perfect. Just us, a cozy cabin, and the wilderness. Can't wait to get away from it all. Love you." 
 
    As his sweet voice rang out like music, the vibrant colors of her life seemed to fade, leaving her in a monochromatic world devoid of light. 
 
    "I'm sorry," she murmured. Her breaths now came in shallow gasps, the shadows of her past swirling around her, a cacophony of memories and regrets. 
 
    Sirens wailed in the distance as her vision blurred. She felt for her radio, but it must've fallen inside. It was gone. 
 
    In the background, the voicemail played again, his voice a reminder of what she'd lost. 
 
    Her eyes slipped shut, her grip on reality faltering. The sound of the sirens seemed to exist at the end of a very long tunnel, moving farther and farther away. 
 
    And then…silence. 
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    REECE SLOWLY regained consciousness, her eyelids heavy and her body feeling like it was made of lead. She blinked several times, her vision blurry as she tried to focus on her surroundings. The faint beeping of machines and equipment told her she was in a hospital. She tried to sit up but was met with a jolt of pain that shot through her body, causing her to wince. 
 
    "Hey, hey, take it easy." Shanahan's voice reached her ears, soft and gentle. He was sitting at her bedside, his eyes filled with concern. "You've been through a lot." 
 
    Reece looked down to see an IV in her arm and her side bandaged up.  
 
    Shanahan gazed at her with concern. "Reece, the doctor told me about your injuries. He said you were lucky." 
 
    "Lucky? How so?" she asked, her voice raspy and weak. She didn't feel lucky. 
 
    "Well, for starters, your burns are only second-degree. They could've been much worse. The doctor said that your rain-soaked shirt actually protected you to some extent, preventing the fire from causing a greater severity," he explained, his relief evident. 
 
    Reece winced as she shifted, feeling the sting of the burns. "And my side? It hurts like hell." 
 
    "You lost a lot of blood. The doctor said that the glass shards caused significant damage to your abdomen. They had to stitch you up and give you a blood transfusion. But he also said you're incredibly strong, and he's impressed with how well you're doing considering the circumstances." 
 
    Reece sighed, feeling the significance of her injuries but also the determination to get back on her feet. "Well, I don't plan on staying down for long. There's still work to be done." 
 
    Despite her wounds, Reece's mind immediately went to the investigation. She needed to know what had happened after she'd been brought to the hospital. Her voice was hoarse as she asked Shanahan for an update. 
 
    Shanahan explained that Ronald had been at the sheriff's department all night, in the interrogation room, with tears streaming down his face. He couldn't hide his vulnerability. The interrogators had grilled him mercilessly, but his story hadn't changed, and he seemed genuinely unaware of any connection to the murders. 
 
    Shanahan explained that the sincerity in his voice had been powerful, leaving him and the team with no choice but to consider the possibility that Ronald was either an exceptional liar or genuinely in the dark. 
 
    Reece stared out the window, watching as the sun slowly rose above the horizon, painting the sky in orange hues. The beauty of the scene seemed to oppose the ugliness she had faced last night. 
 
    She suddenly recalled the money and operation that Alexander and Jacob had mentioned, then recounting her experience to Shanahan. He was just as clueless as she was. 
 
    "Even though Ronald may be genuinely wrecked by all of this, do you think there's still a chance he might be covering for his son?" Reece asked. 
 
    "Hard to say. But…he wouldn't be the first parent able to do that." 
 
    "Let's go visit him at his house. And check the garage too." 
 
    "You need to take it easy, Reece," Shanahan insisted. 
 
    "Do me a favor, Shan. Go get the closest nurse." 
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    AFTER TAKING A GANDER in the garage—no SUV—Reece and Shanahan sat with Ronald at his home in a room that was something like a cross between a study and a home library. The scent of old books filled the air, creating an atmosphere of quiet reflection as they delved into the past. 
 
    Ronald tearfully began to mention details of Jacob's routines when he was a kid, fond memories, and other details that didn't exactly pertain to Reece's investigation. But she listened closely, noting everything.  
 
    Unfortunately, Ronald didn't know of any hideouts or places Jacob consistently frequented. He didn't even know Jacob or Alexander had ever been to Galaxsea. 
 
    Ronald slumped in his chair, his face pale and drawn, seemingly unable to fathom that his own son was a murderer and possible serial killer. At various points in the conversation, he would pause, unable to speak for a few moments as he fought back emotion. 
 
    Reece asked him to reflect and think hard about any type of money operation or scheme that Jacob and Alexander had been involved in. He returned her question with a blank and confused stare. 
 
    During one of the lulls in the conversation, he looked up at Reece, his eyes rheumy and filled with sadness—but a different kind of sadness. A different look had taken over his waxy gaze. 
 
    "I have something else to tell you," he said quietly, his voice barely more than a whisper. "Maybe this is why I felt like coming to you before was so urgent…I don't know. I don't know anything anymore." 
 
    "Mr. Hayes?" Reece asked, listening closely. 
 
    "I…I've been diagnosed with lung cancer. The doctors say I don't have much time left." 
 
    Reece felt a sudden wave of sympathy for the man. The despair in his voice was unmistakable, and she could see that the burden of his illness and the situation with his son were taking a heavy toll on him. She reached out and placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. "I'm sorry to hear that, Mr. Hayes." 
 
    Reece could feel the warmth of his shoulder beneath her hand. He nodded at her, his gaze filled with gratitude. 
 
    He dried his eyes, then blinking away the emotions as though he had already processed the terminal diagnosis. But the action felt guarded. Reece could see that he actually hadn't.  
 
    He continued, still steadfast and adamant that Alexander was the "real" serial killer, "I don't want to leave this world knowing that Alexander's actions—and what my Jacob knew but hasn't done anything about—will be taken to the grave with me. I just want my son's name cleared. He's always been a good kid. I mean, if he killed the serial killer, then that's not all that bad, right!?" 
 
    "It certainly would prevent him from…the worst of convictions, yes." Reece didn't believe that was the truth of the matter, though. 
 
    "I'll help you in any way I can, Detective. I just want to make sure my son comes out safe. And free." 
 
    Reece didn't promise him anything, but she really hoped—for Ronald's sake—that he would find the peace he so desperately sought before it was too late. 
 
    But things weren't looking too good for Jacob Hayes. 
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    A COUPLE SLEEPLESS NIGHTS had passed, and Reece currently sat in her home office, stacks of case files and witness statements from different time periods—including a new riddle—laid spread out across her desk. A cup of chamomile tea sat atop one of the folders, the warmth and soothing smell helping her focus. 
 
    The new riddle read: 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the City of Brotherly Love, 
 
    where fifty-five souls did swear, 
 
    To sever chains and break the reign, 
 
    in the year of our despair. 
 
    Mark well the day when ink met page, 
 
    a testament of flame, 
 
    Add to it the count of fingers 
 
    these brave men could claim. 
 
      
 
    Solve this great puzzle, 
 
    seek the shadow I cast, 
 
    Find the date that I create, 
 
    and save a life that can't last. 
 
    Fear the moment, foretold in time, 
 
    when August's sun doth fall, 
 
    For then my thirst, relentless curse, 
 
    will heed the Reaper's call. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Reece had just opened the envelope the riddle had arrived in late last night after getting home. The City of Brotherly Love was a well-known reference to Philadelphia, and that immediately jogged her memory of Shanahan's prior guess regarding the signing of the Declaration of Independence, in reference to the previous riddle. 
 
    The killer was planning to kill again on August 2nd, the anniversary of the signing. 
 
    That worried Reece greatly. Today was August 2nd. 
 
    After personally hearing that submissive tone Alexander had used with Jacob before being murdered, Reece was now confident Alexander hadn't been the serial killer, at least not the main perpetrator. If he had, in fact, killed, he certainly wasn't the orchestrator behind the entire string of murders. That attitude of submissiveness didn't fit the profile of the killer she was chasing.  
 
    And yes, it annoyed Reece greatly to think that twisted ol' Lorraine's manipulative accusation may have held a shred of truth. 
 
    But Jacob—he had a dominant persona. Even in Galaxsea, he had told Alexander to leave Reece alone, and Alexander had submitted to his command even then. The whole thing seemed odd. 
 
    Reece dug deeper into Jacob's life, and the picture of a troubled young man with a dark family history began to emerge. 
 
    She uncovered a particularly disturbing detail in one of the police reports. Jacob's mother, Jeanette, had been absent from his life for years, leaving him to be raised by his father. But one fateful day, Jeanette had suddenly reappeared, high on crystal meth and consumed by rage. The police had been called to the Hayes residence to deal with a disturbance, and their report painted a harrowing scene. 
 
    Jeanette had shown up at Ronald's doorstep, her eyes wild and her speech barely intelligible. She'd screamed obscenities at her ex-lover, accusing him of raping her and destroying her life. 
 
    Reece paused on that line, wondering if there could be an element of truth to that. She picked up her cup and took a sip of tea, and kept reading. 
 
    Apparently, Jacob, only twelve years old at the time, had watched from the shadows as his mother lunged at his father, clawing at his face and tearing at his clothes. Ronald had tried to restrain her, but Jeanette had fought back with a surprising ferocity, powered by her drug-induced frenzy.  
 
    But her drug-addled rage had taken an even darker turn than Reece could have imagined. The scene described in the report sent shivers down her spine, and easily could've been a pivotal moment in Jacob's transformation into a killer. 
 
    In the twelve-year-old Jacob's words, as Jeanette screamed and lunged at Ronald, her eyes suddenly locked onto Jacob, who had been watching the altercation. Jeanette released her grip on Ronald and staggered towards her son, her hands outstretched like claws. 
 
    Reece shuddered. The report literally said like claws. 
 
    "You!" she hissed, "you should have never been born!" 
 
    Before Jacob could react, Jeanette's hands were wrapped around his throat, her fingers digging into his flesh.  
 
    Reece could only imagine her methamphetamine-fueled strength.  
 
    Jacob reported gasping for air as he tried to rip his mother's hands away, desperately trying to break free. 
 
    Reece almost dropped her cup of tea. Jacob had been choked around his neck. And the murder victims all had their throats slit. Coincidence? 
 
    Ronald allegedly lunged towards Jeanette, tackling her to the ground and prying her fingers from Jacob's throat. 
 
    The neighbors reported that the sounds of the chaos continued until the police finally arrived. As they handcuffed Jeanette and led her away, she continued to scream and curse, vowing revenge on Ronald and the son she had tried to kill. 
 
    Reece couldn't help but feel a pang of sympathy for Jacob as she read the disturbing account. It was clear that the traumatic events of that day had left a lasting impact on the young man, warping his mind and driving him down a dark and twisted path. But she also knew that understanding the root of any serial killer's passion might just hold the key to ending the attacks. 
 
    Reece leaned back in her chair, blinking a few times and reminding herself to breathe as she considered the implications of her discovery. She knew that she was getting closer to the truth—but was closer enough? Time was running out, fast. If she didn't stop Jacob tonight, another innocent life would be lost to his twisted crusade. 
 
    Then she had an odd idea. Jeanette's surname was listed as Harris. But where was Jeanette Harris now? She began searching, but the search results of living women by the name of Jeanette Harris produced images of women who were not her. 
 
    So she switched to death records. Again, no record fit the Jeanette Harris she was looking for.  
 
    Perhaps she later remarried. 
 
    Abandoning that idea for now, she sat back, thinking of any more avenues she might search.  
 
    What did Alexander mean when he said I'm not the one who's been stealing the money? 
 
    She glanced at the clock. The sun would be up soon.  
 
    It was high time she visit her old mentor, Michael Alderidge, the owner of Affluent Alliance Group. 
 
    If the two twisted friends, both investment brokers, had been stealing money in some sort of operation, the place where they both worked was a logical place to start. Maybe she would find a clue to Jacob's whereabouts within those walls. 
 
    Reece looked forward to getting some insight she could trust. And having had barely eaten in forty-eight hours, a good lunch with an old friend. 
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    REECE ARRIVED at the opulent restaurant, its rich tapestries and gilded decor making her feel as if she had stepped into another era. The soft glow of chandeliers illuminated the dining room, casting a warm, inviting light over the polished oak tables and plush velvet chairs. As she scanned the room, she spotted Michael Alderidge already seated at a corner table, his impeccably tailored suit and silver cufflinks a testament to his success. 
 
    He set down his sparkling water, removed the pristine napkin from his lap, and stood to give her a hug. 
 
    Reece silently winced from the pain in her side, but she didn't let it show. 
 
    "My little firecracker." He greeted her with a warm smile, his voice tinged with the refined accent of a man accustomed to luxury. "It's been far too long."  
 
    "It’s nice to see you again, Michael. I’m glad for an excuse to ask you to lunch. It’s has definitely been too long." 
 
    "Indeed, my dear. Ever since you struck gold, I’ve only heard good things about you." 
 
    Reece knew he referred to her detective's badge as gold. He'd always been extremely proud of her and her accomplishments. He believed in what she did. He believed in purpose. 
 
    "Are you having the usual?" Reece asked, glancing through the menu. 
 
    "It's Thursday, isn't it? I usually pull a switcheroo on Thursdays. Makes life a little more interesting, don’t you think?" Michael set the cloth napkin in the exact same spot, in the exact same position on his right thigh where it had been moments earlier. 
 
    "Thursdays, specifically?" Reece laughed. "So does that mean navy beans and steamed broccoli? Somehow you’re keeping your figure impeccable. I don’t think you’ve aged a day in the last ten years." 
 
    "Oh, quit with the flattery, Reece. You take after your father with that cajoling nonsense. I’m having the oysters and a side of potato wedges, aka french fries. I’m a sucker for anything I can douse in the 'secret sauce' this place makes." 
 
    "Oysters? You know we're in Tucson—the middle of the desert—right?" Reece folded the menu and set it down. 
 
    "This place has them flown in from the coast every Thursday afternoon in time for the weekend. They should be arriving as we speak. Knowledge is power—and in this case, a tasty treat that reminds me of sailing the ocean in my younger days." 
 
    "I think I’ll have the kale salad with an order of those french fries—and 'secret sauce.'" 
 
    "I think saying 'secret sauce' is just so lovely, don’t you?" 
 
     As they exchanged pleasantries, a discreet waiter approached their table, effortlessly blending into the scene with a grace born from years of practice. He took their orders with a polite nod, vanishing as quietly as he had arrived. 
 
    Not long after, Michael asked, "How’s your family?" 
 
    I knew he would ask. 
 
    Reece didn't want to open that can of worms right now, so she simply said, "Mom's good. Sister's good. But I'm afraid it's not just a social call, Michael. I wanted to meet because maybe you can help me with a different problem." 
 
    "Of course. You mentioned a couple of my employees over the phone?" 
 
    I need to ask you about Alexander Wells and Jacob Hayes. They both worked for your investment firm. 
 
    "Worked?—as in past tense?" His eyebrows rose. "That's news to me." 
 
    Reece took a breath and launched right into it. "Alexander was murdered two days ago…by Jacob. I've been investigating the recent serial killings, and Jacob is the prime suspect." 
 
    She paused, gauging Michael's reaction. He sat back in his chair, apparently stunned.  
 
    During that pause, the waiter returned, balancing a tray laden with steaming plates of exquisite cuisine. He placed their meals before them with practiced precision, inquiring if they needed anything else. Assured that they were content, he retreated once more, leaving them to their discussion. 
 
    Michael's face had remained a mixture of shock and disbelief since the moment Reece bombed him with the news.  
 
    "My god," he said, "I've read the headlines, but I never imagined it would hit so close to home." 
 
    "That's not all," Reece continued, her voice steady. "I need to know if you've noticed any money being funneled out of your firm, possibly by Alexander or Jacob." 
 
    Michael shook his head, his expression somber. "I haven't noticed anything out of the ordinary, but I'll look into it. This is dreadful news, Reece. Absolutely sickening. You know, I keep a close eye on my employees.”  
 
    Michael plunked a french fry into the secret sauce. “Honesty is important when dealing with millions of other people’s dollars. The last thing I need is a scandal that closes my doors—or worse—causes the Affluent name to go down the toilet.” He scooped a dollop of sauce up.  
 
    Reece decided to pick up a fry and try the secret sauce. Michael was right; it was really good. In between little tastings, she asked, "What do you know about Jacob Hayes' character? Was there anything that stood out about him?" 
 
    Michael considered the question as he took a slow sip of his sparkling water. "Well, Reece, as the owner of Affluent Alliance Group, I don't personally hire every employee. But I have seen Jacob around the office, and to be honest, he seemed like any other investment broker." 
 
      
 
    "How so?" Reece inquired, her eyes intent on Michael's face. 
 
    "Well, for starters, his attire was always sharp, as if he'd just stepped out of a GQ magazine. His suits were perfectly tailored, and he wore them with a confidence that made him blend right in with the other brokers. You know the type—they exude an air of self-assuredness that borders on arrogance." 
 
    Reece nodded, her mind painting a vivid picture of the man she was hunting. 
 
    Michael continued, "He was also exceptionally driven, always the first to arrive and the last to leave. His office was a testament to his dedication—a fortress of neatly stacked files and spreadsheets, with the obligatory Bloomberg terminal glowing in the background." 
 
    "Sounds like he was a model employee," Reece mused. 
 
    "In many ways, yes," Michael agreed. "He was also quite sociable. Jacob attended all the company functions, mingling with clients and colleagues alike, expertly navigating the nuances of conversation and schmoozing. He was adept at making people feel important, a skill that served him well in our line of business." 
 
    Reece frowned, struggling to reconcile the image of the charming, dedicated investment broker with the cold-blooded murderer she was pursuing. However, men and women alike have harbored dark secrets for millennia. 
 
    Michael sighed, his voice tinged with sadness. "It's difficult to believe that someone who seemed so ordinary could be hiding such a monstrous side. But then again, I suppose it's often the ones we least suspect who hold the darkest secrets." 
 
    They looked at each other, both crunching away on fries doused in the delicious secret sauce. 
 
    "Michael, would you mind if I inspected the offices of Jacob and Alexander?" 
 
    "Not at all, Reece, of course. Be my guest. I have another engagement after this, so I won't be there, but I'll let the receptionist know you're coming and to give you full access to anything and everything."  
 
    After catching up a bit more, enjoying each other’s company, Reece and Michael parted ways. Reece appreciated Michael's candor and willingness to help, but she couldn't shake the feeling that there was more to the story than Michael knew.  
 
    The connection between Alexander and Jacob, their employment at Michael's firm, and the mysterious money operation—it all seemed to be part of a larger, more sinister puzzle. 
 
    Reece headed to Affluent Alliance Group. 
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    A NORMAL-LOOKING MAN strolled through Rillito River Park, a serene, meandering pathway flanked by a seemingly tranquil waterway. A crescent moon hung in the sky overhead. 
 
    The man's eyes remained fixed on a senior investment broker from Affluent Alliance Group named Charlotte Sinclair, walking just ahead.  
 
    He observed her every move. 
 
    As Charlotte continued her lazy stroll near the babbling water, the killer envisioned the river as a conduit for his victim, the gentle lapping against the shore akin to the resolute whispers of revolution being attained through the gurgling breaths of the dying woman. The desert trees that lined the path cast somber shadows, their gnarled branches reaching out and beckoning the twisted world toward freedom. 
 
    He was on a noble mission to liberate the world from the shackles of tyranny. He was a visionary, a harbinger of change. 
 
    Up ahead, the killer watched as Charlotte's petite form came across a small footbridge that arched gracefully over a narrow section of the river. The quaint structure, made of weathered wood, stirred in him thoughts of the hallowed halls in Philadelphia where brave men once stood against oppression. 
 
    The killer found himself thinking of the splinters that could be torn from its surface and embedded beneath her fingernails. He imagined the helpless screams as he tormented Charlotte with the jagged slivers, each one digging deeper into her tender, traitorous flesh with every futile struggle. Her cries would be the birth pangs of a new world order, a necessary suffering to bring forth a better tomorrow. 
 
    Throughout her walk in the park, the killer easily ascertained that she remained blissfully unaware of him stalking her every step. 
 
    Just like Detective Reece Cannon. The detective kept trying, but she would never catch him. And like the Founding Fathers before him, he would stop at nothing to see this vision come to fruition. 
 
    Reece Cannon, and the woman before him, were like one of those lost hikers from a news story he had read on the internet—a group of foolish women who, in their deluded quest for independence, had found themselves at the mercy of the unforgiving wilderness, only to be saved by the very thing they sought to escape: a strong, dominant man. The irony was delectable. 
 
    The killer's pulse began to quicken. Charlotte was nearing his secret spot, the place he had lured her to with one of those dating apps, promising to meet her "outdoors." It was all he could do to keep from laughing. 
 
    Inside his secret spot, there were things waiting. Fun things. His favorite rusty pliers, their serrated jaws perfect for tearing away the delicate flesh of a person's fingers, one by one. 
 
    All feebleminded creatures were in need of his salvation. He envisioned their bodies broken, their spirits crushed beneath the gravitas of his righteous fury. He imagined the look in Reece Cannon's eyes as she realized the truth—that her misguided pursuit of justice had only led her to her own horrific demise. 
 
    Women lacked essential survival skills and were dependent on men for protection. Charlotte, like the women in the story, needed to be saved, her spirit set correct and then set free. Free from a world gone mad with equality. 
 
    Venturing deeper into the park, Charlotte passed by a mosaic bench that curved gently around the trunk of an ancient oak. The bench was adorned with a kaleidoscope of colorful tiles. 
 
    As he prepared to strike, he thought of his hammer and chisel in his backpack. He felt the spiraled metal body of a corkscrew in his pants pocket, its twisted form holding a promise of pain that was both exquisite and precise. 
 
    And then, finally, Charlotte reached the secluded spot. 
 
    

  

 
   
    34 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Serial Killer Claims Fifth Victim in a Month, High-Profile Women Targeted 
 
      
 
    TUCSON, Ariz. – The Tucson community is on edge as police continue to hunt for a serial killer responsible for the murders of five high-profile women within the past month, including Arizona State Representative Beverly Griffin and prominent Judge Vicki Jennings. 
 
      
 
    The latest murder of Charlotte Sinclair, which occurred August 2nd, has left the community reeling and the police scrambling to apprehend the elusive suspect. 
 
      
 
    Police have identified the suspect as Jacob Hayes, an investment broker from the prestigious Affluent Alliance Group. Hayes is also under suspicion for the murders of six other prominent females in the area over the past seven years, making the community question the safety of its women. 
 
      
 
    Hayes has evaded capture despite the best efforts of local law enforcement. Detective Reece Cannon, who has been leading the investigation, was badly injured in a recent attempt to apprehend the suspect. Cannon is expected to make a full recovery, but her injury has only added to the sense of urgency in capturing Hayes. 
 
      
 
    According to sources within the Pima County Sheriff's Department, Hayes targets his victims based on their professional success and influence. His modus operandi has been to stalk and observe his victims for several days before striking with brutal precision, even killing them in their own homes. 
 
      
 
    The brutal slayings have shaken the community, with many local women in positions of power feeling particularly vulnerable. Security measures have been heightened, with some women choosing to go into hiding or rely on private security until Hayes is apprehended. 
 
      
 
    In a press conference held earlier today, Pima County Sheriff Luke Landy urged the public to remain vigilant and report any suspicious activity. "We are doing everything in our power to bring this individual to justice. But we need the help of the community to stay alert and report anything that may lead to the capture of this dangerous criminal." 
 
      
 
    Hayes is described as a white male in his early 30s, around 6 feet tall, with short brown hair and blue eyes. Police have released a composite sketch of the suspect and are urging anyone with information about his whereabouts to contact the Pima County Sheriff's Department's tip line at (520) 555-TIPS. 
 
      
 
    With the killer still on the loose and the community on high alert, it remains to be seen whether law enforcement can bring the elusive and dangerous Jacob Hayes to justice. 
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    REECE WALKED into the sheriff's department the next morning, reluctantly straight towards Sheriff Luke Landy's office, apprehensive for the freight train about to hit her. 
 
    Yesterday, she had searched the offices of Jacob and Alexander, finding nothing of value, and then proceeded to drive around searching for the killer herself—until the call came in during the wee hours. Another murder. 
 
    She had gotten the details of the latest victim, heard about Landy's press conference already, and now braced herself for the oncoming storm. 
 
    "Reece!" he bellowed, his face turning beet-red as soon as she walked in. "The press is on me like white on rice! They're like vultures, just waiting for me to screw up so they can swoop in and tear me apart. I need you to find this psychopathic prick and put an end to his killing spree, pronto!" 
 
    "Yes, sir," Reece responded, trying to keep her voice steady. "I'm doing everything I can." 
 
    Spittle flew as Landy stood up and moved closer. "I've got the mayor breathing down my neck, and last night, I dreamt I was being chased by a pack of rabid reporters. They were snapping at my heels and scribbling notes on little pads of paper!" 
 
    "I'm sorry to hear that, sir," Reece replied, trying not to picture the mental image. "That sounds…terrifying." 
 
    Does he have any empathy for what's going on in our community? 
 
    He let out a frustrated sigh, flopping back into his leather chair. "You know what they're calling me out there? They're calling me 'Lukewarm Landy!' Like I'm some sort of tepid cup of coffee that nobody wants to drink." 
 
    "Sir, I really don't think—" 
 
    Landy cut her off with a wave of his hand. "Reece, I can't even walk into my favorite donut shop without getting dirty looks from the customers. The other day, the cashier asked if I wanted my coffee lukewarm, and the whole place erupted into laughter!" 
 
    Reece bit her lip, suppressing a grin. "That's…awful, sir. I promise we're doing everything in our power to catch Jacob and bring him to justice." 
 
    "Damn right, you are!" he thundered, slamming his fist on the desk. "I want you to go over every piece of evidence with a fine-tooth comb. I want you to question every witness, follow every lead, and turn over every rock until you find that bastard!" 
 
    His dramatic declaration was met with an anticlimactic sneeze, the force of which dislodged a precarious stack of papers from the corner of his desk. They fluttered to the ground like confetti.  
 
    "Yes, sir. I'll get right on it." 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    After returning to her desk, Reece's phone rang. The caller ID showed Michael Alderidge's name. 
 
    "Hey, Michael. Did you find something for me?" 
 
    "Yes—Reece, I do apologize for not being much help, but I've been attempting to make sense of all that's transpired, and I just talked to another one of my employees who said something that might be of interest to you. She wasn't here yesterday, when you were." 
 
    Reece's interest was immediately piqued. "Go on." 
 
    Michael hesitated for a moment, as if uncertain how to proceed. "Well, she said that Charlotte had mentioned going on a date the night she was killed, and was planning on rendezvousing with the gentleman at Rillito River Park." 
 
    Reece's heart skipped a beat. "Rillito River Park? That's interesting. Charlotte was found dead in her home, just like Judge Jennings. Did she ever mention the name of the man she was meeting?" 
 
    "No, it was just an offhand comment to a coworker. Not much to go on, I know, but I thought it might be worth looking into. Here's my employee's info, should you need it…" Michael gave Reece the coworkers name and number. 
 
    Reece thanked Michael and hung up. She grabbed her keys, called Shanahan asking him to meet her at Rillito River Park, and then headed out the door. 
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    AS REECE DROVE to Rillito River Park, she couldn't shake the feeling that she was on the verge of a breakthrough. She tried to imagine what sort of man Charlotte might have met that night—someone charming, perhaps, but with a dark side that only emerged once they were alone. And from a dating app, no less. The thought gave her the chills. 
 
    Shanahan showed within minutes of her arrival to the park.  
 
    "What do you think?" Reece asked, pointing at the path which followed the small and narrow river. 
 
    "I think, yes," Shanahan replied. "Let's follow it." 
 
    They began to walk along the asphalt path, trying to picture the scene as it might have unfolded the night prior. The park was lush desert with the river flowing gently beside them. The trees cast dappled shadows on the ground. It was hard to imagine anything sinister happening in such a peaceful setting, but Reece knew better than to be fooled by appearances. 
 
    Finding a clue here was a long shot, but if Reece could find even the smallest thing linking back to the killer, it might be enough to find him and bring him down. 
 
    They walked for some time, and after passing by a colorful bench made up of a mosaic of tiles, Reece noticed a faint trail, barely visible beneath the brush. It seemed to lead away from the water and the main path, and into the desert. 
 
    Shanahan seemed to notice at the same time, nodding in confirmation to Reece. 
 
    They walked along the trail, the sound of their footsteps occasionally squelching in some mud. The recent monsoons had left the ground soaked, but a dry top layer had formed since—doing nothing to prevent their boots from sinking into the wet earth. 
 
    Reece and Shanahan trudged through the desert as the sun blazed overhead. The heat was oppressive, just another normal day in the middle of an Arizona summer. Sweat dripped down their faces as they continued their search. 
 
    The trail wound through the landscape, the thorny brush growing thicker and more tangled as they moved farther away from the park. 
 
    They strained their ears for any out-of-place sounds, but all they could hear was the rustling of wind through the brush and the occasional buzzing or humming of insects. 
 
    Venturing deeper still, Reece abruptly spotted something unusual in the sun-crusted mud—two sets of footprints, unmistakably human. She called Shanahan over. 
 
    "Look at this," she said, "someone's been out here." 
 
    Shanahan crouched down to study the prints, his face tight with determination. "A larger boot and a smaller shoe. Could be a father and son, or—" 
 
    "A man and a petite woman," Reece finished for him. "Just like Charlotte." 
 
    "Precisely." 
 
    As they followed the footprints, the terrain gradually changed. In this area, the mud had begun to dry out more so, giving way to patches of cracked earth. The vegetation thinned out, leaving the ground more exposed, and the footprints disappeared. So did the trail. 
 
    They pressed on, their senses heightened as they scanned the desert for any signs of life. A sudden flutter of wings caught their attention, and they watched as a hawk soared overhead, its keen eyes searching for prey. 
 
    Their search led them near a narrow desert wash where some water still remained in small puddles at the bottom, along with plenty more mud. But no footprints down there. 
 
    The sky took on a tinge of orange as the day grew tired, but the air remained stifling. Reece's throat felt parched, and she could taste the dust and grit on her tongue. But she refused to give up. The sun dipped lower in the sky, casting long shadows that seemed to reach out and grab at them as they walked. 
 
    While moving in circular patterns, combing every inch of ground, Shanahan spotted something in the distance, a dark shape hidden among a patch of desert trees and brush. As they approached, Reece realized it was an old, abandoned shack, its wood weathered and worn, its windows boarded up. 
 
    "What a place," Shanahan whispered, his voice tight with unease. 
 
    Reece nodded, curious and repulsed at the same time. They approached the shack cautiously, their senses on high alert for any sign of danger. The door hung open, its hinges creaking in the light breeze. 
 
    Reece stepped inside, her flashlight illuminating the dark, dusty interior. The air was stale, heavy with the scent of decay. In the corner, she spotted a rickety wooden table, stained with dark, dried blood. 
 
    "Shan, look at this," she called, her voice barely more than a whisper as she pointed to strands of bloody rope on the dirt floor. 
 
    He joined her, his eyes widening in horror as he took in the gruesome sight. "We need to get forensics here. This is it. This is where he tortured Charlotte, and I'm betting Judge Jennings, too." 
 
    Reece felt the strain of the day in the pit of her stomach as she stepped out of the shack for a breather. The air inside had been disgusting, the scent of decay and suffering lingering like a shroud, the images of the women who had been tortured there haunting her thoughts. And that picture of Cam—the one the killer had mailed her—it remained seared in her mind no matter how hard she tried to forget its gruesomeness. 
 
    Shanahan followed her out, his face pale and his eyes filled with a mix of determination and horror. They both knew they had stumbled upon something significant, a piece of the puzzle they had been searching for. There had to be fingerprints, DNA, and a host of other things they could use to convict Jacob Hayes. 
 
    As they stood outside the shack, the desert evening began to cast its spell. The sky above was a canvas of purples and oranges, the setting sun painting its last masterpiece before surrendering to the encroaching night. Shadows stretched across the landscape, creating a preternatural tableau that seemed to mirror the darkness a mere few feet behind them. 
 
    Their senses were on high alert, every sound and movement magnified in the silence of the desert. 
 
    It was then that they saw him. 
 
    Emerging from the shadows, a figure approached, a backpack slung over his shoulder. He walked with purpose, his stride confident and unhurried. 
 
    The hairs on the back of Reece's neck stood on end. She recognized the man immediately—Jacob Hayes. 
 
    With a fluid motion, Reece and Shanahan drew their weapons, leveling them at the approaching figure. The clicking sound of the bullets being chambered seemed to echo behind them off the walls of the shack. 
 
    "Get down on the ground! Now!" Reece shouted, her voice cutting through the stillness like a knife. "Sheriff's deputies! Keep your hands in sight!" 
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    TENSION BURDENED the distance between Jacob and the deputies, the standoff like a balancing act. It was a moment that seemed to stretch, each second a minute as the adversaries stared each other down. 
 
    Reece's finger twitched on the trigger of her Glock, but there was no way she was going to pull it. She wanted to bring Jacob to justice, to make him pay for the atrocities he'd committed. The thought of ending his life with a single bullet felt too easy, too merciful. She wanted him to suffer through a lifetime of incarceration and submission to the system, something she knew the killer would loathe. 
 
    In an instant, Jacob turned on his heel and took off running, his legs pumping furiously as he sprinted into the desert evening. 
 
    Reece and Shanahan exchanged a split-second glance before rocketing after him, their boots pounding the ground. The chase was on. 
 
    The desert terrain was treacherous, the uneven ground littered with rocks and hidden obstacles.  
 
    As Reece raced after him, her thoughts turned to Cam, who had been ruthlessly taken from her. She could feel the rage and grief churning within her, driving her to push harder, faster. 
 
    Finally, they closed in on Jacob. With a surge of strength, Reece and Shanahan tackled him to the ground, their bodies colliding with a sickening crunch as they pinned him down. 
 
    "Jacob Hayes, you are under arrest," Reece snarled, her voice tight with fury. She forced his hands behind his back, snapping the handcuffs onto his wrists with a satisfying click. As she did so, she recited his Miranda rights, the words like a mantra in her mind. "You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law..." 
 
    Shanahan stood nearby, his face twisted in a mixture of anger and disgust. "You sick bastard," he spat, his voice shaking with emotion. "You took our friend from us, and for what? Your own twisted pleasure?" 
 
    Reece stared down at Jacob, her eyes burning with hatred. "You're going to pay for what you've done," she whispered, her voice cold as ice. "You're going to suffer every single day for the rest of your miserable life." 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    Reece leaned back in her chair, her gaze fixed on Jacob as she twirled a pen between her fingers. The interrogation room was thick with unspoken hostility. She decided to cut straight to the chase. 
 
    "Quite the interesting assortment of cleaning supplies you had in your backpack, Jacob," she remarked casually, her tone dripping with sarcasm. "Were you planning on doing some spring cleaning, or just tidying up after your latest kill?" 
 
    Jacob met her gaze, a smug smile tugging at the corners of his lips. "Oh, Detective, your attempts at wit are simply adorable," he sneered, his voice laced with condescension. "But to answer your question, yes, I intended to erase any remaining evidence of…my endeavors." 
 
    Reece couldn't help but roll her eyes at his arrogance. "Well, aren't you just the most considerate killer around?" she quipped, her voice sharp with disdain.  
 
    His expression darkened, and he leaned in closer, his voice venomous. "Watch your mouth," he hissed. "You have no idea what I'm capable of." 
 
    Reece refused to let his words rattle her. She leaned in, matching his intensity. "Oh, I have a pretty good idea, Jacob. What I'm trying to figure out is why you suddenly decided to go on this murderous rampage. What's the endgame here?" 
 
    Jacob's eyes narrowed, and he hesitated for a moment before answering. "I don't owe you any explanations," he spat. "Suffice it to say, I have my reasons." 
 
    Jacob's jaw clenched, and he glared at her, his voice icy. "I've told you everything you need to know. Now, if you'll excuse me, I believe I have a right to an attorney." 
 
    "Now?" Reece asked with a laugh. "After you already confessed? You're dumber than you look." 
 
    Jacob looked away, remaining silent. Reece didn't exactly feel like stopping with the questions. It would be his 'mistake' if he answered any. 
 
    "So, Jacob," she began, her voice dripping with sarcasm, "did you have a specific schedule or timeline for your little killing spree?—as in, were you building up to some grand finale, or just getting desperate?" 
 
    Jacob's eyes flashed with annoyance, but he didn't miss a beat. "Your persistence is both tiresome and futile," he replied, his voice oozing with disdain. "Maybe I just felt like it." 
 
    Reece raised an eyebrow at his response. She didn't buy it for a second. "You expect me to believe that?" she asked, her tone mocking. "That you just randomly decided to up your body count because you 'felt like it'?" 
 
    Jacob's expression hardened, but there was something in his eyes that betrayed a hint of vulnerability. "I've already told you everything you need to know," he snapped, his voice cold and detached. "There's nothing more to discuss." 
 
    Reece leaned in, her eyes locked on his. "We'll see about that," she said softly, her voice filled with determination. "Let's talk about your past, Jacob. About your mother, Jeanette." 
 
    Jacob's entire demeanor changed at the mention of his mother. 
 
    Reece continued, "She told you she wished you'd never been born, didn't she? Grabbed you by the throat and made you feel utterly worthless." She paused, watching as Jacob's face twisted with a mix of rage and pain. "Is that what set you off, Jacob? What turned you into the monster you are today?" 
 
    For a moment, it looked as though Jacob might break, but he quickly recovered, his expression once again cold and emotionless. "Genie is not my mother," he said bitterly. "She abandoned me long ago, married some other man, and I haven't heard from her since. She's dead to me." 
 
    Reece studied Jacob, the tortured soul beneath the cold façade becoming more apparent with each passing moment. 
 
    "Let me back up for a second. I want to make sure I'm clear on this. You're admitting to the murders of Judge Jennings, Beverly Griffin, Detective"—Reece cleared her throat, steeling herself—" Detective Cameron Beckett, and then Charlotte Sinclair just last night?—not to mention Alexander Wells, who I saw you execute with my own eyes?" 
 
    "Your propensity for stating the obvious is truly remarkable," he replied with a condescending chuckle. "Yes, I confess to those crimes." He cleared his throat. "I must say, I found the entire process rather…invigorating." 
 
    Despite the indifference in his voice, Reece couldn't help but notice the flicker of pain and remorse that briefly danced across his features. It was a stark contrast to the cold, calculated mask he presented. 
 
    "What's the matter, Jacob?" she taunted, a smirk playing on her lips. "Feeling a little conflicted about your newfound hobby?" 
 
    His face twisted with rage as he spat out, "You think you're so clever, don't you? But you're nothing more than a glorified errand girl, desperately trying to prove herself in a man's world." 
 
    Reece's eyes narrowed, but she remained calm. "And yet, here I am, questioning you about a string of murders. I'd say I'm doing pretty well for an 'errand girl.' The only one desperate here is you, Jacob." Then: "I just need to know something. Does Ronald know you're a killer? Was he protecting you by leading me to believe it was Alexander Wells?" 
 
    "My father doesn't know anything." 
 
    Reece studied his face, noting the conflict that seemed to play out behind his eyes. "But you're not as cold and detached as you'd like us to believe, are you?" she asked, her tone almost sympathetic. "There's something you're not telling me." 
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    REECE COULDN'T SHAKE the nagging feeling there was something Jacob wasn't telling her—a vital piece of information he was hiding. She couldn't let it go. She needed to know what he was concealing, and she wouldn't stop until she found it. 
 
    The first lead was Jeannette Harris, Jacob's estranged mother. Reece remembered that Jacob had mentioned she had remarried after the crystal-meth incident. With dogged determination, Reece began sifting through marriage records, searching for any trace of Jeannette Harris. 
 
    While doing so, she thought about how in addition to him mentioning the marriage, Jacob had referred to his mother as "Genie," which Reece knew was a nickname for Jeannette. A sickening feeling began to consume Reece. 
 
    It was a painstaking process, searching through marriage records from decades earlier when she didn't know the husband's last name. But her perseverance paid off. She discovered that Jeannette had indeed married a few years after the incident. However, the marriage was short-lived, as the divorce papers revealed.  
 
    As Reece stared at the paperwork she had unearthed, it felt like a dream. Unreal.  
 
    Jeannette Harris had married a man named Larry Thompson. 
 
    Reece felt her heart rate quicken as the pieces fell into place. Jacob's mother, Ronald's supposed fling, was none other than Mrs. Thompson, the woman whose murder had haunted Reece since she was eight years old—the woman she and her father had discovered brutally killed in her own home. 
 
    The date placed Jacob at only fifteen years old. 
 
    Reece's thoughts raced as she searched for more. She focused on Ronald Hayes and his cancer diagnosis. She recalled Ronald mentioning the name of his doctor during their first conversation.  
 
    With that name as her starting point, Reece launched into an investigative frenzy, reaching out to the doctor's office to learn everything she could about Ronald's medical history. She didn't need a warrant due to her assertion that he was now a suspect in a murder investigation. 
 
    She pieced together a timeline of Ronald's doctor visits and exams and discovered a chilling correlation. The murders had escalated in frequency around the same time Ronald's prognosis had worsened.  
 
    Could his imminent demise have pushed him to up the killing? 
 
    Reece had previously called Sandy to find out about, and then verify Alexander hadn't been at the high-stakes poker games the night of Beverly Griffin's murder—but what about Ronald and Jacob Hayes? 
 
    She dialed Galaxsea. Sandy gave her the confirmation she sought: Both Jacob and Ronald were usual attendees, and both had been absent that night. 
 
    Reece then re-examined the older cold cases of murdered women, the ones prior to the six cases she and her team had found. Two other murders, which occurred years apart, between the time when Genie Thompson was killed and the first of the other six, had their throats slit as well. It was highly likely they were part of all this too. 
 
    The killer had evolved. It hadn't always been so specifically about the 4th of July and the signing of the Declaration of Independence, etc. 
 
    Then she remembered Jacob's 'confession.' He mentioned several times that he had told Reece what she needed to know. But the only thing he had said was that he was, explicitly, the killer. He took no pleasure in talking about ideology or methodology, or anything else pertaining to a 'greatness' that this serial killer assuredly would have had and done. 
 
    The truth became crystal clear: Jacob may have murdered Alexander, but he wasn't a serial killer.  
 
    He had taken the blame to protect his father, Ronald Hayes, from being caught. And he likely killed Alexander for the same reason.  
 
    Ronald was the true serial killer, and his own son had sacrificed his freedom in a twisted act of loyalty—or submission. 
 
    Reece's nerves buzzed as she absorbed the enormity of her discovery. Her entire understanding of the case had been turned on its head. The real monster had been hiding in plain sight. 
 
    She dialed Ronald Hayes' number. No answer. Then she radioed deputies nearest to his residence, asking them to go there. They did; he was nowhere to be found. 
 
    Where are you Ronald? 
 
    Next, Reece made a quick phone call to get Jacob back in the interrogation room.  
 
    Time to dig deep into Jacob's mind—and get definitive proof.  
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    Reece entered the interrogation room, her gaze locked on Jacob. The truth had been uncovered, and now it was time to confront him. She sat down, her expression softening as she spoke. 
 
    "I know it's your father, Jacob," she said, her voice firm but gentle. "Ronald is the real mastermind behind all of this, not you." 
 
    Jacob's face remained stoic, betraying no emotion. However, Reece could see the storm brewing inside him, the disruption threatening to break through his carefully constructed façade. 
 
    "You can talk to me, Jacob," she urged. "I know you've been loyal to your father, but at what cost?" 
 
    "I don't owe you an explanation," he spat, his voice trembling with barely contained rage. "I will never submit to a female. Or to anyone." 
 
    "Except your father, right?" Reece countered, her eyes searching his. "The man who's been dominating your entire life?" 
 
    Jacob's breath hitched, and he looked away. He shivered. 
 
    Reece looked into his eyes, seeing the deep emotional turmoil hidden within. She reached out, her tone sincere and caring. 
 
    "Your mother was wrong, Jacob," Reece said softly. "Everyone deserves to be loved by their mother. You didn't deserve the pain she inflicted on you." 
 
    Jacob stared at her, his eyes flickering with vulnerability. "You condescending bitch!" he hissed, his voice breaking. "You think you know me? You don't know shit!" 
 
    Reece continued, her voice gentle but persistent. "You've spent your whole life wishing you were the boy she wanted, yet there was no chance—because she abandoned you. But the truth is, you never had to prove anything to her. You were worthy of her love from the moment you were born." 
 
    Everything Reece said struck a deep chord within herself as well. Maybe she needed to hear herself say this too. 
 
    Jacob's eyes moistened, his shoulders hunching forward as if to protect himself from her words. His breathing became shallow and uneven, his defenses seeming to crumble. 
 
    He threw out a barrage of profanities, but Reece remained calm and empathetic. She understood that beneath the fury was a deeply wounded man. 
 
    Somewhat like her. 
 
    She pressed on, her tone compassionate but firm. "You've been carrying this burden for so long, Jacob. It's time to let it go. You don't have to be a prisoner to your past or your father's choices." 
 
    Jacob's face contorted in pain, the emotional dam inside him cracking under the pressure of her words. He clenched his fists, his nails digging into his palms as he struggled to maintain his composure. 
 
    "You've been loyal to your father, even though he's manipulated and controlled you," Reece said, her voice tender. "But you don't have to follow in his footsteps. You can choose a different path, one where you're free to be who you truly are." 
 
    A sob escaped from Jacob, his chest heaving as he fought to keep his emotions in check. But the floodgates had opened, and he could no longer hold back the tears. 
 
    "You don't have to be defined by your mother's rejection or your father's crimes," Reece reassured him. "You have the power to break the cycle, to forge a new life for yourself. One filled with forgiveness and hope." 
 
    As Jacob's tears dropped one by one, he looked at Reece with a mixture of disbelief and confusion. The pain etched on his face was slowly giving way to something else. 
 
    "I don't know if I can," he whispered, his voice hoarse with emotion. 
 
    Reece leaned in, her eyes filled with sincerity. "I believe in you, Jacob. I know you can find the strength to face your past and build a better future. But you don't have to do it alone. Let me help you." 
 
    Jacob's shoulders shook as he repeatedly gasped for breath, the emotional dam having burst.  
 
    Then Jacob's emotions erupted in a torrent of rage and despair. He hurled more insults and slurs at Reece, his voice raw and choked with tears. The hatred in his words was unmistakably clear: the real target of his venom was himself. He couldn't stop, even as tears streamed down his face. 
 
    Reece sat there, waiting, offering an occasional word or two. 
 
    Finally, something shifted. Jacob broke, his body wracked with sobs. "I wanted him to stop," he whispered between chokes for air. "But he wouldn't. He's…he's all I have. I just wanted to make my dad proud. I wanted to be better. I just wanted to be…better." 
 
    Reece leaned forward, her voice urgent. "Jacob, if you know anything about your father's plans, you need to tell me. We can stop him, together." 
 
    "I just wanted to be better," he repeated again, his agony palpable. 
 
    Reece decided that now was the time to bring out the proverbial big guns. "Jacob," she said softly, capital punishment is a legal penalty here in Arizona. Three males were executed in 2022." 
 
    That caught his attention. He looked up. 
 
    "But," she continued, "if you help me help you…if you help me help all of the victim's families get some semblance of justice—I'm authorized to cut you a deal. We won't press for the death penalty regarding Alexander Wells." 
 
    "What?" Jacobs said with a faraway look in his eyes. His erratic breaths became a bit steadier. 
 
    Reece stayed silent, letting the weight of what she'd just said sink in.  
 
    She also knew, conversely, that the newly inaugurated attorney general had actually issued a hold on all executions. But she wasn't going to mention that. 
 
    "How can I trust you?" he asked. 
 
    Reece looked him dead in the eye. "I'm the only person you have left." 
 
    Jacob let out a painful groan and stared up at the ceiling—or perhaps the heavens—and again mumbled, "I just wanted to be better." 
 
    Then, with a shuddering breath, he revealed something chilling. "He's planning to kill your friend." 
 
     Reece's blood ran cold.  
 
    But she had to remain calm and collected. "Who, Jacob?" 
 
    "The old lady who owns the coffee shop," he said, his voice barely audible. "He overheard you and your friends taunting him one day, and he won't let it go." 
 
    "When?" 
 
    "It was a couple weeks ago—" 
 
    "No, Jacob, when is he planning on abducting her?" 
 
    "Oh. Probably right now, knowing him. I was never supposed to…get caught. He's worried I'll talk." 
 
    Reece jumped up from her chair. The clock was ticking; the real killer was still at large, and his target was none other than Beryl, the sixty-something, wise-cracking café owner.  
 
    As she left the interrogation room, behind her, Jacob continued mumbling, "I just wanted to be better." 
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    REECE BOLTED FROM the sheriff's station, her phone in hand. She dialed Chief Gomez. 
 
    "I need your help," Reece said, cutting right to the chase. "I have reason to believe that Ronald Hayes is planning to abduct and murder another female, and I know where—my own neighborhood, potentially from the Nohpalli café. I need reinforcement, pronto." 
 
    "Another one? I thought we already had the cabrón killer, his son." 
 
    "No, it's his father. You need to trust me right now."  
 
    "Okay, okay…pero…Reece, the deputies and local police are spread thin. Everybody put in so many overtime hours with this investigation, and right now people are home to catch their breath." 
 
    "Someone has got to be available, Gomez." 
 
    "Well, there's Deputy Ethan Wilson. His beat is out there in the boondocks where you live; he could meet you." 
 
    Reece nodded, though she knew Gomez couldn't see her. "Yeah, Ethan's a good guy. That'll work. Anyone else?" 
 
    "I think Shanahan is at his desk doing paperwork. I can go grab him and both of us can meet you." 
 
    "Okay, go straight to the café if you don't hear from me otherwise." 
 
    As she hung up the phone, Reece couldn't help but picture Gomez and Shanahan teaming up to hunt down a dangerous criminal. They were like the Odd Couple of law enforcement—Gomez with his jolly swagger and Shanahan with his meticulous attention to detail. 
 
    Reece could see it now, sitting in their squad car, arguing about the best way to approach a stakeout. 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    Reece's tires screeched as she pulled into the back alleyway behind the Nohpalli café. Seconds earlier, Ethan informed her that he had also arrived to the neighborhood. 
 
    Directly ahead of Reece, a black Mercedes-Benz SUV began to pull away. A quick glance at the tire treads told her they could easily match the ones from the judge's driveway.  
 
    Quickly, Reece radioed Ethan. "Pull to the north side of the alley that's behind the café; block the exiting black SUV from leaving!" 
 
    Next, Reece saw Ethan's sheriff's SUV squeal into the alleyway up ahead, blocking the only escape route. Reece's Jeep came to a halt directly behind the Mercedes, effectively trapping whoever was inside. 
 
    Reece and Ethan exited their vehicles simultaneously, their guns drawn and aimed at the black SUV. Reece's body tensed. 
 
    As they approached the vehicle, ready to apprehend Ronald, something unexpected happened. Two objects flew out of the driver side window, one at Reece and one at Ethan. A bright flash and deafening explosion sent Reece diving for cover, her ears ringing. 
 
    What the—flashbang grenades!? 
 
    After Reece regained her senses, she sat up, seeing the Mercedes driver side door hanging open, and Ethan who had begun to stand. The killer had seized the opportunity to flee. Ethan looked at Reece with confusion.  
 
    Reece scanned the area as she got to her feet. There was only one other path of escape; a sidewalk ran from behind the coffee shop through a corridor between some houses to a neighborhood park with playground toys. 
 
    Reece pointed down the sidewalk, calling out, "That way!" 
 
    Ethan took off as Reece cautiously approached the Mercedes, gun raised, unsure of what she would find inside. 
 
    Gomez and Shanahan arrived then, pulling in the alley behind Reece's Jeep. They jogged up. Their timing was impeccable—Reece had just pulled open the SUV hatchback, revealing Beryl lying inside, bound and terrified—but alive and miraculously unharmed. Relief washed over Reece as she began untying her friend.  
 
    Beryl, with a mixture of relief and humor, said, "That's it, I'm 100% over and done with having my hands tied up in those fuzzy handcuffs. Never again." 
 
    Gomez snorted. "Chica, you got some real cajones, making jokes like that after all you've been through." 
 
    Shanahan surveyed the scene, then asking, "So, what happened here? How did this guy manage to slip away?" 
 
    Reece quickly filled them in on the details of the flashbang grenade and their subsequent disorientation. "I don't get it," she said, frustration lacing her voice. "How did he even get his hands on one of those things? Aren't they illegal?" 
 
    Shanahan shrugged. "There's actually a company in Miami that sells flashbangs similar to the real ones. They're made up of small charges inside a cardboard tube and are classified as pyrotechnics, like fireworks." 
 
    Gomez raised an eyebrow. "So, they're legal?" 
 
    Shanahan nodded. "Yep, they're sometimes sold to movie and TV special effects crews. It seems our guy got his hands on a couple. Between that and the Molotov cocktails, and the relentless murders, I'd say we have a very dangerous man on our hands." 
 
    "You're like an encyclopedia of obscure facts," Reece muttered.  
 
    Ethan appeared from the corridor, sprinting back, sweat glistening on his forehead. 
 
    "I saw him! He switched cars—jumped into a blue Mustang and hauled ass outta here!" 
 
    That's Ronald, no doubt about it," Reece confirmed. 
 
    Gomez immediately grabbed his radio, calling the department to send out an APB. "The alleged serial killer is driving a blue Mustang. Get anybody available—everyone in the entire county—on this, immediately!" 
 
    Reece turned to the artsy coffee shop owner. "Will you be okay, Beryl?" 
 
    "Darling, I'm fine. I've been around the block a few times—and some of them, not the classy ones. But Ronald, though?—rather pitiful, don't you think? I mean, how insecure must he be to target a woman as old as me?" 
 
    Reece nodded. "My sentiments as well."  
 
    Beryl nodded sagely. "He's terrified of what he can't control, and it's driving him mad. The man's own insecurities are suffocating him, and he wants to drag everyone else down with him. He wants everyone else to be in pain like he is." 
 
    Reece sighed. "I've seen it time and time again. Women being put down, undermined, and attacked just for being themselves. It's sad, really. Ronald thinks he's powerful, but he's really just a frightened boy inside." 
 
    Beryl raised an eyebrow. "He needs therapy more than anything else." 
 
    Reece chuckled. "In the meantime, you keep doing what you do. Keep being that badass woman who doesn't take crap from anyone." 
 
    Beryl leaned forward and put her hands on Reece's shoulders, staring her right in the eyes. "Damn right we will. No one messes with us and gets away with it." 
 
    Reece smiled. "Cheers to that." 
 
    Beryl nodded. "To strong women, Reece. May we know them, may we be them, and may we raise them." 
 
    Shanahan chimed in: "I'll drink to that—just as soon as we bring Ronald down." 
 
    "Right there with you, peeps," Ethan said, in solidarity. 
 
    Gomez nodded supportively too. "Ready camaradas? Let's go catch this loser." 
 
    "Wait," Beryl said "Listen, you'll want to hear this. The guy likes to hear himself talk. He told me we were on our way to 'pick up' someone named Mindy he 'really hates' due to her influence on 'America's children,' as he put it. He wanted to kill us both at the same time—a 'two-for-one,' as he called it—to make up for holding back on the 31st, saying something about implicating Alexander. He also said something like, 'Jacob ruined everything by killing Alexander right in front of'…you, Reece, but he used some not-so-nice terms.'" 
 
    "Mindy Logan is the Pima County Superintendent of Schools," Shanahan added. "She's gotta be the 'Mindy' he referred to." 
 
    "We need to warn her." Gomez's expression looked fierce.  
 
    "We should split up," Reece suggested. "Some of us head downtown to the Superintendent's office, and some follow any leads on the Mustang." 
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    MEAT SIZZLED ON THE GRILL while Ronald Hayes stood in the dimly lit corner of Cattlehand's Steakhouse, his senses attuned to the sounds and scents that enveloped him. 
 
    Patrons clinked their silverware. They murmured pointless conversation. 
 
    His eyes followed Superintendent Mindy Logan as she glided effortlessly through the restaurant, her dazzling smile a beacon of false hope in the sea of unsuspecting diners.  
 
    "Mindy," he whispered, "soon, I shall excise your influence like a malignant tumor." 
 
    She sat. She chewed. She swallowed. He watched. 
 
    With each bite she took, he imagined the sharp sting of his blade, the wet warmth of her blood as it spilled from her neck. The taste of victory was as tangible as the rich flavors that filled the room, a tantalizing promise that urged him onward. 
 
    He had studied her meticulously, dissecting her habits and preferences with the precision of a surgeon. He knew of her obsessive hand-washing, a compulsion that would no doubt lead her to the restroom during the luncheon.  
 
    Ronald enjoyed the irony of her own cleanliness fixation, which would serve as her undoing. 
 
    The back door of the steakhouse, built in a side hallway a mere three feet away from the restroom doors, provided the perfect hiding place. He had positioned himself accordingly. He sat with a phone in his hand, the screen glowing, simply looking like he was waiting for someone.  
 
    Which he actually was. 
 
    He was poised to strike at any second. 
 
    Through the back door's square window, he cast furtive glances around the parking lot, searching for any sign of Reece or her fellow officers. He assumed Beryl had informed them of his intentions. 
 
    However, he wasn't that dumb old geezer he had manipulated Reece into believing he was, with his choice of simple words and fake emotions. 
 
    No, he was a clever and resourceful man—a true man. Not even his son knew the full extent. Besides Jacob being a weakling, having taken after his mother too much, Ronald knew to never show all your cards, to anyone. 
 
    He had a contingency plan in place. He had something that would leave them all dead in their tracks. Including Reece. 
 
    Ah, the satisfaction of the emotional havoc I've wreaked upon Reece Cannon before this final climax.  
 
    He knew all about her father, the strip club owner who abandoned his family. That had to feel so good to her, finding all that out. 
 
    The minutes ticked by. He placed two fingers on his neck, relishing the feeling of his own pulse, each beat a staccato accompaniment to his fevered thoughts. Then, at last, Superintendent Logan excused herself from the table and headed toward the restrooms. The moment he had been waiting for had arrived. 
 
    The anticipation of the kill roiled in Ronald's stomach like a caged beast, every nerve in his body tingling with a primal excitement. The restaurant's bustling energy only heightened his own arousal, the taste of the steakhouse's smoky air stimulating. 
 
    With a sudden violent surge, he sprang from his nonchalant sitting place like a predatory animal, the cold steel of his gun an extension of his desires. His eyes locked onto Superintendent Logan as she pushed open the restroom door. 
 
    In that instant, time seemed to slow to a crawl, each second a languid eternity. Ronald could feel the sweat beading on his forehead, the slick moisture a testament to the feverish excitement that coursed through his veins. 
 
    As Superintendent Logan stepped through the doorway, Ronald lunged forward, his fingers wrapping around her arm with bruising force. He took in the feel of her smooth skin beneath his grip, the delicate sensation like foreplay to the violence about to unfold. 
 
    With a snarl of rage, he yanked her backwards, pressing the steel barrel of the gun against her temple. She stumbled, caught off guard by the sudden assault, and he wasted no time in shoving her out the back door. The sound of her gasp, a sharp intake of breath, was music to his ears. 
 
    As they stepped into the warm air outside, he kept the gun against her temple, the weapon a chilling reminder of the power he held over her. The scent of fear wafted from her body, a delicious aroma that intoxicated him more than any drug ever could. 
 
    In that moment, the world around them ceased to exist. There were no steakhouse patrons, no clink of silverware or murmur of conversation. There was only Ronald Hayes and Superintendent Logan. 
 
    "Ah, Mindy Logan," he hissed, "Your reign of lies has reached its denouement." 
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    SUPERINTENDENT LOGAN had vanished with Ronald Hayes. Sitting in her Jeep outside Cattlehand's Steakhouse, the possibility that she might be too late caused Reece's skin to flush. Anxiety prickled like pins and needles in her chest. 
 
    Too many lives had been lost already. And love too. 
 
    Not another victim, not when I was so close.  
 
    She had run herself ragged diving into every lead, every clue, in her race against time for answers. Now she needed another one. 
 
    Her phone buzzed with the familiar vibration of an incoming text, and she snatched it up, her eyes scanning the screen for any new information. It was Shanahan: 
 
      
 
    No sign of Logan at her home, either. 
 
      
 
    Reece had questioned the Superintendent's admin assistant, who had indicated she had gone to Cattlehand's Steakhouse, then confirmed by the servers inside, but the trail had evaporated into thin air from there. 
 
    She gritted her teeth, her fingers drumming a frantic rhythm on the steering wheel. She knew Ronald wouldn't take Logan to the desert shack; they had already found it. But where else would he go?  
 
    Interrogators re-questioned Jacob Hayes down at the station, but had gotten nothing. 
 
    She wracked her brain, trying to think like the twisted killer she knew him to be, desperate for any seemingly innocuous hint he may have previously muttered. 
 
    And then, in a flash of insight, something came to her. But was it even worth a shot?  
 
    Sandy had mentioned hosting poker nights at Galaxsea. He had been there in person, with the players. With a grim determination, Reece dialed him again. 
 
    "Reece, to what do I owe the pleasure?" he asked with too much enthusiasm for comfort.  
 
    "Did you ever speak with Ronald Hayes, personally?" 
 
    "Ah, yes, indeed I did. Many times. He and his son, Jacob, are quite the poker enthusiasts. In fact, it was watching them play with some of the other patrons during normal business hours that inspired me to host these games in the first place. They were integral in starting the poker nights." 
 
    "Wow." It was difficult for Reece to wrap her head around that claim.  
 
    However, desperate for any lead that might help her find Ronald and save Superintendent Logan, she ventured to ask, "Okay then…did Ronald ever mention a place he might go to be alone? Somewhere other than his home?" 
 
    Sandy hesitated before answering. "There may be such a place, but I must ask something of you first. You must promise to keep my involvement in this matter a secret. I cannot risk the other deputies or police discovering my connection to this information. Can you give me your word?" 
 
    "What?" His answer shocked Reece again. "Is it legal?" she blurted out. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Okay, fine. I promise, Sandy. Now please, tell me what you know." 
 
    "On multiple occasions," Sandy began, "he spoke of living off the land like a true survivalist, a man embracing his primal instincts. Sometimes he even mentioned the importance of raising cattle, pigs, and other farm animals in case of a doomsday scenario. A rather intriguing notion, don't you think?" 
 
    Reece closed her eyes; she didn't care in the slightest right this very second. "Sandy, please, go on." 
 
    He lowered his voice. "One particular night, when he had imbibed a tad too much, he spoke of an abandoned farm at the edge of town. He suggested that a group of 'real men' should go there to begin their preparations for the end of the world. But he was quite specific about the place, like he had already been there multiple times, mentioning a crumbling silo, a dilapidated barn with its sagging roof, and other odd details, like an old well that apparently still holds water." 
 
    "An abandoned…farm?" 
 
    "That's what I would assume." 
 
    "How can you possibly know this and associate with these people…Sandy?" Reece couldn't bring herself to use the word Dad. 
 
    "Reece…remember that Eleanor Roosevelt quote I told you when you were young? 'You gain strength, courage, and confidence by every experience—"  
 
    "'in which you really stop to look fear in the face.' Yes. I remember. And then you walked out the door that same night." 
 
    "Reece, you've accomplished more than I ever could have hoped for. You exemplify a continual process of being a better version of yourself, every day, despite the brute forces around you." 
 
    Reece didn't say anything. She couldn't, or she might betray emotions she didn't care to reveal. 
 
    Sandy continued. "My dear, I apologize for my actions years ago. But I had to leave." 
 
    Reece's voice trembled. "It hurt when you left. Real bad. I questioned myself for years, thinking it was something I did. But…I now know it wasn't my fault." 
 
    "No, my dear, it wasn't. I think—"  
 
    Reece cut him off. "And I've learned to love myself. I now understand that I don't have to be defined by your rejection." 
 
    Sandy's voice actually wavered as he spoke again. "I'm glad you've found your strength, Reece. You've grown into a remarkable woman. And…I knew you were watching me leave that night, Reece. But I couldn't bring myself to turn around and say goodbye. Or I might have never gone." 
 
    What!? 
 
    Reece took a deep breath and asked the question she had been avoiding. "Why did you have to leave? What was so important that you had to abandon your family?" 
 
    Sandy's voice returned to his newly emotionless persona. "That is a story for another time. But rest assured, you will no doubt find out someday." 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    Alone in her Jeep, outside the steakhouse, Reece attempted to process everything. A nagging feeling settled in. Was Sandy even being honest with her? He was clearly hiding many things.  
 
    His insistence on keeping their conversation a secret didn't sit well with her. 
 
    As she tried to put the pieces together, Reece knew she had to focus on the task at hand: finding Ronald and saving Superintendent Logan. The abandoned farm Sandy had mentioned was her best lead.  
 
    She had no time to waste. 
 
    Before she set off, Reece made a mental checklist of everything she needed for the confrontation. She couldn't afford any mistakes.  
 
    She ensured her gun was loaded and had extra ammunition. She grabbed her flashlight and a first aid kit, just in case. Her phone was fully charged.  
 
    After radioing Shanahan and Gomez for backup, with a deep breath, Reece started the engine and drove towards the edge of town where she had seen an abandoned farm with a silo, her thoughts alternating between the impending showdown with Ronald and the cryptic conversation she'd had with her estranged father. 
 
    As she drove, a sense of dread filled Reece. She made a promise to herself that once this nightmare was over, she would do everything in her power to uncover the truth about her father and the reasons for his abandonment. 
 
    For now, though, she had to steel herself for the confrontation that awaited her—at the abandoned farm or wherever Ronald Hayes was hiding out. As the sun fell and the light of day retreated, Reece knew that the darkness would bring with it the culmination of this terrifying saga.  
 
    And she had better be ready. 
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    REECE FELT THE EVENING AIR grow cooler as she approached the abandoned farm. The land, once full of life, now lay in ruin, its heartbeat soft as a whisper.  
 
    The scent of damp earth filled her nostrils, drawing her attention to dried-up tire tracks made when the dirt had been wet and muddy. She couldn't be sure in the low light, but she suspected they were the same SUV tracks found at Judge Jennings' home, likely from the same Mercedes from earlier. 
 
    They led her deeper into the property, towards the skeletal remains of a dilapidated barn that seemed to hold its breath, waiting. 
 
    As she neared the barn structure, the sun dipped below the horizon, casting long, reaching shadows that danced with her every step. The last of the sun's glow sliced through the holes in the wooden walls to its inside, and peering through the cracks, she saw the glint of metal—a blue Mustang. 
 
    Ronald Hayes was here. 
 
    Her pulse quickened at the sight. Moments later, Shanahan and Gomez arrived, their siren smashing through the quiet like a fist. The sound set her on edge, and in the stillness that followed the sirens being shut off, she thought she heard a scream from within the barn. 
 
    The scream reverberated through her mind, urging her to act. She rapidly crept closer to the barn, her eyes scanning the surroundings for any sign of movement. Every creak of the broken-down structure heightened her anticipation of the impending confrontation. 
 
    As she moved through the barn, the smell of decay and neglect assaulted her senses. Her eyes adjusted to the darkness, and she noticed an old horse stable towards the back. She approached, her gun at the ready. As she moved closer, she spotted him. 
 
    Ronald seemed to have a storm of indecision brewing, by the appearance of his body language. In his hand, she saw the outline of a knife, its blade hungry for the blood of Superintendent Mindy Logan. Yet he seemed to be torn, listening in the direction the sirens had come from. 
 
    Reece aimed her weapon at him and shouted, "Back away from Mindy Logan, now!"  
 
    The words echoed through the barn, a force of their own. Ronald's gaze snapped to Reece, surprise spreading over his face, and in an instant, he bolted—leaving Mindy unharmed.  
 
    The proximity of Mindy prevented Reece from taking a clear shot, so she did the only thing she could do—she sprinted after him. 
 
    Shanahan and Gomez both came running up behind her, their footsteps pounding against the earthen floor. Gomez stayed with Mindy, attending to her, while Reece called behind her to Shanahan, "Split up, we'll corner him!" 
 
    Reece moved cautiously, keeping her flashlight off. Darkness was fast approaching. The abandoned farm seemed to stretch out before her, endless and maze-like.  
 
    A breeze stirred up whispers of the past in the form of sounds and smells. 
 
    The old farmhouse stood nearby, its windows shattered, and its once-white paint peeling away like ancient, decayed skin. As she entered, the floorboards groaned beneath her feet. The wallpaper hung in tattered strips, revealing the crumbling plaster beneath.  
 
    In the center of the room, a long-abandoned piano stood, its ivory keys stained with age and neglect. As she passed, the wind blew through the shattered windows, and the piano emitted a single, haunting note that sent shivers passing through her body.  
 
    Her hand brushed against something dangling from the ceiling, and she instantly recoiled. An ancient spiderweb, shredded by the wind. She imagined the rats and spiders that now made this place their home, shuddering.  
 
    Ronald didn't seem to be inside. 
 
    She went to the rusted silo that stood like a sentinel, guarding the desolation. A sudden gust of wind slammed the hatch shut above with a resounding boom, causing her to pause. She climbed the metal ladder up to the top and opened it, peering inside. The cold metal beneath her fingertips reminded her she was still grounded in reality, despite the ghostly atmosphere that surrounded her. 
 
    Next, she circled around, venturing into the remnants of an old pigsty, its rotting wood and rusted metal fencing barely holding together. The stench of decay and animal filth still clung to the air, making her stomach turn. 
 
    Suddenly, the growl of the Mustang's engine shattered the farm's eerie silence. The car tore out of the barn.  
 
    Adrenaline surged through Reece's blood, and she sprinted back towards her Jeep, her legs pumping with all the strength she could muster. 
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    THE JEEP ROARED TO LIFE and Reece slammed the accelerator, her tires digging into the damp earth as she gave chase. The Mustang's taillights beckoned her deeper into the labyrinth of dirt roads that crisscrossed around the abandoned property. 
 
    The last she saw of Shanahan was him still running to the sheriff's SUV as she sped off. 
 
    The wind whipped at her face as she navigated the twisting roads, her hair a wild tangle of determination. Her eyes darted between the road ahead and the shadowy figure within the Mustang. Reece tried to anticipate his next move, her instincts and intuition the only guides in this deadly dance. 
 
    Reece's hands gripped the steering wheel, her knuckles white with tension. She couldn't afford to let him slip away, not now, not after everything that had happened. 
 
    The Mustang careened around a bend, and for a moment, Reece lost sight of it. But when she rounded the curve, there it was, its headlights a beacon against the dark tapestry of the night. She pressed the accelerator, the Jeep's engine responding with a ferocious growl of its own. 
 
    Ronald left the area and headed in the direction of city. Something about that disturbed her; why would he go that way when the possibility of getting apprehended by law enforcement only increased?  
 
    Reece gunned the engine of her green Jeep, hot on the heels of Ronald's Mustang as they raced away from the abandoned farm. The darkness of the night was quickly replaced by the glaring lights of Tucson, the city's nightlife adding to the frenzy of their high-speed chase. 
 
    Tires screeched as they took a sharp right turn, the Jeep's suspension groaning in protest. Ronald weaved in and out of traffic with reckless abandon, pushing his Mustang to its limits. Reece followed suit, her eyes locked on her target, her mind sharpened by the intensity of the situation. 
 
    The streets of Tucson transformed into a high-stakes obstacle course, the cityscape a blur of neon lights and towering buildings as they hit the downtown. Pedestrians dove out of the way as Ronald's Mustang hurtled past, their faces a mix of terror and disbelief. 
 
    There were now several other police cars and sheriff's vehicles behind Reece also in pursuit. In the distance, a helicopter approached. 
 
    Reece watched as Ronald swerved to avoid an oncoming delivery truck, the tires skimming the sidewalk and sending sparks flying. Reece expertly navigated the same narrow gap, her heart pounding in her chest as the smell of burning rubber filled her nostrils. 
 
    The chase grew more intense, more dangerous. Ronald took a sudden left, leading them into a construction zone, a treacherous labyrinth of concrete barriers, exposed rebar, and a towering crane. Reece clenched her teeth as she navigated the maze, the Jeep's tires gripping gravel-strewn pavement with no issue whatsoever. 
 
    A worker in a bright orange vest jumped out of the way just in time, his eyes wide with shock as the Jeep roared past. Reece yelled out her window, "Sorry!" but there was no time to stop, no time to do anything but chase down the monster in the Mustang. 
 
    Just as police cars began to block the route out of the area, Ronald smashed into a chain-link fence and burst out of the construction zone, back onto the city streets. Reece could hear additional sirens in the distance, nearing, and the chopper overhead, which flipped a large spotlight down on the Mustang. 
 
    Suddenly, up ahead, the traffic light turned red. A sea of brake lights painted the intersection red. With no time to react, Ronald swerved his Mustang in a desperate attempt to avoid the stopped cars. The vehicle's tires screeched in protest, struggling for traction on the slick asphalt. 
 
    But it was too late. The Mustang's rear end fishtailed, sending the car careening out of control. It smashed into a lamppost with a thunderous crash, the sound of crumpling metal and shattering glass echoing against the cluster of downtown buildings and shops. 
 
    Reece slammed on her brakes, avoiding a group of college-age students Ronald had nearly hit. Her nerves hummed as she caught her breath and leaped from her car. 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    The aftermath of the crash had been chaotic, to say the least, but Ronald had managed to slip away amidst the confusion.  
 
    A cunning smile played on his lips as he disappeared into the bustling crowd on 4th Street—the center of Tucson's downtown area. The dull roar of voices, laughter, and music provided the perfect cover for a man who was the focus of a frantic pursuit by law enforcement. 
 
    As he weaved through the throng of people, he thought of the unnatural aspects of the world eroding the natural order of things. Now, he, Ronald Hayes, would be the one to restore it. 
 
    He could feel the weight of an object in a vest he wore. It was a comforting presence, a reminder of the grand plan he had concocted. It was time for them all to witness his final surprise, the culmination of his efforts to right the wrongs that had been wrought upon the world. 
 
    "Oh, yes," he whispered to himself, the words unheard over the din of the crowd. "The hour of reckoning is upon us all." 
 
    His eyes darted around the street, drinking in the sights and sounds. He cast a paranoid glance over his shoulder, but no one seemed to be following directly behind him. 
 
    His hand brushed against the object in his vest, and he reveled in the power he held. For in that moment, Ronald Hayes was not just a true man, but a veritable harbinger of doom that could not be reckoned with. And as the thought of the destruction he was about to unleash took root in his mind, he could barely contain his excitement. 
 
    For tonight, the world would bear witness to a man's man, Ronald Hayes. Like King Kong, he beat his chest, tantalizingly close to the object.  
 
    Tonight, the unnatural order would be torn asunder. 
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    THE VIBRANT NIGHTLIFE of downtown Tucson was in full swing, the air brimming with laughter, music, and the smell of food from nearby food trucks. But for Reece, there was no time to stop and appreciate the atmosphere. She was on the hunt, her eyes scanning the crowd, searching for any sign of the elusive Ronald. 
 
    She sprinted down the crowded sidewalk, dodging street performers, clusters of college students, and couples out for a night on the town. She pushed herself to move faster, to be more agile, more alert. 
 
    Not far off, she spotted Shanahan and Ethan darting through the throngs of people, their faces etched with determination. They, too, were on the hunt. 
 
    The chase continued, each stride fueled by desperation and the knowledge that they were running out of time. Reece's thoughts were a runaway train, trying to anticipate his next move, to figure out why he came down here. After the pyrotechnic flashbang grenades from earlier, she had a very bad feeling she knew exactly what he was planning. 
 
    She leaped over a low concrete barrier, narrowly avoiding a group of revelers spilling out of a bar. The sound of police sirens filled the air, only adding to the disorienting chaos. She could see other officers in the distance, fanning out, also searching for the madman. 
 
    A narrow alleyway caught her eye, and she sprinted towards it, navigating her way through a group of people gathered around a Greek-style food truck, eating gyros. The alley opened up into another busy street, and Reece's eyes scanned the crowd, searching for any sign of him. In the distance, she spotted a man who seemed to be moving with purpose, and her instincts screamed at her to give chase. 
 
    But as she closed the gap, she realized it was a false lead—just another face in the crowd. Frustration gnawed at her, but she pushed it aside. 
 
    Reece furiously searched, when all of a sudden she glimpsed movement in her peripheral vision that didn't fit with the rhythm of the crowd. She turned her head and spotted a man, his face a distorted mask of madness—Ronald Hayes. 
 
    She shouted into her radio, alerting her team to his location. Within moments, Shanahan, Ethan, and numerous other officers converged, their eyes all locked on their target. 
 
    Reece pushed her way nearer to Ronald. As she drew close, she could see the wild look in his eyes. The situation looked ready to spiral even further out of control. 
 
    She confronted him, her weapon aimed squarely at his chest. "Ronald Hayes! Put your hands in the air!" 
 
    The crowd around them began to scatter, many with eyes wide in alarm, while others rubbernecked the tense standoff. Police began to order the people back, further clearing out the area.  
 
    Ronald stared at Reece, his eyes burning with an almost inhuman fury. And then, with a sinister smile, he reached into a vest he wore and revealed what he had been hiding: a homemade explosive device, now clutched in his hot little hands. 
 
    The blood drained from Reece's face as she confirmed the gravity of the situation. Countless lives were at risk—including her own—and one wrong move could lead to a devastating tragedy. She knew she had to remain calm, to find a way to defuse the situation before it literally exploded in their faces. 
 
    Ronald's twisted smile only grew wider as he backed away from Reece, the explosive device clutched tightly in his hands.  
 
    "There is a meaning!" he roared. "You all have corrupted everything, and it's time to restore the natural order!" 
 
    How do I stop Ronald without setting off the explosive?  
 
    Reece glanced at Shanahan and Ethan, who had positioned themselves on either side of Ronald, ready to act if given the chance. The standoff continued, becoming even more taut with every passing second. 
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    REECE NEEDED to keep Ronald talking. The lives of countless innocent people were on the line. She glanced around the chaotic scene, seeing Shanahan signaling her to stall Ronald while he circled around behind him. She nodded subtly in acknowledgment. 
 
    With a deep breath, Reece turned her focus back to Ronald, knowing that she had to get inside his head if she had any hope of stopping him.  
 
    She thought about the psychology of the situation: He's deeply unhappy with himself whether he's conscious of it or not. And he's so desperate for control that he's spiraling out of it. 
 
    But confronting him like that wouldn't yield anything positive, she decided. She had to keep it simple. 
 
    As she studied him, she could see that all the manipulation and deceit he had used against her—even the misdirection to Alexander and his twisted mother—were really just aspects of his own damaged psyche.  
 
    Reece would use that all now—against him. 
 
    "Ronald, I might not completely understand, not being a man," she began, suppressing her profound disgust for this monster. "But you've taught me a few things."  
 
      
 
    Lost in his own mind, Ronald stood there, his fingers gripping the explosive device like the lifeline it had become. The woman's voice echoed in his ears, a voice that was both placating and infuriating. He could feel the words worming their way into his brain. He hated her for it. He hated them all for making him feel…vulnerable. 
 
      
 
    Reece continued, "You've been dealt a rough hand in life. Nothing is fair. The cards have been stacked against you. You've been fighting against that injustice for as long as you can remember." 
 
      
 
    The memories of Ronald's childhood—the beatings, the humiliation, the cold emptiness of his father's drunken rages, his pitiful mother's helplessness—surged up in his mind like a tide of bile.  
 
    He felt the cancer eating away at his lungs, a limitless pain that reminded him of his impending death. 
 
      
 
    Reece contemplated Ronald's expression, his eyes narrowing as he listened to her words. She had struck a nerve.   
 
    She took a moment to gather her thoughts before continuing. "And now, you're facing your own mortality with the lung cancer diagnosis. You feel cornered, threatened, and you think the only way left to seize any control is one lonely, final act." 
 
    She could see the flicker of recognition in his eyes. It was time to dig even deeper into the darkness that had consumed him. 
 
    "In your desperation, you've started acting in a new way—one that exposed you—a testament to your feelings of powerlessness in the face of your own mortality. But you don't have to succumb, Ronald. You don't have to let this weakness take you. You're strong." 
 
      
 
    "What do you know about pain, about powerlessness?" Ronald snarled. "You think you can just waltz over here and talk me down, like I'm some…some weakling who needs to be saved?" 
 
    His grip on the explosive device tightened, the muscles in his arm tensing as he prepared to make his final move. 
 
    "You think you can control me, manipulate me? You think you know what's best for me?" 
 
    He closed his eyes and let the darkness consume him. There was no turning back now. No redemption. Only the cold embrace of oblivion, and the knowledge that he had chosen his own destiny. 
 
      
 
    Reece cringed inside. It was now or never. She had to tread carefully; she had to choose her words with the utmost precision in order to manipulate Ronald's twisted mind, without it seeming that way. She needed to make him believe he was still in control. 
 
    "You can still reclaim your true power—the power of a true man. You have a real choice to choose a path that doesn't end with being forgotten in the sea of second-rate suicide bombers or school shooters like some troubled teenage boy. No—you have a choice of taking control of your own destiny—the end of fate. 
 
    "You've been challenging me to catch you, Ronald. But what if, instead of being caught, you walked a better path—more powerful, more influential—but only you—only you!—have the strength to walk it." 
 
      
 
    She was right, of course. Ronald had been challenging her, daring her to catch him. His thoughts were a maelstrom of confusion and anger, a swirling vortex of unfulfillment and hatred. 
 
    Yet…what path is she talking about? 
 
    He laughed, a hollow, bitter sound. "You think you know me, but you don't," he whispered, his voice barely audible. 
 
      
 
    Reece was making an impact. His grip on the explosive device seemed to waver, but not consistently or enough. Shanahan was now in position behind him to take him out—if Ronald's hand moved from the detonation trigger.   
 
    Reece had to keep pushing. 
 
    She needed to appeal to his ego, his sense of self-preservation and his deep-rooted resentment towards authority. 
 
    "Ronald," she began, her voice calm and measured, "you should know that the government won't execute you on death row. You see, they're only legally allowed to execute criminals in good health standing, and with your current condition, that's not possible. Ironic, isn't it? That the very thing that's killing you could also save you from the electric chair." 
 
    Ronald's eyes flickered with a strange mixture of confusion and curiosity as he processed her words. 
 
    "Imagine it, Ronald. You've always been a victim of circumstance, haven't you? But now you have a chance to turn that around, to use your story to inspire others and make a real impact on the world. Interviews, documentaries, books—men around the world will be clamoring to hear your thoughts, to understand what makes you tick." 
 
      
 
    Ronald stood there, absorbing her words, feeling a shiver of excitement running down his spine. It was true, wasn't it? He could use his illness to his advantage, to escape the final judgment of the electric chair. The idea of becoming an icon was intoxicating—a figure that would be remembered and studied long after his body had crumbled to dust. He could feel his heart quickening as he considered the possibilities. 
 
    His eyes locked onto Reece's, searching for any trace of deception or treachery. But her gaze was unwavering, steady and sincere, and he found himself wanting to believe her, wanting to explore this unexpected path to infamy. 
 
    But there was a dark corner of his mind that remained untouched by her words, a place where his rage and hatred still festered, gnawing away at the edges of his resolve. He could feel it whispering to him, urging him to resist, to hold onto the anger that had sustained him for so long. 
 
      
 
    Reece saw Ronald's posture change, his shoulders straightening, his chin lifting. She could tell she had his full attention. Reece carefully crafted the image, playing to Ronald's vanity and need for control. 
 
    "You don't have to go out with a bang, Ronald. This other path leads to influence and fame. Massive exposure. Think of the influence you could hold over others, even from behind bars. People would be drawn to your story, your ideas and conviction, captivated by your mind. You would be immortalized, a legend in your own right." 
 
      
 
    "What makes you think I want any of that?" he asked, his voice trembling with barely contained emotion. 
 
    He could feel the walls closing in on him, the pressure building. And yet, the idea of escaping his fate, of cheating death and becoming the greatest man ever, was too alluring to ignore. 
 
    He began to envision this alternate future for himself, one in which he held power and control, one where he could continue to exert his influence even from the depths of a prison cell—and even from the afterlife. 
 
      
 
    Ronald's gaze intensified, and Reece could see the wheels turning in his head. From the corner of her eye she saw onlookers covering their mouths in shock as he weighed his options, the explosive device trembling in his hand. 
 
    She replied, "You want this because the natural order of this world needs to be restored. And only you have the power to change it."  
 
    Reece gestured at the surrounding crowd, barricaded back by police, as though Ronald had already amassed a following, and then implying his following would only grow. She took a deep breath and delivered her final, calculated blow.  
 
    "You can be someone who shapes the entire world. Let go of the trigger; don't kill your real chance. Take your real power back." 
 
    Reece watched intently as Ronald's gaze flickered between her and the bomb in his hand. She could see him battling with the decision, the seductive future she'd painted for him against the desire for one final act. She held her breath, praying that she'd done enough to sway him. 
 
      
 
    Ronald felt the allure of her words, the siren song of power and influence tugging at his resolve. It was all a tantalizing idea. 
 
    He looked down at the explosive device and considered his options. Could he really embrace this new path? Or would he allow himself to be forgotten, just another dime-a-dozen killer who then committed suicide before really getting the message out, before actually changing anything?  
 
    She has no idea about the power I really have to change the world, or she wouldn't be telling me all this. I'll show her. I know the truth. 
 
      
 
    And then, slowly, tentatively, Reece watched his arms drop to his side, his finger no longer on the bomb's trigger. He seemed ready to launch into a speech, to draw out this confrontation as long as he wanted. 
 
    But in that split second, Shanahan sprang into action. He'd been waiting patiently, hidden from Ronald's view, for the perfect moment to strike. And now, with the bomb no longer an immediate threat, he seized his chance. 
 
    Shanahan charged forward, his powerful frame cutting through the air as he barreled into Ronald, locking his arms around the man's.  
 
    SWAT immediately rushed in and snatched the bomb, an expert instantly going to work on it as SWAT ordered Reece and all the other officers back. 
 
    Shanahan dragged Ronald backwards, throwing him to Ethan, who then held him while Shanahan swiftly and efficiently cuffed his hands behind his back. 
 
    Reece exhaled a breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding, the tension that had built up inside her finally releasing. She watched as Shanahan read him his rights. 
 
    Her legs felt like jelly, her body drained of energy after the intense confrontation. But relief washed over her in waves, knowing that they had managed to apprehend Ronald without any further loss of life. She'd played her part, used her skills to get inside his head, and it had paid off. 
 
    Shanahan led the now-defeated Ronald away. As Ronald Hayes, the serial killer who murdered countless women, including her beloved Cam, passed by Reece, she had one last thing to say to the man who blamed the world for his transgressions—a quote she had read years ago by Franklin D. Roosevelt. In lieu of everything that had happened the past month or so, it felt so apropos. 
 
    She leaned in to him as he passed by, speaking just loud enough for him to hear. 
 
    "Men are not prisoners of fate, but only prisoners of their own minds."  
 
    As Shanahan shut the door of the sheriff's SUV with Ronald secured inside, Reece allowed herself a small smile. Despite the exhaustion, despite the fear and the stress, despite the hurt and the loss, they had succeeded in bringing an end to the terror that had gripped their county. 
 
    And while there would be a long road ahead filled with trials and investigations, for now, Reece could allow herself to feel a sense of relief and accomplishment. They had faced evil head-on and emerged victorious. And in that moment, that was enough. 
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    REECE SAT ACROSS from Sandy in the small diner they had agreed to meet at. The smell of strong coffee and bacon hung in the air. She stared at her father, taking in the lines of age that had been drawn onto his face since her childhood. And yet, he still looked strong and handsome, and his figure seemed in impeccable shape. He may be years older, but his astute, inquisitive gaze, not only reminded Reece of her own, but seemed to indicate his mind was still very sharp.  
 
    "Alright, Sandy," Reece began, her voice steady and determined. "I need answers. I need to know why you left us all those years ago, and why Mrs. Thompson's murder seems to be connected to your…abandonment." 
 
    Sandy sat up straight, with perfect posture, his hands clasped together as he spoke, his voice smooth. "Reece, my dear, I understand your concerns, but I assure you, it is merely one facet of my troubles as a younger man. I left because something required my immediate attention, and I made a difficult choice because of that." 
 
    Reece's eyes narrowed, skepticism clouding her features. "And what exactly did you discover? Something so important that you had to leave your family without so much as a goodbye?" 
 
    Sandy hesitated for a moment before answering. "It was a matter of great importance, something that could have had dire consequences if not addressed. But it is not something I can easily explain, nor is it something you need concern yourself with." 
 
    Reece slammed her hand on the table, causing the silverware to clatter. "Not concern myself with? Sandy, a woman was murdered, and you left us right after. Now you're back just as the killer has finally been caught—thanks in part to your lead. You can't expect me to just accept that it's all a coincidence." 
 
    Sandy sighed, his eyes filled with a mixture of regret and sadness. "Reece, I know how it looks, and I know how much it hurt you when I left. But I promise you, I have nothing to do with Mrs. Thompson's murder. I had no choice but to leave, and I couldn't tell anyone what I was doing." 
 
    Reece searched her father's eyes for any hint of deception, but all she detected was the sentiment that her questions were but a contrivance of history. "Why didn't you ever reach out to us, Sandy? Why did you let us think you were gone for good?" 
 
    Sandy's gaze dropped to his hands, and he spoke softly. "I thought it was for the best. I believed that my absence would protect you and the family from any danger. It was a difficult decision, but I made it out of love." 
 
    As they sat there, Reece felt a familiar mixture of anger, sadness, and confusion wash over her. Despite the pain he had caused, she couldn't completely disregard the sincerity in his voice. She let out a deep breath, realizing confronting him like this was going nowhere. What was she supposed to do?—go psychoanalytical on him too? That didn't seem appropriate here or now. 
 
    "Sandy," she said, her voice quieter. "I don't know if I can ever fully trust you again. I don't know if I can ever forgive you for leaving us. But I'd like to try to understand." 
 
    Sandy looked up, meeting her gaze with a solemn nod. "In due time, Reece. Some truths are difficult to bear. But when the time is right, I will tell you everything I can." 
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    A COUPLE WEEKS had now passed, and Reece stood at the podium in the community center, the room filled with young women eager to hear her speak about her experiences as a woman in law enforcement. She shared her story of resilience and determination, and how she had fought against the odds in a male-dominated field. The audience was captivated, hanging on her every word. 
 
    Towards the end of her speech, she introduced a new mentorship program she had spearheaded. The program, she explained, would provide guidance and support to young women interested in pursuing careers in law enforcement or criminal psychology. She outlined the details, happy to be making a difference in these young lives. And as the school year approached, she looked forward to organizing workshops and seminars for students interested in learning more about her field. 
 
    As the summer weeks passed, Reece continued the speaking engagements in her community. She spoke at universities and collaborated with local organizations on awareness campaigns, tirelessly working to inspire and empower the next generation of women leaders.  
 
      
 
    Perhaps the toll of Ronald's case had gotten to her in a deep way, and doing these events was her method of releasing all of that. 
 
    With each event and accomplishment, Reece felt a sense of closure and satisfaction, knowing that she had not only put a dangerous killer behind bars, but was also making a positive impact on the lives of countless young women. 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    It was an early Saturday evening in late August when Reece stepped out of her car, taking a deep breath as she surveyed the breathtaking Arizona sunset. The colors of orange, pink, and purple painted the sky, a vivid reminder of the beauty in the world despite the darkness she had faced.  
 
    Yet, memories of the case still haunted her. 
 
    As she walked into her small, cozy home in Nohpalli, she was greeted by the reveries of Cam. A picture of them sat on her shelf, and the sea-creature coffee mugs still sat on the kitchen counter. The hole in her heart would never be fully patched, but she knew that she needed to move on. 
 
    Over the next few weeks, Reece found solace in the Arizona landscape. She would often take long horseback rides through the desert, allowing herself to feel the anger and hurt that welled up inside her. The sharp rocks and cacti mirrored her emotions, cutting and raw. As she rode, she let the vastness of the desert absorb her pain. 
 
    Gradually, those rides began to change. Once again, the desert became a healing space for her, a place where she could find peace. The sunsets became a source of comfort, the colors blending together like the memories of Cam, who had been a beacon of light in her life. 
 
    Through her work in the community, Reece continued to inspire other women. She shared her story with them, opening up about her struggles and grief, and encouraging them to push through the challenges life threw at them. The women around her were drawn to her strength and vulnerability, and they too began to find their own paths to healing and growth. 
 
    One evening, as she sat on her porch watching another brilliant sunset, Reece felt a gentle breeze brush against her face. It seemed to whisper a message of renewal. She closed her eyes, allowing the warmth of the setting sun to envelop her, and she took a deep breath.  
 
    She was a resilient one, that woman named Reece Cannon. 
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    THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Reece found herself sitting at the Nohpalli café with her eclectic group of friends. Like always, the air was filled with the aroma of freshly brewed coffee and the sound of their laughter. 
 
    Austin swished his way over to their table and set down an array of colorful, steaming drinks. "I now present to you the most luxurious liquid gold this side of the Grand Canyon!" he announced, with a flourish of his hands. "In other words, caffeine—the secret to adulting." 
 
    "Yay!" Maisie yelped. "Speaking of adulting, I just learned that adulting classes are a thing. People pay money to learn how to fold fitted sheets and write checks. Isn't that hilarious? It's like paying for a course on how to suffer." 
 
    Jessie cradled her and Shanahan's baby, Zaki, in her arms, laughing along. "Oh, that reminds me of the time Tommy tried to fold a fitted sheet. He was wrestling with it for a solid ten minutes before I walked in and found him trapped inside. It was like watching someone fight with a giant squid." 
 
    "Speaking of slimy creatures," Beryl chimed in, "have you heard about the latest trend? People are getting facials with snail slime. It's supposed to be amazing for your skin." 
 
    Austin replied, "Snail slime? That's nothing, tiger. I've heard of people using bird poop for facials. People will try anything!" 
 
    Jessie nodded in agreement. "I remember when I was pregnant with Zaki, I tried this bizarre belly mask. It was like a sheet mask for pregnant bellies. I still have no idea what it was supposed to do." 
 
    The friends laughed, and Austin, always ready with a witty remark, added, "Well, at least you didn't try placenta smoothies like that one celebrity. I mean, talk about taking the whole 'circle of life' thing too far." 
 
    Maisie, ever the gossip queen, leaned in conspiratorially. "You guys, I heard that Mandy from accounting is dating her personal trainer—who used to date her daughter! I mean, can you imagine the scandal!?" 
 
    Reece shook her head, laughing. "Oh, come on, Maisie. That's not a scandal. That's just Tuesday in your world." 
 
    Beryl leaned in with her own gossip tidbit. "That reminds me of a guy I dated years ago. He used to steal my Lululemon leggings and wear them at his place. I only caught him because I made a surprise visit over there one day." 
 
    Jessie snorted, trying to contain her laughter. "Well, they do say they're incredibly comfortable." 
 
    Austin raised an eyebrow, clearly intrigued. "Beryl, was that the same guy you met on that dating app for artists? The one where the main selling point was 'Unleash your inner Picasso and find your soulmate'?" 
 
    "You know I love to paint, Austin!" Beryl exclaimed. "Can't a girl have it all!?" 
 
    Austin gasped theatrically, placing a hand over his heart. "Beryl, honey, of course you should have it all." 
 
    Reece couldn't help but chuckle at their banter, grateful for the lighthearted company. 
 
    As their laughter continued, Austin set the stage for his latest comedic masterpiece. "You know, this all reminds me of my Uncle Tim. He was an interesting character, to say the least. He had this peculiar hobby—he collected toothbrushes." 
 
    The friends listened intently, waiting for the punchline, but Austin merely sipped his coffee, leaving them in suspense. 
 
    The conversation drifted to other topics: Beryl's latest adventures in online dating, Jessie's challenges with baby Zaki, and Maisie's endless quest to find the perfect pair of shoes. But all the while, Austin's unfinished story about Uncle Tim and his toothbrushes lingered in the air. 
 
    "So, Reece," Maisie began, twirling a strand of hair around her finger, "We've heard bits and pieces, but you never really told us all the juicy details of that serial killer case you solved. Dish, girl!" 
 
    Reece hesitated, glancing at Beryl, whi shrugged and said emphatically, "Dish it, girl." 
 
    Austin leaned in, his eyes sparkling with anticipation. "Yes, we're dying to know!" 
 
    Everybody groaned. 
 
    With a sigh, Reece relented. "Alright, fine. I'll share some tidbits. But remember, this is serious stuff. Well, the night we got him, I found myself at this abandoned farm in the middle of nowhere—mind you there's a killer on the loose—talk about creepy! It was like something straight out of a horror movie." 
 
    Beryl shuddered dramatically. "How dreadful! That's where I was supposed to end up, wasn't it?—I just can't imagine." 
 
    Reece nodded. "I managed to save Superintendent Logan's life that night. It's so interesting the wild things criminals do—Ronald had been keeping a 2021 Mercedes-Benz SUV hidden inside an old, dilapidated barn. He was just asking for some teens to find it and do some joyriding, putting his whole master plan in jeopardy." 
 
    "How do you know he kept it there?" Beryl asked.  
 
    "I saw the SUV tracks in the mud. The CSI team later confirmed that they were one in the same." 
 
    Jessie smiled. "Tommy told me he was impressed by your sleuthing. You're like a real-life Nancy Drew!" 
 
    Maisie snorted. "More like Sherlock Holmes in heels!" 
 
    Reece grinned and continued, "There was something else too—Ronald was stealing money with his son and his son's so-called friend. So after the case was wrapped up, I got a call from Michael Alderidge at Affluent Alliance Group. Turns out Alexander Wells and Jacob Hayes had been funneling money from elderly clients. Jacob has admitted that Ronald was the mastermind behind that too." 
 
    Austin gasped, hand to his chest. "Talk about a twisted family affair! Did he have no conscience?" 
 
    Jessie shook her head, cradling her baby boy, Zaki. "It's just so awful. But on a brighter note, we've all heard about your incredible work in the community, Reece. Empowering young women, becoming a public speaker… You're a force to be reckoned with!" 
 
    Reece smiled. "Thanks Jessie." 
 
    Later, as they were getting ready to leave, Austin leaned back in his chair and grinned. "You know what Uncle Tim's favorite thing about collecting toothbrushes was? He said he loved to brush up on his dental history." 
 
    Groans and laughter filled the air as Reece and her friends shook their heads at Austin's punchline. It was in moments like these, surrounded by laughter, camaraderie, and bad jokes, that the shadows of her past seemed to recede, allowing her to find joy and solace in the present. 
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    Tucson Detective Receives Prestigious Award for Solving Decades-Long Serial Killer Case 
 
      
 
    TUCSON, Ariz. – Detective Reece Cannon was honored with the Pima County Sheriff's Department's Medal of Valor in a special ceremony held at the department's headquarters on Monday. Cannon's tireless work led to the apprehension of a serial killer who had been terrorizing the women of Pima County for decades. 
 
      
 
    The detective's dedication and expertise not only brought an end to the decades-long reign of terror, but also saved the lives of multiple women, including Superintendent Mindy Logan, who was kidnapped by the killer during the investigation. 
 
      
 
    Cannon's breakthrough came when she discovered key evidence linking the suspect, Ronald Hayes, to the murders. She then followed a trail of clues that led her to an abandoned farm, where she bravely rescued Logan and ultimately brought Hayes to justice. 
 
      
 
    Sheriff Luke Landy presented the Medal of Valor to Cannon during the ceremony, stating, "Detective Cannon's unwavering commitment to the pursuit of justice and the protection of innocent lives is a shining example for all law enforcement officers." 
 
      
 
    Cannon, who has a background in criminal psychology, was praised for her keen intuition and ability to get inside the mind of the killer. Her colleagues describe her as dedicated, fearless, and compassionate – qualities that made all the difference in solving the case. 
 
      
 
    The Tucson community has rallied around Cannon, expressing their gratitude for her work in solving the case that had cast a dark shadow over the area for far too long. Local residents now feel a renewed sense of safety, knowing that the killer has been caught and that justice has been served. 
 
      
 
    In the wake of her success, Cannon has also become a symbol of hope and inspiration for other women in law enforcement. She has been actively involved in mentoring young women who aspire to pursue careers in criminal justice and has taken part in public speaking engagements to share her experiences and insight. 
 
      
 
    When asked about her reflections on the case and her future, Cannon said, "This experience has taught me the importance of perseverance, resilience, and faith in oneself. I hope that my work can serve as a reminder of the strength and determination that women possess. I'm looking forward to a brighter future for myself and all the women in Pima County." 
 
      
 
    With the Medal of Valor now added to her list of accomplishments, Detective Reece Cannon has undoubtedly made an indelible mark on her community and serves as an inspiration to countless others. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    Grab your copy of the next Reece Cannon Thriller: 
 
    If You Hurt Her 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B08548N4CZ 
 
      
 
    Turn the page for a preview!
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    YOU’RE NOT ALONE.  
 
    Before drifting into a deep slumber just a few hours earlier, Shanahan had recalled his wife promising that.  
 
    Don’t slip away from me, she’d said. I need you. We all need you. 
 
    Having polished off a liter of whiskey, still grasping the empty bottle, she’d found him outside staring at the stars. Caught in a timeless moment, he’d been somewhere distant—in a place betwixt the ancient twinkling lights.  
 
    Shanahan had assumed his wife was sound sleep. He’d been surprised, even slightly ashamed, at being discovered in such a vacant moment. 
 
    But his wife, Jessie, wasn’t mad or disappointed like he’d expected her to be. She wasn’t even surprised. She admired him for a moment before moving toward him, saying those things. 
 
    Indeed, Shanahan was slipping away.  
 
    And in this moment, now more than ever. 
 
    One minute ago, death came to Shanahan’s door. 
 
    When his eyes had flipped open, upon hearing the front door of his home being broken into, he briefly remembered Jessie’s words before the glowing red numbers on the clock registered within his mind: 3:30 AM. 
 
    Jessie began to stir as Shanahan ripped the covers away.  
 
    “Get under the bed!” he commanded to his wife, who lay naked beside him. Over a nearby reading chair she had a white robe draped, which he hoped she could silently pull on. 
 
    Also unclothed, Lieutenant Tommy Shanahan jumped from the fading warmth and rushed to his cold, metal safe. Thirty seconds later, he held a weapon with his flannel robe half-on, half-not.  
 
    He sprinted into the living room headed for his baby boy’s room, eyes scanning the surrounding darkness. 
 
    A lone figure stood in the shadows, watching him, pointing in his direction. Shanahan recognized the object the intruder held—an object strikingly similar to the one in his own hand: a gun. 
 
    The intruder didn’t hesitate. He fired. 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    Lucky stood before a large TV with the news on, but muted. He looked at the two men in front of him, sizing them up. “The plan is quick and clean, correct?” 
 
    The skinny, lanky white guy answered, “No sweat. I’m a pro. I do murders all the time.” 
 
    “You ‘do murders all the time’?” Lucky asked. 
 
    The skinny guy glanced towards the TV. “Well, not all the time. Some of the time.” 
 
    “What the hell does ‘some of the time’ mean?” 
 
    “It means sometimes I murder. Kill people. Dig graves. That’s what it means.” 
 
    “I’d know if you were digging graves around here.” Lucky scrutinized the man. “Let me ask you another question. And this time, I’d advise you think about your answer very carefully—and not because of what Shanahan might do to you. Can you pull this off?” 
 
    Lucky stepped closer to the duo. They inched backwards. 
 
    The slightly pudgy, Italian-looking guy with unusual hands interrupted. “Don’t worry, Lucky, if you got the money, we’ll do the job. We’ll handle him.” 
 
    “I hope so—for your sake.” Lucky glimpsed the time on his wrist. He needed to sleep soon. The morning was fast approaching, and the night had barely begun. 
 
    Watching the two thugs leave his secret safe house, Lucky hoped he’d come too far for this to get botched. The skinny guy tripped in the doorway on his way out. The pudgy Italian pushed him the rest of the way through. 
 
    My name’s Lucky for a reason, he thought. It’ll work. Shanahan dies tonight. 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    Shanahan dodged left when he recognized the gun, his robe swirling around like a ballroom dancer’s dress. The bullet put a tiny rip in the fabric and a finger-sized hole in the wall. 
 
    Shanahan didn’t hesitate either. He fired his weapon mid-spin, striking the intruder in the arm who yelped in pain. 
 
    The intruder popped a couple more rounds, but off balance, missed the rapidly approaching Lieutenant.  
 
    Shanahan rushed forward and tackled the intruder. “Who are you!?” he screamed.  
 
    The sounds of his baby boy, Zaki, now awake and crying could be heard from his bedroom crib. 
 
    “Don’t hurt me, please, I’m a nobody. I just…” 
 
    Suddenly, Shanahan heard the sound of the back door being kicked in—the door connecting his master bedroom to their backyard. 
 
    Jessie. 
 
    The intruder took advantage of the distraction, scrambling for his gun and swinging it at the Lieutenant. Shanahan felt cold steel hammer the side of his face.  
 
    As he shook the blow off, he discovered the muzzle aimed directly between his eyes. 
 
    There was no time for planning or careful calculations. No time to tie the intruder up, to keep him from getting Zaki or Jessie. Shanahan was about to die and his family would be next. 
 
    Without a second thought, fiery determination burned in Shanahan fiercer than the scalding sun of the desert that surrounded his home, his community, his world. 
 
    Shanahan took the only moment separating this life and the next. He pulled the trigger. 
 
    Death called. 
 
    Then he raced towards the bedroom, his feet barely touching the ground, his untied robe trailing his body like a cape. 
 
    He burst through the door. But something caught him, hard. A smashing blow to his head brought him down to the ground. 
 
    Shanahan fought the blackness threatening his consciousness, and lifted the side of his bleeding face from the carpet.  
 
    A broken lamp lay shattered beside him, the kiln-baked clay fragments cutting into his skin. His head pounded, throbbed. His vision doubled. 
 
    The intruder stared as though he was trying to decide what to do next. He had a gun pointed at Shanahan but hadn’t taken the shot. 
 
    His mistake.  
 
    Shanahan still clutched his own gun and didn’t need to decide anything. He fired, but in the blurred haze, missed the intruder. 
 
    Shanahan tried to stand but couldn’t.  
 
    Then the intruder grabbed Jessie, who had just crawled out from under the bed, reaching for her fallen husband. 
 
    “Tommy!” Jessie screamed, before Shanahan watched the intruder hit the back of her head with the butt of a strange-looking gun. 
 
    Shanahan had to stand. He had to. He had no choice.  
 
    Unable to see straight, his eyes seemed stuck in a kaleidoscope. Was there something strange about the man’s hands? 
 
    “No,” Shanahan tried to yell, but no sound escaped his lips. 
 
    Somehow managing to rise, he lifted his gun, wobbling, wanting to shoot, desperately wanting to, to murder this man who was dragging Jessie across the room.  
 
    But Shanahan couldn’t see clearly. He couldn’t risk hitting Jessie. 
 
    The intruder disappeared with Jessie’s unconscious body out the back door. 
 
    Shanahan attempted running after them but stumbled forward and fell again. 
 
    Blackout. 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    Grab your copy of If You Hurt Her! 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B08548N4CZ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Author Note 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading Mind of a Killer, the second Reece Cannon Thriller. 
 
      
 
    Sometimes I get asked: why Reece Cannon? Simple.  
 
      
 
    As a child I devoured books like The Hardy Boys or Nancy Drew by the dozen, often staying up all night to read two or three—and to this day that habit has never changed. Late at night when everyone is fast asleep you can find me in bed with a Kindle. 
 
      
 
    Besides reading, I also have a serious passion for writing mystery thrillers. 
 
      
 
    Inspired by my hard-working wife and two strong daughters, I knew that I wanted to write a series that centered on a female lead who never gave up. 
 
      
 
    And thus, Reece Cannon was born. 
 
      
 
    However… 
 
      
 
    After finishing book one, I found that getting the novels to the public is a massive journey in and of itself. Without diving too deep into it, I’ve attempted advertising, social media, book launches, and a slew of other endeavors in order to bring Reece Cannon to life. 
 
      
 
    So, if you’ve read this far, I want to sincerely say THANK YOU for taking this journey with me. I couldn’t do it without you. 
 
      
 
    One huge thing that you can do is to leave a quick review. It only takes a second, but I’ll be extremely grateful. Even just a few words can make a difference for an author like me.  
 
      
 
    Every piece of praise, criticism, support, suggestion, and just plain saying what works, and what you want to see more of, all influences the next book. 
 
      
 
    And again, thank you so much for taking this journey with me and Reece Cannon. 
 
      
 
    Cheers, 
 
    Paul Knox 
 
      
 
    Here’s the link: http://www.amazon.com/review/create-review?&asin=B0C41THJ8M 
 
    

  

 
   
    A Personal Note 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thank you, Mom, for always buying a copy of every single book I write—even though I tell you I would gladly give one to you for free! You inspired the love of reading and writing in me when I was young. I’ve never forgotten or let that go. 
 
      
 
    And to my two daughters, I hope this love is also passed on to you both. 
 
      
 
    Paul/Dad 
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